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      An ambitious real estate agent. A marketing video gone viral. Will an inadvertent drone video expose her to a deadly foreclosure?


      Charley Kingman is desperate to prove herself to her wealthy father. After finally finding her niche as a real estate agent, she's determined to get an edge in the cutthroat career. And when an incredibly cool drone video helps sell a "difficult" house in a single day, she knows she's struck gold.


      
As the drone venture grows and she meets Tavis, her brother's handsome new business partner, Charley thinks her dreams have at long last come true. But after sinister, illegal activities come to light in her boss's real estate office, Charley and her new beau must act fast to avoid being caught in the crosshairs. With nowhere left to turn, can Charley and Tavis escape the deadly drug cartel's clutches and give their love air space or are they fated to crash and burn?

The Toy Drone is the first book in a trilogy of romantic cozy thrillers. If you like gutsy characters, workplace relationships, and tangled twists and turns, then you'll love Mary Jane Forbes' intricate mystery. 
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A TOY FOR CHRISTMAS


 


An ambitious real estate agent. A red-hot marketing niche. Will an inadvertent drone video expose her to a deadly foreclosure?


 


Charley Kingman is desperate to prove herself to her wealthy father. After finally finding her niche as a real estate agent, she’s determined to get an edge in the cutthroat career. And when an incredibly cool drone video helps to sell a "difficult" house in a single day, she knows she’s struck gold.


 


As the drone venture grows and she meets Tavis, her brother’s handsome new business partner, Charley thinks her dreams have at long last come true. But after sinister, illegal activities come to light in her boss's real estate office, Charley and her new beau must act fast to avoid being caught in the crosshairs. With nowhere left to turn, can Charley and Tavis escape the deadly drug cartel’s clutches and give their love air space or are they fated to crash and burn?


 


A Toy Drone is the first book in a trilogy of romantic cozy thrillers. If you like gutsy characters, workplace relationships, and tangled twists and turns, then you'll love Mary Jane Forbes’ intricate mystery.
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Will a magical kiss change Bessie’s life forever?


The Christmas holidays arrive on Bessie’s magical mountain. Magical because her village awakes on December first and goes back to sleep at the stroke of midnight Christmas Eve.


Little did twenty-one year old Bessie know that today, when the ten-o’clock train rolls to a stop at the summit of the snow-covered mountain, Matthew, a handsome stranger, will climb down from the coach car and enter her world. Bessie’s father warns her she can only be Matthew’s friend. Time is short on the mountain, and he must leave on the midnight train.


He cannot miss it!


 


If you like the Cinderella and Snow White stories, you’ll love Once Upon a Christmas Eve. This short story combines the scent of Christmas cookies baking, twinkling tree lights, and the struggles of young love.


 


Get your COMPLIMENTARY copy


TAP the link below to get started!
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IT WAS A BEAUTIFUL sunny day in Daytona Beach. The first week of May and the tulips and daisies danced with vigor. Clusters of azaleas exploded in a profusion of color—pink, red, white. Twenty-nine-year-old Charley Kingman’s spirits soared with the pelican overhead gliding on fresh crisp air. A new agent at Rachel Ramirez Real Estate, Charley was on her way to close her first sale. She dressed carefully—soft black slacks with a slight flare at the ankle. Strappy black sandals revealed carefully painted crimson toenails. She topped the slacks with a conservative, white sleeveless silk blouse.


She’d been on the job for seven weeks and had experienced only a slight twinge of doubt in her decision to give selling houses a try, no matter if her father thought it a bad idea. But today was a new day, a good day. With her commission maybe she’d move into a real apartment, move out of the one room, roadside vacation rental.


Rolling down the windows of her late model, deep blue Mustang convertible, she let her wavy auburn hair fly in the gentle breeze. Slapping the worn leather encasing the steering wheel, she turned the radio up singing along with Frank Sinatra belting out “Come Fly With Me.” A motorcycle pulled alongside, keeping pace with her car. The man smiled at her, nodded, then sped on.


The Saturday morning traffic was building, office workers free to enjoy the sunny day even if only to run errands. Coupons in hand exclaimed the latest summer bargains--shiny stainless steel barbeques to bikinis. A line of cars on the inside lane waited, their signals blinking to turn left onto the bridge spanning the inter-coastal river to the beach.


The beach wasn’t on Charley’s itinerary today. No sir. There was a Purchase and Sale document on her desk waiting to be signed. She turned right onto Dunlawton, the agency a short two blocks away. She smiled, spinning the wheel of fortune in her mind over the past eight years of her life. The spinning was over. A scowl crossed her face—a semester of computer science at MIT. She didn’t register for the next semester leaving that field to her genius brother Frank. A session on nursing—no way. A day of piercing the skin of an orange made her squeamish. Then over coffee with her friend Elizabeth Stitchway, the idea of selling real estate was laid on the table. Liz said she’d be a natural—naturally friendly, naturally smart with numbers, naturally knew about the bones of a house as well as commercial construction from her father. And best of all Charley countered, “I wouldn’t be stuck inside a stuffy office for days. I’d have the freedom to be out and about, meeting people. Happy people. After all, they’d be buying a new home. How exciting is that? Here in Florida for heaven’s sake. Perfect!”


The test for a license to sell real estate was a breeze. Her photographic memory helped. She felt she’d paid her dues as a new agent—answering the telephone, transferring the calls to the senior agents.


But that was then.


Today she was finalizing signatures to close her first sale. A lovely Florida house, stucco over cement block. It was painted a light salmon with beige trim. The landscaping was lush, lawns bordered with Hawthorn bushes covered with tiny white flowers. There was an abundance of flower beds—marigolds mixed with silver dusty miller and red and pink geraniums.


Changing lanes, Charley tucked a wave of hair, covering the right lens of her sunglasses, behind her ear.


She turned into the agency, drove through the portico, and parked under a large live oak tree dripping with Spanish moss. After putting the top up on the car, she grabbed her tote, and strolled into the agency her five-foot-six frame straight, head held high. As she reached her desk her cell played When the Saints go Marching In. The New Orleans street music always put a spring in her step. “Hi, Mrs. Wurthy, it’s a wonderful day to buy a new house. I’ll brew some fresh coffee—”


“I’m sorry, dear, but Mr. Wurthy and I decided the house just isn’t for us.”


“I don’t understand, Mrs. Wurthy. You thought it was perfect yesterday.” Charley shook her head, eyes pinched, questioning. “Did I say something that made you change your mind? Maybe there’s a way to rectify your concerns, if I know what—”


“Oh, Miss Kingman, you were most delightful, respectful, a delight to work with. It’s just another agent called about a house reduced in price. Price is a big consideration for us as you know.”


“Of course. I can ask the seller if she will accept a lower offer.”


“No need. Mr. Wurthy put in an offer last night on the other house. They accepted right away. You have a nice day, dear. Bye.”


The disconnection exploded in Charley’s ear like a rocket launcher. Wincing with the reverberation, she pocketed her cell.


Last night she went to bed with a smile, going over in her mind the papers that Mr. and Mrs. Wurthy had to sign setting the closing date. The Wurthys were special—her first sale. Not! She glanced around the agency. Kitty was on the phone laughing, scribbling notes on a legal size yellow pad of paper. Hank was in the front sitting at a table with his clients as they signed the paperwork for their new house.


Charley’s hands turned clammy. She took a deep breath. The sale had been a sure thing, or so she thought…last night. She clutched her pen making a fist to keep from shaking. Slowly she brought her mind back. Gained control.


So, she didn’t get this sale, but she darn well will get the next one. She had a way with people. Everyone said so. She was made to sell real estate. She didn’t do what was required. She went way above to help her clients. Not pushy like some salespeople she’d witnessed. No, she was professional, friendly, spent hours finding the perfect property—right location, style, size and price. Determined not to fall short, she’d watched the local sales reports to compare the houses she showed the Wurthys versus others in the neighborhood.


Charley was aware it took time to build up a clientele. Hank and Kitty were very self-assured. They’d been through the first six-month drought several years ago, typical for a new agent. Kitty was now a top producer, had taken Charley under her wing, given her numerous tips.


Charley opened the journal document on her computer where she kept notes of every meeting with the Wurthys. Was there something she should have done differently? No. She did everything on the checklist, brilliantly she thought but obviously not good enough. In hindsight, there was one thing she wished she hadn’t done. She wished she hadn’t told her mother and father that she was closing a sale today. She could hear her father now, “I told you real estate wasn’t for you.” Her mother would say she was sorry it didn’t work out.


Tapping a pen on the large calendar desk pad, she couldn’t stop her father’s admonition from creeping into her mind. Maybe he was right.


Twisting her waves of auburn hair back into a knot she secured it with a clip from her desk drawer. The cool air on her neck helped to return her focus. Another day at the office. Another learning experience. Not a sale until the buyer signs on the dotted line.


She heard the slap of high-heeled sandals. Rachel, the owner of the agency, stopped at her desk. “What time are the Wurthys coming to sign the Purchase and Sale document? I’d like to meet them.”


"They’re not coming,” Charley said as she retrieved her cell—the Saints were marching. “They bought another house last night.”


Checking the caller ID, she turned away from Rachel. “Hi, Mother. What’s up?”


“Your grandfather’s had a heart attack. I need you to come home,” she said in her soft sugary voice.


 


 













Chapter 2


────


 


 


THE WHITE CADILLAC PARKED at the front door of the ocean side estate meant one thing to Charley. Well, maybe two things. One, her Grandpa Bernie had survived the heart attack and Dr. Henry Stewart was tending to her high-strung mother. Or Grandpa died and Dr. Stewart was consoling both of her parents. Either way, Charley’s heart was pounding. Breathing in short gulps of air she shot out of her car and up the flagstone walkway to the front door. “No, no, no, not Grandpa,” she mumbled. “It can’t be. He can’t be gone forever.”


She charged through the front door, through the empty house to the terrace. The sparkling ocean surf belied the fear gripping her body. But Grandpa Bernie was not dead. Seeing the patriarch of the Kingman family sitting upright in a lounger a blanket tucked around his legs, the adrenalin storming her body ceased, leaving her limp.


Geoffrey Kingman, her father, was nursing a shot of whiskey. His head resembling a billiard ball glistened in the sunlight as he patted a drop of sweat with a napkin.


Dr. Stewart was handing Dottie, her mother, a prescription for valium. “Dottie, fill this today. It’s for you. You had a scare. It will help you sleep.”


“Oh, yes, thank you. What about Bernard? Shouldn’t he take something?” Dottie said.


“Everything checks out with your father-in-law. He was smart to ask you to get his nitroglycerin. It’s been three years since I prescribed it for him. He told me at his checkup last month that he wasn’t wearing the chain anymore. He didn’t feel he needed it. I’m just glad you knew where he kept it,” Henry said.


They all looked up as Charley emerged from the French doors into the balmy afternoon with a forecast of seventy-five degrees.


“Lovely. So happy to see you’ve risen from the dead, Grandpa,” Charley said bending to kiss his cheek.


“Now, now, Charley. Not to worry. Let’s crack a bottle of champagne, salute your success,” the seventy-two-year-old man said, patting his granddaughter’s hand, a broad smile under his bushy salt and pepper mustache. More salt than pepper. His signature white safari hat topped his head keeping the sun from his eyes.


“Oh no, not so fast. You’re not changing the subject. Dr. Stewart, what happened?” Charley said looking over at the family doctor and dear friend.


“No champagne for you today, Bernard. Not sure, Charley. Your grandfather blacked out, a few minutes. There are no residual effects as far as I can tell. So, Bernard, maybe you had a bit too much sun. Your heart is strong as an ox. However, we need to run some tests, find what caused the blackout if we can. Tell me what you did this morning.”


“Geoff and I played with our regular foursome. Our usual routine at the clubhouse…golf, beer. Felt fine then a little woozy when I got home. It came on suddenly,” he said in his gravelly voice, not quite robust as usual.


“You seem to be okay now, but I want you to go to the ER to have some tests. It won’t take long. Geoff, can you follow us? You can bring him home after the tests. Just a precaution, but I want to draw some blood close to the event. After you come home, Bernard, give me a call if the woozies return,” Dr. Stewart said with a chuckle.


“I heard him fall,” Dottie said. Her normal soft voice was strained. “I hurried down the hall to the front door. Geoff was kneeling beside his father. Bernard looked…gone. White as a ghost. I screamed to Hildy to call you Henry. I…I called Charley…and Frankie.”


A stocky Scottish woman, gray hair fastened back in a bun, joined the group carrying a large silver tray of tea sandwiches. Hildy, the housekeeper, set the tray on the umbrella table next to a tea service. She smoothed her white bib apron waiting for further instructions. Her feet encased in black leather shoes appeared to be stuck to the varicolored flagstone terrace.


“Thank you, Hildy,” Dottie said. “Please, be so kind to pour the tea.”


A young man rushed out through the French doors screeching to a halt. Glancing from person to person arrayed in front of him, he let out a long sigh as he turned to the man on the lounger. “Grandpa, you look quite dapper for a dead man.”


“He wasn’t so dapper an hour ago, son,” Dottie said a slight edge to her voice.


“Sis?” Frank said nodding to Charley. “Mother, the message on my cell didn’t sound like you were inviting me to a tea party.”


“Your grandfather seems to have overdone it at the golf course, or he ate something that didn’t agree with him, or more than likely it was just too much sun, Frank,” Dr. Stewart said.


Geoff set his crystal glass on the table. “I’m ready to go when you are, Henry. But hold on a minute. Now that the family has gathered, we have to settle the time tomorrow for Frank’s big reveal. You must come.”


“A reveal Frank?” the doc said, stuffing his stethoscope into his black leather bag.


“Frank and his partners are going to launch their drone prototype. I hope you can make it. You’re practically family,” Geoff said.


“Well, that sounds mighty fine. A drone? Those little devils are certainly in the news. I wouldn’t miss it.” Dr. Stewart feigned a punch to Frank’s shoulder as he turned to leave, giving a friendly kiss on Dottie’s cheek. “Geoff will get that script filled while he’s waiting at the ER, Dottie. Get some rest.”


“Yoohoo. Bernard, where are you?”


“Here, Jane, my pretty one. Out on the terrace.” Bernard kicked off the blanket snapping to a sitting position.


Jane Haliday, a plump woman with pink hair, her pink lips puckered in a bow, bustled out the French doors. Her purple dress was a garden of red cabbage roses. Ignoring the family, she made a beeline for her friend. “What’s happened, Bernard? You look pretty good to me.”


“Just a little too much golf, my dear, with a beer chaser. You are a vision as always,” Bernard said as the pair swapped air kisses.


“He almost had a heart attack,” Dottie interjected. “How about a cup of tea, Jane?”


“Yes, thank you Dottie. Tea would be nice. A heart attack, Bernard? Charley, what happened?” Jane asked turning to her friend’s granddaughter. “Thank you, Hildy. My throat is a bit parched. This tea will help. Lemon ginger?”


Hildy nodded, with a smile.


“Don’t listen to her, Jane,” Bernard said.


“He’s fine, Jane,” Geoffrey said. “Don’t worry. Bernard and I are going to the ER with Henry…a few tests. But he did give us a scare.”


“Speaking of tests, I’m testing my drone tomorrow morning, Jane,” Frank said. “I bet your niece would be interested, maybe her husband, too. Both private investigators,” he said grinning. “My drone would be perfect for them, a couple of PIs, help solve their cases—eyeballs in the sky so to speak.”


“Oh, how exciting. Yes, I’ll tell Lizzie and Manny. As private investigators they’re always interested in the latest gadgets. Where? What time?” Jane said.


“Here, down on the beach. Seven o’clock okay everyone?” Frank said, glancing around the family. Frank looked the part of a young CEO. Poised with black facial hair, sideburns to beard carefully clipped short as was a hint of a mustache. Central casting would have picked him to play the part.


“Seven’s fine, Frank,” his father said.


“How nice. We’ll have brunch,” Dottie said, beaming at her family. “Hildy, defrost some of those lovely crab cakes you bought at the fish market yesterday.”


Charley knelt beside her Grandpa. “I don’t care what Doc Stew says. When you get back with Dad, you put your feet up and rest.”


“Lean in, my little darlin,” he said. “A hug from my favorite granddaughter is all I need.”


“Hey, I’m your only granddaughter and don’t you forget it,” Charley countered with a big smile.


Dr. Stewart led the way out the front door to his car. He asked Bernard to come with him so he could hear more about his golf outing and his woozies. Geoff followed behind.


The family and Jane stood at the front door watching the procession of vehicles turn out of the driveway and then they returned to the terrace.


Charley helped herself to a cup of tea. It was always fun to watch Jane and her grandfather. Another time they would have made a cute couple sharing their golden years. But she didn’t like his color. Whatever happened to him, it had taken a toll. She trusted Dr. Stewart. He’d cared for the family since she was born. Sidling over to her brother, she landed a friendly punch on his arm. “Your drone…tomorrow? That’s exciting, Frankie.”


“Yep, my team’s been working hard. I didn’t want to show the family, especially Dad, until I was ready.”


“Don’t worry. The weather is supposed to be glorious. Frank, I don’t think Grandpa looks good. He’s very pale. Not himself…normally rugged, tan from hours in the sun golfing, gardening. What do you think?”


“I think you worry too much.”


Frank drew his sister into a big hug.


Charley pushed away, frowning. “I’m just saying, he looks…he doesn’t look his robust self.”
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AS CHARLEY DECLARED, THE day was glorious for Frankie and his team. The sun had breached the horizon a scant two hours earlier. It was still except for a slight puff of air from the gentle surf rolling in at low tide. The beach’s white pristine sand was dotted with occasional joggers, others out for an early morning stroll. The scene—calm, beautiful as described in travel brochures.


“Wait! Wait!” Charley raced down the weather-beaten boardwalk, stopping only to pull off her sandals before her feet hit the cool sand.


A group gathered in a circle a few yards away glanced up and then back to the drone, three feet in diameter if you include the propellers, resting on a heavy forty-two inch nylon launch pad.


Charley turned to Grandpa Bernie as he laid his arm across her shoulders. Standing on tiptoe, she gave him a peck on the cheek. “You’re looking dapper this morning, Grandpa. How do you feel?” she whispered.


“Fit as a fiddle…maybe a bit tired.” Confessing he was tired, his five-foot-eleven frame stood military straight nonetheless.


“New sunglasses?” Charley said, her eyes searching his face, noting the fatigue. The tufts of his silver hair had lost their shimmer.


“Michael Kors. You like?” he whispered back, his voice a mellow base.


“I like. Jane’s going to love them.”


“She called. Can’t make it today. She said the next launch she’d definitely bring her niece and her husband. Seems the two private investigators were hot on the trail of a drug dealer. And Dr. Stewart had an emergency,” he said chuckling. Looking at his granddaughter his brow crinkled. “Something bothering you, my little chick-a-dee?”


“No, no, nothing.”


Geoff, his face drawn, strode up to his father and daughter. He was in no mood for levity.


“Hi, Dad, did I miss anything?” Charley said.


“Hush, Charley. Your brother is performing the pre-flight procedures. You’re late.”


Charley swallowed a retort. Late? So five minutes or ten was unforgivable? She was aware her father had invested in Frank’s project. She didn’t know how much, but assumed it was a lot. She understood that he was eager to witness the product of that investment.


At low tide the expanse of beach was perfect for the demonstration. Frank and his two partners seemed prepared to pilot Mercury on its first official flight for their benefactor.


Charley broke away, jogged over the packed sand throwing her arms around her brother. She stepped back laughing. “Is this the little marvel? Bigger than I thought,” she said looking down at the sleeping drone.


“Yup. Hang on a minute, I’d like you to meet my partners,” Frank said grinning nodding to the pair standing beside him. “Michael Rich and Gideon Knight, GK. Guys, this is my sister Charley.”


“For Charles?” GK asked.


The partners smiled at Frank’s pretty sister.


Charley nodded, yanked the bill of her ball cap lower, at the same time tugging on the ponytail holding her auburn hair. No. Not Charles. Plain old Charley, she thought scowling out at the waves.


She was mad at herself for continually letting the question of her name irk her. It was an irritation she couldn’t control ever since her mother related the story that Geoffrey Kingman, her father, had picked the name before she was born. It didn’t matter she was not the boy he wanted, Charley was printed in big letters at the top of the birth certificate. She grew up as a smart, confident, hardworking woman. Even though she had a big heart, she was a woman to be reckoned with. No one knew that only one person intimidated her—her father. Geoffrey Kingman got his boy. Frank, their second child, was born a year later. She wondered what he was going to say when he found out she had changed her last name to King. She had to wait until all the Florida documents were reconciled before printing business cards, or even talking about it. It had been almost a month since she started the process and expected to receive the final paperwork any day.


Michael took the opportunity to pull Frank’s sister into a hug. “Happy to meet you Charley. Frank never mentioned a sister, a very pretty sister.”


GK nodded then looked away. His clean shaven baby face was topped with gelled spikes of dark brown hair.


“Okay, okay, son. NOW, can I see what I’ve spent a fortune on?” Geoff asked striding up to his son, hands on his hips. He stopped, looked down at his investment, feet spread apart anchoring his six-foot body in the sand. In jeans and golf shirts, father and son towered over everyone.


“Hey Dad, show a little respect to my two amigos. They came to meet you and to personally show off our prototype. Mercury is the featured guest today. Just to let you know Michael and GK are registered as speakers at a technology conference in Las Vegas beginning the first week of June.”


“Speakers? How exciting, Frankie,” Dottie said, shading her eyes from the sun. “What are you two boys going to talk about?”


“Actually, Mom, there are three seminars. I’m also speaking at one.”


“Our son, a famous engineer,” Dottie said, grasping her husband’s hand.


“Frank, you didn’t tell us. They scheduled you for the technical session?” Michael asked as he handed the head gear to Frank so as pilot he could view what Mercury was filming with the onboard camera while in flight.


“Last night I got an email asking me to speak about the drone industry from a startup’s point of view. Mom, Michael will be speaking and demonstrating the video that Mercury captures this morning. And this morning, just for you and Dad and Grandpa, GK will preview our video game with drone warriors.”


“Is the conference only for dronies?” Charley asked.


Charley thought his partners were a bit geeky. Spiky would have been a better nickname for GK. But what did she expect from frat brothers immersed in the world of computer science. Michael seemed a little too friendly for her taste. A buzz cut and a soul patch tuft of hair under his lips…what was that crazy combination? She checked her grandfather standing by Frank. He definitely had regained some color but not all. Her dad was out of sorts but what else was new. Her mom always played the consummate mediator between her husband and everyone else.


“Anyone interested…hobbyist, entrepreneurs, investors, reporters,” Frank said to a large imaginary audience. “Hey, enough questions. Let’s get Merc in the air, demonstrate how clever he is,” Frank said. With the remote controller firmly in his grip, right index finger ready to tap buttons on the device, eyes riveted on the display, the drone came to life.


The first two minutes of Mercury’s flight were thrilling. Four propeller pods spinning in a blur as Mercury rose a few inches off the launch pad, hovered, then darted skyward about seventy-five feet. All eyes followed the quadcopter obeying the signals Frank was sending from the remote. Mercury performed several loops then darted overhead, hovering. Suddenly Mercury displayed a will of his own performing a pirouette, flying away, making a sharp right turn out over the sparkling water unresponsive to his pilot. Frank frantically worked the remote, but Mercury continued to fly away from the group huddled onshore, buzzing out over the water, diving. His propellers caught a cresting wave causing Mercury to tumble into the water.


“Hey, Frank, we agreed…no water ballet today,” GK shouted.


“I didn’t send him out. He…he…I can’t bring him back. Shit, I lost control.”


“No need to swear, dear,” Dottie said her hands covering her eyes scanning the surf for the drone.


Michael grabbed for the remote but Frank was too quick, whirling out of reach. GK turned, dashed into the surf, dove under a wave as Mercury emerged somersaulting from the top of another wave out of sight. Charley ran into the water, throwing off her cap. Arms and legs working in unison her eyes glued to the spot where Mercury disappeared fifty yards out.


“What happened,” Michael yelled fists balled ready to punch Frank.


“I don’t know. It happens. A flyaway happened to us before. I need more time to test. I’ll figure it out. What’s Charley doing?” Frank yelled, his eyes following his sister as he stashed the remote in Mercury’s case.


Charley surfaced triumphant with Mercury in hand. GK shook his sticky hair out of his eyes, waved to her with a thumbs-up signal.


“It seems to me, Frank, that you’re not ready for prime time,” Geoff said spitting his words through clenched teeth. “Forget about the speeches in Vegas. You’d better do some speedy calculations or cancel your plane tickets. I told you, my seed money is about to dry up. Vegas was supposed to be your big break, debut your drone to the world, your prototype. Mercury, or better yet, you geniuses need more training. Mercury obviously didn’t get your signals.”


Turning on his heel, Geoff swore at a pelican swooping over the swimmers heads, then cursing about losing his investment. Charley handed the drone to GK as they stepped out of the water.


Frank laughed at his dad. “Hey, what do you expect from Mercury’s first flight—perfection?” he shouted.


Charley flopped on the sand. Her breathing returned to normal as she ran her fingers through her wet hair, looking over at her brother full of bluster. Always wanting to show up their father, best him at everything—getting higher grades in college than his dad, joining the frat that spurned his dad. Now, he was driven to be a better entrepreneur, make more money. This time Frank was embarrassed but refused to let it show. Charley saw through him. He had failed in front of his father.


Scowling, Michael ran after Geoff, calling to him, “Not to worry, Mr. Kingman, we’ll be ready for Vegas.”


“Nobody leaves to do any recalculating until we eat,” Dottie said sweetly not taking no for an answer. “Brunch was planned for this morning, and brunch there will be. Hildy is serving up her special eggs Benedict along with Bloody Marys on the terrace. She’ll be ready for us in a half hour. Charley, can you help me?”


“Sure, Mom,” Charley said falling into step beside her mother.


Bernard stood by his grandson. “Mercury’s a beauty, real sleek. Frankie, you’ll figure it out.”


Charley and her mother followed Geoffrey across the beach. “Why were you late, dear? You know how your father can’t abide tardiness.”


“I know, Mom. Sorry.”


“What was it? A client ready to buy a house? Then you’d be forgiven.” Dottie said, pausing while Charley slipped on her sandals.


“Not exactly.”


“Well, you’d better get out of those wet clothes or you’ll get sick for sure. Do you have something in your closet?”


“Yes, I do.”


“Honestly, Charley, I don’t know why you insisted on moving out. I don’t like those little motel cabins in Edgewater. You’re not safe alone in a summer rental, especially one on a busy street. I wish you’d move back home. “


“It’s just until I get a foothold at the agency, close a few sales. Then I’ll find an apartment.”


“Your father can be gruff at times, but he loves you. He’s not happy with your decision.”


“Let’s face it, Mom. He’s never happy with my decisions, or anything else I do. I couldn’t take it any more…being under a microscope, his microscope. It’s easier to stay focused out of the house.”


“Well, I don’t like it. This, this, whatever it was this morning that made you late isn’t going to make him happy either. Frankie was sure his little drone was going to please your father. Now? Well, I’m not sure what he’s going to do. You and Frankie are grown. Out on your own…trying to be out on your own. You both should be home, make sure your future is on a good path before moving out.”


She looked over her shoulder to her son and his partners. They were arguing as they packed up the pieces of the failed flight. Bernard was in the middle, as usual, trying to tamp down the flaring tempers.


────


Everyone was in a foul mood as they helped themselves to the breakfast feast that Hildy had prepared. Charley joined Michael sitting at the round glass table under a green umbrella providing shade. He smiled as if his day had brightened considerably now that Charley had chosen to sit by him.


“I understand you’re a real estate agent?” Michael said.


“Yup, but still new to the business, getting my feet wet I guess you’d say.”


“Drones are gaining in popularity in real estate you know. They provide incredible videos of a house, in and outside. It’s too bad your Grandpa’s friend, Jane I believe her name is, and her PI niece and husband, didn’t come today. On the other hand, maybe it was better they weren’t here given that Merc went rogue.”


“I know what you mean. They couldn’t make it and Dr. Stewart had an emergency. Maybe next time. Frank has to show Dad that his investment is safe before you guys go to Vegas.”


 


 













Chapter 4


────


 


 


A PALL FELL OVER what was supposed to be a celebration. Geoff closed himself in his den, but the partners left their argument on the beach. Others milled around the brunch buffet on the terrace scooping green, red, and orange melon balls from a crystal bowl onto their plates. Eggs Benedict with Canadian bacon, a platter of sausage as well as scrambled eggs dotted with bits of green and red pepper was on a large platter. Biscuits were slathered with butter and topped with raspberry jam or orange marmalade.


Frank and his team had rented a condo as a place to live and work. They always took advantage of free food. Everyone filled a mug with coffee then settled on lounge chairs to devour Hildy’s sumptuous feast. The Atlantic Ocean sparkled in the background, waves swirling in with the tide. A yacht was trolling for sailfish off in the distance.


Conversation was sporadic, sarcasm springing from Frank’s lips out of earshot of his mom and grandpa. “Poor Dad, no prospects of adding to his millions today,” Frank said washing down a large bite of biscuit with his coffee.


“Maybe a game of drone warriors will boost his spirits.” A ray of hope from GK.


“Well, maybe you should have done more testing, Frank,” Michael said taking a bite of egg with hollandaise sauce. Always strapped for cash, he worried the most about running out of money.


“Charley, what’s bothering you?” Frank said, in a whisper. “One minute you’re dashing into the water saving the day and now looking like your best friend left town.”


“I lost what was going to be my first sale. It’s harder than I thought to break into the business. Rachel, my boss, has been supportive, but I don’t know how much longer she’ll put up with me.”


“You need an edge. Drones are hot in real estate marketing,” Frank said. “Fly around the property in the sky, bird’s eye view. Inside the house, videotaping from room to room with a hand-held drone using its tricks, catching every nook and corner. I can—”


Michael had squeezed into their conversation.


“Hey, partner, you let me help your sister. Charley, Frank is spot on. How about coming over to our condo tomorrow? I’ll give you a demo of what you could do. Then you can select a property you’re trying to sell…I’ll shoot a video,” Michael said.


Dottie approached the group. “Hildy brought out fresh coffee if you’d like a cup.”


Frank sprang to his feet, set his empty plate on the end of the buffet table. “Thanks, Mom. Come on, GK, time to show the king-man your Drone Warrior video game. That’ll bring a smile to his sourpuss self. You too, Michael.”


“Me too,” Charley said. “I’m up to see if you can make Dad smile. How about you, Mom?”


“I’ll wait out here…pick up the pieces.”


Hey, Mom, no faith in your son all of a sudden? A few minutes ago you were singing my praises.” Laughing, Frank led the way to the den. GK, his hair now slicked back, grabbed his briefcase with the flash drive from the hall console table along with two remote devices for gaming. Frank rapped twice on the oversized mahogany door, and then pushed it open. Geoff stood at the window, staring out over the ocean.


“GK, load the video on the computer,” Frank said, waving to the table in front of a long line of mahogany bookcases. “The king-man won’t mind you’re taking over his computer. Come on, Dad, stop sulking and watch. It’ll blow your socks off.”


“Lost my shirt on the launch pad, might as well take the socks too,” Geoff snapped as he swatted an imaginary bug off his bald head.


Dottie passed the den on her way to the front door. Pulling open the door she glanced down at a package the size of a shirt box. Amazon printed on the side. She quickly looked up, smiled at the sight of a drone rising above the house, darting out of sight. She read an article in the News Journal that Amazon had been given permission to test deliveries of a certain size and weight in areas with a large expanse of space between the houses. However, there was a stiff fine if the drone ventured out over the beach where sunbathers, vacationers or town’s people congregate. This morning the beach was empty except for the Kingman family. The Kingman address was on the list for the experiment. She picked up the package, pausing at the den’s open door. Hearing foul language she strolled on down the hall to the kitchen. She was worried if anyone would report Frank for flying his drone on the beach. She was thankful there were no people nearby.


“GK, I thought the warriors were ready,” Frank shouted.


“They are ready. Must be the computer,” GK snapped under his breath.


Frank stood over him, hands on his hips. “Oh ya. Really ready. You crashed the system. Really great code. You call yourself an engineer, a programmer, a graphic engineer…I don’t think so.” Frank snatched the phone from the cradle on Geoff’s desk, jabbing the buttons, his blue eyes turning steel grey.


GK and Michael crawled around under the table checking cables, unplugging and re-plugging the power trying to restart the dead computer.


No luck.


Frank slammed the phone back on the cradle. The phone was dead.


“Nice, GK. You managed to bring the network down. Come on guys. Let’s get out of here. We’ll be back in a few days, Dad. I suggest you notify your service provider that nothing works—the computer, the phone, the internet, probably your TV, too,” Frank called over his shoulder.


Frank brushed past Charley as he left.


“Sorry, Frankie,” she whispered. Her dad returned to the window, his arms to his side, fists balled, released, balled again. The last thing she wanted to do was tangle with him. She left him to say goodbye to her mother.


A bad ending to a loser day.


 


 













Chapter 5


────


 


 


THE DARK-BLUE MUSTANG glistened in the afternoon sun. With the top down Charley let her hair fly about in the wind. She sighed as she approached Route 1 south to her fire trap as her dad called it. The cluster of cabins had survived hurricanes and tornadoes crisscrossing Florida for more than thirty years. Charley called one of the cabins home, temporarily.


It was two days since the debacle at the Kingman homestead. Poor Frankie, she thought. His drone flying rogue. Dad stomping off to his den.


Switching lanes, Charley glanced at the rearview mirror. “You, missy. Yes, I’m talking to you. Remember what Michael said—‘you need an edge to sell in the cutthroat real estate market.’ It was nice of him to invite me to see the possibilities of creating a video to sell houses. “You have to dig down, Charley, try harder,” she said slapping the steering wheel.


She missed her turn.


Slapping the wheel again, angry, she made a U-turn at the next light.


“Learn to be a pilot? I could never—”


A Walmart sign, TURN HERE, grabbed her attention. She swerved into the access lane.


“I wonder if they have a drone, a toy. Something to get a feel…why not?”


An hour later Charley was sitting on her bed cross legged inserting batteries into the body of Sky Rider. He was on sale for $29.99.


Doable.


Running her finger down the instructions, she closed the battery compartment in the remote and was ready to give Sky Rider a test flight.


Jumping off the bed, pulling her hair into a ponytail secured with an elastic band, she marched out the front door of the one-room cabin. Her eyes swept over the large patch of grass in front of the row of cabins spaced out in a semicircle deciding there was space enough for Sky Rider’s first outing. A few scrawny bushes were haphazardly placed in front of the cabins separated by carports. Only one car besides her Mustang was parked. The rest of the stalls were empty.


The cabins were cheap rentals. Perfect for couples spending the day at the beach, but this was not a place to raise a family. However, her neighbor, a Hispanic couple with a little boy they called Ricky, were doing just that. Charley never saw the father for more than a wave when they both drove out merging into the morning traffic.


Closing her eyes, she visualized her brother’s routine as he prepared to launch Mercury.


“Charley, can I play?”


Ricky was tugging on her shirt, looking up with big brown eyes, a grin revealing two missing front teeth.


“Okay, Ricky. Let’s see what you and I can do.”


Charley set the little quadcopter on the middle of the asphalt circular drive in front of her cabin. She backed up a few steps. Ricky, mimicking her stance, stood tall next to her. “See these two buttons? The one on top says LAUNCH. The button below says LAND. The instructions state that if at any time I lose control, I should tap the LAND button. Got that?”


Ricky nodded.


“Okay, here we go.” Charley tapped LAUNCH.


Within a second Sky Rider’s four propeller pods rotated rapidly, so fast they were a blur sounding like a hive of angry bees. It was the same sound she heard when Frank’s drone launched.


Also like Mercury, Sky Rider lifted off the ground a few inches, hovered, then shot up in the air. Startled, Charley hit LAND. Sky Rider dropped down hard, shaving off a few blades of grass. Laughing, Charley and Ricky ran several yards away to retrieve the little drone.


Giggling, Ricky flopped on the ground. “That was cool.”


“Oh Ricky, my young friend, this is fun isn’t it?” Charley said, giggling with the boy as she picked up Sky Rider. “Want me to do it again?”


Ricky grinned, nodding as he jumped to his feet.


“OK, here goes.” Charley set Sky Rider on the asphalt again and tapped LAUNCH. Sky Rider took off but this time Charley let it go, gently pushing a small lever to the right, next to the buttons. The drone snapped to the right, heading for a post. Laughing, Charley quickly tapped LAND but not quick enough as Sky Rider hit the post, dropped to the ground flipping over like a dead bird.


“Is it okay. Is it broken?” Ricky asked dropping to his knees, his little hand reaching out to pick up Sky Rider.


“I don’t think he’s broken, but I guess I need to practice. What do you think, Ricky?”


The boy smiled, the gap between the two missing teeth showing again as he held Sky Rider up to Charley.


“Thanks, partner. I think that’s enough for today. A breeze just kicked up,” Charley said, accepting Sky Rider from Ricky’s small hand.


“Once more?” Ricky looked up, eyes wide, pleading.


“OK, one more time. Tell you what, we’ll both hold the remote. You push LAUNCH, this button, and I’ll LAND. OK?”


Ricky nodded several times, fast.


Charley set Sky Rider on the asphalt launch site, backed up a few steps, Ricky close to her side. She knelt on the ground beside him so they’d be the same size. Charley nodded to him. “Now.”


Ricky’s slim index finger pushed the LAUNCH button. Sky Rider came to life, hovered, then darted straight up to the sky. This time Charley twisted the lever slower, the drone responding left. “Oh, no, Ricky. I wanted to—”


The drone flew into a bush, engulfed by the branches.


Ricky took off carefully lifting Sky Rider from the bush then ran back to Charley. “Again?”


“Not today, Ricky. I don’t think Sky Rider could take another crash. I’m seeing a friend. Get some tips on being a pilot. But don’t you worry, my little co-pilot. We’ll fly him again.”


She tousled his kinky black hair and took Sky Rider inside to rest on the lid of his box. She stood staring at the sleeping drone. A grin spread across her face. Flying the drone was fun, make that piloting the drone was fun. She could see why Frank and his crew were excited about the possibilities of launching their fledgling company.


Charley walked out of the confines of her fire trap, charged up and down the driveway not seeing little Ricky sitting again on his doorstep, laughing at his crazy friend. She was invigorated, adrenalin pumping. She always liked the challenge of learning something new, but this was even better. She had decided what she wanted to pursue, what path to follow and she was taking another step on that path, a big one. She was infected by the drone bug, infected by the possibilities. Maybe, just maybe this would be her edge to become a top producer like Kitty. Heck, she could fly circles around everyone in the agency, literally. Laughing, gulping for air, she marched back to her cabin. She was going to Google drones to start learning everything she could about being a pilot.


 













Chapter 6
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THE SUN’S RAYS SPARKED off the ocean as the surf rolled up and out over the pristine sand. The beach bordering his dad’s mansion was empty. At 6:30 in the morning, the old man would not see him. He never shook off the bed covers before eight.


A smile crossed Frank’s face. Mercury was dancing in the cool morning air, performing every signal to perfection. No flyaway, no taking off on his own today.


Eyes glued to the remote’s display, Frank sent the command to Mercury to RETURN HOME. His brow furrowed. A jogger with a Golden Retriever tethered to a leash appeared on the small screen. The man was dressed for a serious run—tank top, shorts, black running shoes. Frank immediately aborted the return home signal sending Mercury high in the air, leveling off, continuing to hover sixty feet above the landing pad. The dog would have a field day with Mercury, a very expensive stick to fetch for her master. “Not on my watch,” Frank mumbled.


The jogger stopped shielding his eyes from the brilliant morning sun. The dog stood ridged, nose pointing skyward, barking at the thing buzzing above her head.


“That’s quite a drone. Nice tricks darting over the water. Ever lose one out there?”


“At first.”


What are you planning to use it for? Just playing? A hobby?” the jogger asked, giving his dog a pat on her head. The barking stopped.


“Taking him to a Vegas show. His debut,” Frank said.


“A new toy?”


“A hobbyist might look at him that way, but he’s perfect for taking videos—special events outdoors, surveying construction sites, search and rescue. He’s especially adept at real estate marketing. Outdoors and hand-held inside.”


 


“Nice. Good luck.” Slapping his thigh, the intruder and his dog continued down the beach.


Mercury dropped from the sky, paused over the pad laying on the sand, then landed soft as a feather at Frank’s feet returning to the remote’s location, returning home. “Perfect landing,” Frank mumbled, retrieving his cell on the first ringtone.


“Where are you?” the caller said.


Frank frowned. “On the beach with Mercury.”


“Anyone with you?”


“No, I’m alone. What’s up?”


“I want to set the time and place to meet when you’re here in Vegas. My home. Secluded in the desert. How does that sound?”


“Good. Sounds good. As for timing, it will have to be at the end of the conference. I’d have trouble breaking away during the seminars, other events. Remember, no leaks that we’re meeting or I’ll cancel and return to Florida.”


“Understood. I’m looking to nail down a deal.”


“We’ll see.” Frank shoved his cell back in his pants pocket. He rolled up the landing pad, stashing it in the case. Picking up Mercury, he trudged up the path to the left of his boyhood home. His mind pinged with Mercury’s successful outing and the phone call.


He’d worked hard on the drone’s design—hardware and software. He wondered how long his dad would continue to back him. Frank knew his dad looked at his venture as an investment. A lot was riding on what transpired in Vegas. If he didn’t set off a buzz, didn’t come home with orders, Frank felt sure his dad would end his investing, or worse, demand his money back. But Frank had contingency plans. The phone call confirmed one of those plans.


One thing Frank had learned over the past year, he had to have nerves of steel to pull together a startup company, and then to develop a profitable business. He always had to be two steps ahead of the current situation, always ready with a plan B and C. Ready should something go awry—one door closes he had to be ready to open another. He couldn’t stick his head in the sand accepting the status quo. He had to look at every opportunity to push forward.


His heart had skipped a beat at the end of the phone call.


 













Chapter 7


────


 


 


THE MOTEL WAS RENOVATED into a condo fifteen years ago. Not a high-end condo, more of an efficiency unit during peak season. Frank and his partners rented the large top unit on the north end—three bedrooms, one and a half bathrooms with a narrow balcony outside the living-room overlooking a pool, the ocean beyond. Formerly four stories, the renovation combined the levels, each unit now 2 stories, a spiral staircase carved through the first floor to the second story.


Charley pulled into a slot marked Visitor Parking. Turning off the motor she looked up at the run-down building. As bad as it looked, the condo was definitely a step-up from her cabin—one bedroom, one bath with a shower, and definitely no balcony. The next hurricane would surely reduce the cabin to rubble.


Anchoring her hair securely through the hole in her ball cap, she grabbed her shoulder bag off the passenger seat. Locking the car, she headed to the outside staircase leading up to the walkway. She pushed the doorbell and was instantly greeted by a barefoot Michael. It was 10:02 a.m. and the smell of stale coffee permeated the air.


“Welcome, Charley. I love a woman who arrives when she says she will. Come on in. Your brother’s not here. He said he was going to some parking lot to figure out what happened to balky Mercury so he’ll behave next time. Coffee?”


“No thanks. I’ve had my morning fix. I’m anxious to see what you were talking about…a drone video to market real estate. I have a couple of houses in mind that Ramirez Real Estate is handling. Hoping to sell. Rachel Ramirez, my boss, established the agency a few years ago. The agency’s website currently showcases each property with fifteen to twenty pictures.”


“Great. Come on upstairs to my room. Frank has the downstairs bedroom slash office. GK and I have bedrooms, slash computer rooms, upstairs.”


“You live in a palace next to my slash one-room rental I call home…for now.”


Michael led the way up the iron, spiral staircase, chatting away about how nice it is to have a pool…maybe she’d like to go for a dip later.


Ignoring his banter, Charley paused at the open door to GK’s room. He was hunched over his desk absorbed in the skirmish raging between several drones on the computer screen—missiles flying through the air, artillery exploding. GK’s eyes were fixed on the battle royal complete with sound effects as he manipulated the aggressive drones with the remote. The action stopped mid-attack. GK’s body jerked. “No, no, no. Not supposed to happen.” He turned to the screen on his left…hand over the mouse rapidly scrolling down lines of code, the heels of his sneakers tapping the green shag carpet, his hair spiked with fresh gel.


Charley shut her eyes, exhaling a small puff of air. She’d witnessed her brother doing somewhat the same thing over the years since he had his first computer at age eight. “Boy’s a genius,” their dad would say. She often wondered if she’d been a boy, the first boy, would she have been a genius in her father’s eyes. Maybe. Before it was known that she was going to be a girl, her father named the baby-to-be Charley. No doubt in his mind that the infant would be a boy. He was positive. Ultrasound or not, the name stuck. Frank, born a year later, was always thought to be a genius. Charley not so much.


GK’s room, what she could see of it, was neat—no clothes lying around, bed made. Michael’s room was a different story. Clothes mixed with backpacks, cameras with computer parts and flash drives. A blanket was pulled up over a pillow—Michael’s idea of making the bed.


“Here, sit here, Charley,” Michael said clearing off a scratched folding chair with a sweep of his arm. “I’ll show you a couple of examples. One I shot for a friend…his house he wanted to sell. Can you see Okay?”


“No glare. Crystal clear,” she said.


“Now here’s what the drone saw—taken when Mercury was just a little guy we called Pigeon, before your brother built him big enough to carry a larger battery. See the sweeping views—the front to side garden, to the backyard. Smooth as silk. Pulling away for a broader view, then down to the roses in the garden. Up again he goes with an aerial view of the street, the neighborhood.” Michael glanced at Charley. “Neat, huh?”


“Better than neat, Michael. The perspective from the air really shows the yard, the bushes, the flowers, also shows the size of the lot the house is sitting on, a double lot I think. It’s much bigger than the neighbors. More value.”


“You got it. Now look. The next shots were taken with Mercury. He’s slowly approaching the front door. My friend opens it, waving to him to enter. Here’s where I stop the action to remove the propellers. Inside I shoot the video in hand-held mode. Of course, I edit the video so it appears seamless entering the house through the front door. I pause, slowly sweeping around the living room and then slowly from room to room, turning in a circle in each, then out the front door. That does it, the end.”


“Michael, it’s breathtaking, so fluid. Hand-held, I thought it might be jerky?”


“No, there’s a camera stabilizer which takes my movement, walking, into account like I was light as a feather gliding on a breeze.”


“Nice. Can a potential buyer pause the action?”


“But of course, Miss. Now, do you see what I mean by having an edge marketing properties?”


“Definitely. No contest. A buyer would be enticed to visit the real thing. How long was that clip—a couple of minutes?”


“Just under. Of course, it takes a day to shoot, lots of takes. Add to that the time to edit. Overlaying the music is a snap. Pick a piece of music and it plays continually in the background. Free audio clips are available…nothing recognizable, random notes and instruments.”


“Nice, but I could never do what you just showed me. I’d crash a drone like Mercury into a tree, a lamppost, or break a window.”


“Hey, Rome wasn’t built in a day. You need pilot training to do it yourself, but while you’re learning you can contract the job out to professionals. That’s what realtors do. Most don’t become pilots, but some do.”


“Oh, that would be expensive. I looked on-line. Pilots like you charge lots of money. $400 an hour and up.” Charley shook her head. “I don’t know if Rachel, my boss, would even consider a video, let alone the expense of hiring someone. Right now she takes all the photos, easy to upload a PowerPoint slideshow to the website, an MLS listing.”


“Sure, but you wouldn’t hire someone to shoot the video for just any old house. But a mansion, a million bucks or more would be worth it. I’ve only shot one. Yes, I charged for it, but guess what, the buyer wanted the video. Bought it to show friends, used it for insurance to prove the pristine state of the property before a hurricane came barreling through. A tornado. Buyers of properties above $500,000 have been known to buy the video from the real estate agent.”


“Good to know,” Charley said, a smile spreading across her face. Her mind was whirling with possibilities. “It would take forever for me to learn what you just did.”


“Take you awhile to be a pilot for sure, but doable. Until then I can help. You pick a small house, say around $200 thousand as a test—easy in Daytona Beach or around, and I’ll shoot the video for you.”


“Michael, I don’t know. That’s very generous of you, but you have a deadline. The Las Vegas conference. I don’t have a spare dime to pay you.”


“How about having dinner with me? I’ll consider that as payment for a two minute clip, a few passes not a lot. That would take the better part of the day. Then that night we go to a nice restaurant. Everyone will ask who that is with Geoffrey Kingman’s daughter on his arm.”


Charley laughed. “I hardly think anyone would know me and—”


“You let me be the judge of that, Miss Charley Kingman.” Michael raised her hand to his lips. “You, Miss Charley Kingman, will be my good-luck charm.”


He leaned in to kiss her but she saw it coming and gracefully slid off the chair away from him.


────


Michael walked Charley to the door, yelled goodbye as she descended the stairs to the driveway. “Let me know when you pick out a house.” He watched her drive away as he smiled, and answered his cell.


“What do you want Tyrone? I’m in a business meeting. I told you to stop calling me. I don’t have any dough to pay you…maybe soon. Now leave me alone.”


“Ya, well the big boss said to call. He wants his money.”


“You tell your boss I’m off to Vegas with my business partners. With a little bit of luck at the tables and my presentation at the conference, I’ll be returning with a boatload of Benjamins.”


Michael tapped the little screen ending the call. “So, Mr. Tyrone and boss, you’ll soon be begging me to take your silly money.”


Michael stuffed his phone in his pants pocket and took the stairs two at a time to his room. He felt good about his chat with Charley. He was making inroads to a relationship, a hot relationship with the beautiful Miss Kingman. Who knows maybe even wedding bells in the not too distant future—a gorgeous wife with lots of money in her future.
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CHARLEY PUSHED OPEN THE plate-glass door to Ramirez Real Estate. The atmosphere was cozy, but elegant at the same time. Two large picture windows flanked the entrance. The first desk, white oak, positioned at an angle so the agent up next could greet visitors. Clustered along the walls, small group settings delineated by tall windows, each anchored with a round coffee table. One or two small tables were placed between the chairs for paper or notepads. Colors were Florida favorites—sand tones on the walls, upholstery creamy with dark blue patterns, and spots of red to orange flowers abundant in the state. Three small desks, white oak, with internet hookups to scroll listings were scattered for private conversations.


Charley smiled, nodding to the temporary greeter on deck this morning. Rachel, sitting at her large desk at the back wall, faced front—her command post overlooking the operation. Two small rooms behind Rachel, windows facing the front, were used for negotiating and privacy.


“Hi, Rachel. Another beautiful—” Charley began to say.


“I put a lead on your desk. The woman called regarding the Thomas property,” Rachel said her bright red lips forming a thin line. Rachel’s signature black dress, sleeveless in the summer, showed a modest view of her thigh.


“Ah, that would be perfect,” Charley said, releasing her shoulder bag to a chair.


“Perfect for what?” Rachel sat back in her chair taping a pen on a pad of yellow paper.


“Have you seen a real estate video online? A video shot by a drone—around the outside of a residential property, the neighborhood, inside, all the rooms?”


“I did look at a few. Nice, but expensive.”


“One of my brother’s partners, Michael Rich, showed me a video he shot of a friend’s house. It was wonderful. How about we pick a property…you pick one and—”


“Charley, a video is nice, but I don’t see it as selling a property any better than the photos I shoot. On our website they appear as a slide show, plus a small grid with fingernail pics so a visitor can click on a particular room or more. No advancing, then—”


“Your photos are great but they can’t show off the property…from the air—”


“Charley, I’m not wasting upward of $800 to God knows what, for something I can do myself.”


“Are you up for an experiment? I think Michael might shoot a video for me, if we give him credit. The guys, my brother and his two partners are debuting their drone at a conference in Las Vegas soon. That mansion in Daytona Beach hasn’t sold. Maybe it’s overpriced but the area is beautiful. How about that one?”


Charley knew she was pushing it. Rachel liked to be in charge of everything regarding the agency. “Come on. Come on, Rachel. Give it try.”


“Look, if this Michael person wants to shoot a video of that relic on his own dime—no investment from this agency—then go for it. Now please follow up on that lead I gave you. The woman said she’s anxious to see that house. And by the way, the other house the Wurthy’s found?”


“What about it?”


“Turns out they bought it from a relative…very cheap. So you really didn’t have a chance.”


“Good to know.” Charley turned away with a smile. She could stop beating herself up for losing the sale, but more important, Rachel wouldn’t pay for a video but she agreed to let Michael shoot the property, take the credit, and show it at the conference. She was a tiny step closer to what she wanted—a video shot with Frank’s drone in a house that was for sale and one of the agency’s listings. Visions filled her head of Michael shooting the video, watching him, taking notes on what worked or didn’t work. But primarily she would pick up how he piloted the hand-held drone from room to room without pushing over a lamp. She could watch how Michael worked the remote, the drone shooting on the outside of a house, but inside had to be tricky. Even though Michael talked about a camera stabilizer, she knew she’d be shaky, hands and legs with every step, let alone twirling around in place.
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A SOFT KNOCK ON the cabin door woke Charley with a start. A glance at the clock confirmed that she had overslept and if she didn’t hurry she’d be late for work. Muted shadows sweeping the cabin’s murky interior didn’t bother her today. Today was day one of her plan. She had calls to make regarding training to be a drone pilot, after she made a stop at the bookstore.


The second soft knock brought a smile to her face. Slipping her bathrobe on, she opened the door a crack. As she suspected, it was Ricky. His dark brown eyes peered up at her.


“Charley, can we play with the drone?”


“Can’t today my little co-pilot. Maybe this weekend. Okay?”


“Ok.”


“Oops, there’s my phone. Gotta go. Bye.”


Shutting the door she grinned at the caller ID. “Hello?”


“Charley? Michael here.”


“Hi. You’re up with the birds,” Charley said.


“Gotta stay ahead of the competition, my girl. I have a video gig this afternoon. A friend is getting married—reception outside. His bride is taking care of everything, her family with the financial side of the event. My piece is a surprise. I’m using Pigeon—the first prototype your brother built. But don’t get the wrong idea. The little guy is very reliable. I thought you might get a kick at watching the whole process unfold. Would you like to come with me? Be my assistant.”


“Sounds fun, but how could I be considered your assistant? I haven’t a clue how a drone works.”


“Consider it your first class to becoming a pilot.”


“Where’s the wedding? How fancy?”


“Up near St. Augustine. Dress? I’d say a step down from cocktail attire. I’ll be in jeans…new pair. You’d be perfect in slacks with a fancy-dancy top. Where will you be? I’ll pick you up?”


“I have a book on hold at Barnes and Noble. I’ll meet you there. Plenty of parking. Call my cell when you turn into the plaza.”


“Will do, say 12:30ish. That will give me an hour to get the lay of the land. My friend sent me a drawing where the reception will be held—where the wedding cake will be, etcetera. It’s the bride’s home so I don’t need to get permission from the local authorities—just obey the current FCC/TSA guidelines—drones can fly up to 400 feet in the air. I’ll get some great angle shots. Hey, what did your boss, Rachel I think you said, think of the idea of shooting a video of one of the agency’s properties?”


“She’s very skeptical. She definitely won’t fund the project, but she said if you created a short video, she’d give you permission to show it at the conference…after she sees it that is.”


“See you later, gator.”


────


Guests parked their cars along the circular driveway on both sides from the road to the front portico. Flower beds edged the grand entrance down to the street. The house was a grand two-story mansion of creamy stucco topped with a red tiled roof. Forest green shutters flanked picture windows, two on either side of the massive oak front door. Michael backed into the last spot at the end of the line of cars.


“This is a beautiful house, Michael. It’s huge,” Charley said as they climbed out of the car.


“The bride’s father is an investment banker. Hang on a second while I get my gear.”


Michael retrieved a black hard-cover backpack from the rear seat and jabbed his fists through the shoulder straps.


“I’m amazed that Pigeon fits in that case. What about the propellers, the remote?” Charley said.


“The propellers snap off and the remote folds up. There are pockets for the batteries. Okay, let’s go.”


A young man dressed in a tuxedo, pink rose boutonniere pinned to his breast pocket, spotted Michael and hustled up to greet him, sticking his hand out. “You must be Michael. I’m Steve. Curtis told me to look out for you, show you around the back. Oh, hi,” Steve said smiling from ear to ear at the pretty woman standing in back of Michael.


“Steve, this is my assistant, Charley Kingman. Lead the way my man. I want to be ready when the bride and groom come outside with the guests.”


“Sure, sure. Follow me. Beautiful day for the wedding isn’t it?”


Steve’s feet moved at a fast clip as he rounded the house to a sweeping lawn bordered by flowering bushes and beyond with a forest of oak trees. With the temperature in the high seventies, the reception was laid out with one large white tent over a buffet table near the terrace. Waiters were bustling about carrying trays laden with finger-food delicacies. Out on the lawn several banquet tables were covered with white tablecloths. Wine glasses sparkled in the sunlight, clustered around large bouquets of flowers predominately pink roses with spikes of blue delphiniums and centered with a colorful bird-of-paradise.


A group of musicians softly played classical pieces under a small tent on the far side—violin, keyboard, flute, and a beautiful golden harp.


The wedding cake, eight tiers, sat in the middle of a round table on the terrace in the shade of the home.


Steve strode past the array of banquet tables to a greenhouse far back off the lawn. A table for Michael to use to assemble the drone was positioned by the entrance.


“Here you go, Michael. Curtis thought you could set up shop here, or whatever you call it. Will the trees be a problem? Curt thought they were far enough away.”


“Not a problem,” Michael said. “Most of the video will be shot from above the tree line. My drone, here, has a telephoto lens.”


“Ok. I’ll leave you then. The wedding party will be seated at the long table where those balloons are tied to the chairs, near the cake.”


Steve left, running toward the terrace where the guests were spilling out of a pair of open French doors.


“Charley, help yourself to a glass of wine over at the food tent. I’m going to set up—calibrate Pigeon with the remote.”


“Can I get a glass for you?” Charley asked.


“Love one and maybe a couple of whatever they’re serving up. Can’t see from here, but I bet it’s good.”


────


The last guest snaked through the reception line. The bride, her dress made of yards of white lace and tulle, mingled with her friends. The groom broke away, jogged over to Michael, whispered a few words, both chuckled. He turned and jogged back to his bride.


“And now Charley here goes the first clip.”


Pigeon sat on the flagstone walk to the greenhouse. Michael tapped the launch button. The quadcopter’s blades went from zero to a hot rotation sounding like a hive of bees disturbed from making honey. He hovered, rose a foot off the ground, then shot straight up.


Charley didn’t move holding her breath. Michael’s eyes were riveted on the remote’s display, his fingers manipulating the levers, the buttons, changing the flight path. From her angle, she could see what Pigeon saw below, the camera capturing it all—a wedding with a beautiful bride, a handsome groom, and smartly dressed guests. All were looking up, pointing at the drone high In the sky, circling the landscape and the guests below.


Pigeon performed a loop then returned to home base, hovering to a soft landing at Michael’s feet on the flagstone. Michael snatched a cigarette from his shirt pocket along with a lighter. He took a short drag, released a puff of air and flicked the long butt into the bushes.


Watching him, Charley let out a long breath of air she’d held most of the two minute flight swooping around the guests, zooming in and out of the wedding party. Pigeon captured the bride tossing her bouquet over her shoulder in the last few seconds.


“Oh my God, Michael, that was thrilling. I didn’t dare breathe.”


“Michael chuckled. You ain’t seen nothing yet. Here goes the finale, then we hightail it out of here.”


Charley turned her head, eyes on Michael. “What do you mean hightail it?”


“Like leave the scene in case it doesn’t work out. Curt’s new father-in-law may not be pleased with the friend of his daughter’s new husband.”


Pigeon’s blades came to life. A slight hover, then darting to the sky. Circling once, Pigeon suddenly swooped over the table of the wedding party. POP! POP! POP! POPIDY POP POP! The balloons lost their air. Michael pulled up too late. Pigeon clipped the top of the wedding cake. The bride and groom figurines tumbled down the layers of cake.


The balloons settled on the cream cheese finger sandwiches and colorful melon balls, a few dropped over the finely coiffed bridesmaids’ heads. Charley was horrified as Michael sent signals to Pigeon to fly back to the launch pad, he tapped RETURN HOME, and Pigeon smacked down on the flagstone. Michael quickly stuffed his loose gear in the backpack, slung it over his shoulder. With Pigeon in one hand, leaving the propellers attached, he grabbed Charley with the other pulling her as he ran down the driveway to where he parked the car.


“Hurry, hurry, get in,” he shouted at Charley as he stashed Pigeon and the backpack in the back seat then climbed in behind the wheel. They took off down the road leaving the wedding reception in chaos. Many guests were upset but most thought it was a hoot and looked forward to the video going viral on YouTube. The bride’s parents, not happy with their daughter’s choice of a husband would have called off the wedding but it was too late. The couple was married and were seen darting out of their reception eager to start their honeymoon, tin cans bouncing from the back bumper of their red Cadillac complements of the groom’s new in-laws.


Charley was mortified as Michael’s late model car in need of a new muffler rumbled down the road. But Michael was laughing so hard tears were rolling down his face as he relived the scene left behind. She too began laughing at the vision of Pigeon nipping the sugary couple off the top of the wickedly high cake. Charley shook her head. It really was a hysterically funny moment as long as she wasn’t the bride. One thing that did stick in her mind was how similar Pigeon was to her toy but seemed way more nimble than Sky Rider.


 













Chapter 10


────


 


 


CHARLEY WAS PUMPED. A perpetual grin tickled her lips with the thrill of watching Michael pilot Pigeon at the wedding. Of course, there was the fatal fall from grace when the sugar couple atop the wedding cake took a tumble. She took a breath of the morning air as she pushed open the door to Ramirez Real Estate. She dropped her shoulder bag on a table and strode to Rachel’s desk. Sitting on the visitor’s chair, heels tapping the floor, she waited for Rachel to finish the telephone call. Her boss, hair pixie black spikes held with extra gel similar to GK’s, shot a glance at her underling.


Rachel said goodbye and tossed her cell on the desk blotter. Her brows raised, she looked at Charley with a slight jerk of her head.


“Michael agreed to take a video of a house, his dime, as long as you give him permission to show the clip at the conference in Vegas,” Charley said in a rush.


Rachel raised her palm at Charley. “Wait. Permission as long as—”


“I know. As long as you see it first and give your okay. He doesn’t have much time. The guys leave for Vegas in a few days. That’s why he’s shooting today. Editing tomorrow. Showing it to you by the end of day tomorrow or the morning the day after. You’ll be around?” There, she said everything. With a half smile, she took a breath and waited for Rachel’s response.


“Slow down, Charley. Yes, I’ll be around. What property did you pick?”


“The spooky mansion near route I-95. It’ll be a perfect test. Daytona Beach properties get lots of hits online. It’s been on the market for three months. Zilch interest. Nada!” Charley said, lips still spread ear to ear exuding confidence she didn’t feel inside.


“That horrible place?”


“Potential! You always ask me if I think a property has potential. I stopped by late yesterday afternoon. I swear whoever built the house gave me a tour. A grand tour. Practically took me by the hand. Did you know the master bedroom has a ginormous wrap-around closet with a desk, a window seat, and shelving that made me want to cry. The whole place smelled a bit musty…nothing the ten air fresheners I bought at the Dollar Store can’t remedy. A few pieces of Victorian antique furniture are still there. Covered with sheets,” Charley said.


“The present owners thought it showed better with some furniture. They’re the third generation to inherit the place, but they have no interest in updating the property. If it doesn’t sell in another couple of months, everything left will be sold at auction…including the house,” Rachel said.


“They live in upstate New York?” Charley asked, leaning forward in her chair.


“Yes, Syracuse. I have a couple appointments tomorrow so let me know when the video is ready. I think my husband would like to see it. He’s like me—pictures taken with a camera on a tripod are just fine.” Rachel picked up her vibrating cell, turned her back to Charley as she said hello.


────


Leaving her boss chatting on the phone, Charley scooted out of the agency and hopped into her car. Within forty minutes she pulled to a stop in front of the three-car garage of the spooky house. Michael had called that he was on his way. Getting out of the car, she leaned back against the door, her gaze taking in the over two-thousand square feet, two-story plus attic, home built in 1901. The gray clapboard siding desperately needed a coat of paint. The wrap-around porch supported with white posts and a railing were also in need of repair. The wisteria dripping from the porch eves needed some serious pruning. The whole place needs a triple dose of TLC. It could be worse, she thought. Turning left and right, she saw the vegetation…live oak trees draped with Spanish moss and palmetto bushes growing on the five acres of land required thinning. A landscape design around the house would help.


Retrieving two large vases of silk flowers she borrowed from her mother, Charley ambled to the front door balancing the flowers, a tote, and her shoulder bag. Punching the lockbox with her agent’s code, she removed the key and let herself in. The stench of stale air hit her nose.


Clouds had moved in blocking direct sunlight, casting heavy shadows into the foyer and beyond. Charley shook off a chill running up her arms and set to work staging the rooms for the video.


A thick layer of dust had settled since the owners fled north, but unless you looked for a broken banister or a door that squeaked when you moved it, the place seemed pretty clean—no trash. Windows were large which would help with the video. Maybe no sun to blind the drone’s camera was a good thing. Although she remembered in one of the Google articles that shooting inside with a drone the brighter the better. No matter, Michael was bringing Mercury for the shoot, much more sophisticated than Pigeon he said.


The oak cabinets in the kitchen looked rather tired. All the walls were white, grayish white, which showed well against the dark oak window trim and original oak floors. Overhead fans with lighting were installed in every room by the previous generation. She wondered how much dust would fly if she switched them on.


A small, round cherry table had been left in the center of the living room. Charley set one of the vases with stems of roses, gladiolas, and ferns on it and took the other arrangement to the huge pantry off the kitchen. As she walked through the parlor she pulled a sheet from a Victorian settee upholstered in red damask. The cloth, a bit threadbare in spots, should photograph well but don’t get too close. Hearing Michael’s car, Charley hustled to the front door.


────


Three hours and forty-five minutes flew by, literally. Mercury catching with his camera’s eye every room with details Charley wanted to highlight. Methodically, Michael piloted the hand-held drone through each room—pausing in the center of the room, slowly turning in a circle, then sliding to the next, and the next, circling slowly.


“I’d like some aerial shots outside, Michael. There are five acres. I think a shot hovering over the house, then turning 360 degrees in a wide circle to get an idea of the property,” Charley said.


“Not a problem, little miss. Mercury’s pilot is at your command,” he said, with an easy smile. The little patch under his lower lip needed clipping as he gave it a scratch.


────


Arial shots taken, packing Mercury in his case in the back seat, Michael looked at Charley. “I think you’ll like the video. A few shots I did a double take…wasn’t sure if I got the details like that great closet for the master bedroom. That sucker was huge. I’ll call you in the morning. Give you an idea when you can view it. I’m hoping for around three o’clock. We’re cutting it close to when I leave for Vegas and I have to get Rachel’s blessing—hopefully without more editing. Sound good to you?”


“Perfect, and thanks again.”


“Hey, remember our deal—Rachel says yes to my showing it in Vegas, and you say yes to dinner.”


“It’s a deal.” Charley threw an air kiss to his cheek but maneuvered out of his reach when he tried to pull her in for a kiss with heat.


Giggling, Charley jogged to the front door of the spooky house returning the key to the lockbox. Waving goodbye to Michael as he drove down the driveway, she opened her car door, turned back to look at the house a smile spreading across her face. It had been a good day.


Driving to the beach house to return her mother’s silk flowers carefully propped up on the floor of the back seat, doubts crept into her thoughts. Michael made it look easy piloting Mercury. She wondered if she was setting herself up for a fall. What if the video produced results, big results? Learning to be a pilot, hand-held maybe not so bad, but the techniques to send signals to the drone to turn, rise, descend at the right moment was going to take time. Techniques that could take months to master. She couldn’t ask Michael to keep shooting properties for her. He would soon ask for more than dinner. She decided when she returned to her cabin she’d do some Google searches for a drone pilot, maybe someone who piloted for a hobby, or a student who played around with drones. At the very least she’d find out what they charged. It wasn’t just the pilot, there was more. Editing. Music.


She was getting ahead of herself. First, see what Michael produced. Find out how long it took him to edit the video, to add an intro—style of house, the address of the property. If she was going to hire someone, she would have to keep the cabin for awhile longer, invest her commissions back into her job. How dumb would that be? Plow her commissions back into Rachel’s agency? She chuckled, slapped the steering wheel. “So, Miss Kingman, now you’re dreaming of opening your own agency?”


────


Michael turned onto I-95 south, his mind calculating how he was going to edit the video for the biggest impact, also deciding what music he was going to add in the background. He had built a solid repertoire of random music clips—percussion, some strings, and a lone saxophone. The music was ready, notes rising and falling depending on the scene. All he had to do was cut or lengthen the snippets.


His cell signaled an incoming call. His brows furrowed at the name. “Now what?” he mumbled.


“Hi, this is Michael.”


“Michael, Geoff Kingman here. I wonder if you could do me a favor in the next hour if possible?”


“I will be glad to if I can. I’m—”


“In Deland. I’m putting together a bid on a major reno of a commercial building. It would be very helpful if you could shoot a video of the outside perimeter—once around, an aerial shot.”


“It looks like rain, Mr. Kingman, but if it holds off…no problem. Give me the address. Do you want measurements of the size of the building—each side?”


“You’re kidding? That would be a big help,” Kingman said chuckling.


“Do you have the permission of the owner for a drone to fly over his property?”


“Yes, I do. No need to check in, Michael. Just drive up. There’s a gate—we won’t bother anyone opening it. Just get Mercury in the air—once around. There’s a large parking lot inside the fence. Shoot at an angle to get all of the cement block building—all sides. No need to do any editing. Can you send me a copy when you’re done?


“Not a problem, Mr. Kingman—driving to Deland, shooting a quick circle around, then back…you should have your video in less than three hours. I’ll stop by and transfer it to your computer”


True to his word, Michael arrived at the beach house and loaded the raw video on Mr. Kingman’s computer. A bonus for Michael, Charley joined them in the office. She had returned her mother’s flowers and was curious to see the video Michael shot for her father.


“Nice work, Michael. That green truck in the parking lot adds dimension, shows off the size of the building. I’ll be able to calculate a renovation project versus a tear-down and rebuild. Send me your bill.” Geoff stared down at the computer screen, swiping the top of his bald head as if to keep his thoughts to himself.


Charley walked Michael to the front door and out to the driveway. To her surprise, he turned her to him when she opened her car door planting a kiss on her lips. Breaking away, she laughed. “Sorry, gotta go. Call when the spooky house video is ready for Rachel.”
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STRETCHING, MICHAEL DRANK THE last of his coffee and shutdown his computer. The video of the spooky house was done complete with background music. He stayed up most of the night editing the sequences leaving time in the morning to add music and an introduction to the property. He was scheduled to rendezvous with Charley by 3:30 at Rachel’s agency.


It was show time.


────


Charley arranged the small windowless conference room used to sign Purchase and Sale documents with clients. Two chairs were positioned on either side of the six-foot table with enough room to accommodate Michael’s laptop. A flat screen TV sat on a table next to the wall in case Michael wanted to connect his laptop to it—bigger screen, bigger impact.


A soft buzz at the front entrance announced a visitor. With one last glance at the room she was satisfied and strode up to Michael. “Are you ready?” she asked in a conspiratorial tone.


“You bet, Miss Kingman. The video is terrific if I do say so myself.”


“Follow me. You can set up then I’ll get Rachel.”


“Charley you look terrific in that uniform, black slacks, sexy white blouse. A pretty, sassy agent,” he said with a full set of brilliant white teeth displayed in a broad smile.


“Knock it off, Michael. This is serious…but thanks,” she said, her eyes flirting with his. “Here you go.”


“Oooh, I like-a-da big screen. Give me a minute then get that boss lady.”


Michael dug into his backpack for a cable to the TV, turned on his laptop, a few tap-tap-taps on the keyboard and his laptop and the TV came to life displaying the front entrance to the spooky house now appearing like a stately manor. Centered in big white letters was the address of the property. A saxophone played a jazz number in the background, slow at times interlaced with fast.


Charley’s eyes opened big as saucers. “Wow! I’ll get Rachel.”


────


Rachel’s husband had dropped by the agency to pick up some files that were mixed up with his wife’s when she left the house earlier. She asked if he’d like to sit in on the video, get his opinion. He sighed following his wife. He wanted to see the video but he was running late for an appointment.


Rachel introduced him to Charley and in turn to Michael, the drone pilot who produced the video.


“Charley Kingman?” Ramirez said, nodding to Charley. “I know your father, Geoffrey Kingman. Construction I believe.”


“That would be my father. I’ll tell him we met.”


“No need. We don’t really travel in the same circles except for an occasional golf game. So, your drone young man—a hobby?” he said turning to Michael.


“Oh no, Mr. Ramirez, drones are way more than a hobby. My partners, business partners, are on the cusp of making it big in Las Vegas, a conference.”


Rachel and her husband sat facing the big screen as room after room swept by captured from Mercury’s vantage point. Charley was mesmerized with the end product—the introduction, the music. So professional. If she considered learning how to be a drone pilot before, this video sealed the deal in her mind.


Michael didn’t know what to make of Mr. Ramirez but thought he’d take advantage of another business person. At the end of the stately manor, signing off with Ramirez Real Estate, he clicked the beginning of the video he shot for Mr. Kingman. Rachel had scooted out to take a phone call, so Michael figured he had a captive audience.


When Ramirez jumped to his feet and left, Michael shut down all the equipment, packing the cable in his backpack. “Do you know Ramirez?” he said to Charley. “He seemed interested and then left like a big ol’ gator was after him.”


“Not really. Only to say hi and goodbye.”


Rachel came back in the room and Michael asked her what she thought of the spooky house turned stately manor.


“You did a good job. The house looked better than I remembered, but honestly I don’t think it’s that much better than the pictures we have on the website and the Multiple Listing Service,” Rachel said.


“Do I still have your permission to show it at the conference? A way to use our drone to sell real estate?”


“Yes, go ahead, and I’ll post the video on the MLS page. I doubt the property will get any more attention than before, which was nothing.”


Rachel returned to her desk and Charley walked Michael to the door and out to the driveway.


“Well, Miss Kingman, that went well.” He twirled her into his arms planting a hot kiss on her pink lips.


Taking a breath she stepped back. “Thanks again, Michael. I’ll let you know if we get any bites from the video.”


“Okey dokey, and now for our dinner. How about tonight?”


“I can’t, a realtor’s meeting, sponsored by the Chamber.”


“Hey, if I didn’t know better, I’d say you’re avoiding me…your savior pilot?”


“Never! Work before pleasure as they say.” With a bright smile Charley left him standing in the agency parking lot.
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IT WAS A BEAUTIFUL May day. It’s the time of year that Floridians cherish—not too hot, definitely not cold—high seventies. It was 9:30 on the dot when Charley pushed open the plate-glass door into the agency. Rachel was at her desk watching Charley strut to her desk as she reached for the phone. Putting the caller on hold, she waved the handset at Charley, nodding to pick up.


Charley smiled and punched the flashing light. “Hello, this is Charley Kingman. Can I help you?”


“We hope so. My husband and I are looking at a video, your listing of a large house on Tomoka Farm Road. We’d like to see it. Today, if possible.”


“I can show you the house. What time would you like to meet at the agency?”


“Now, if that’s OK with you, but not at the agency. Can we meet at the house? I’m sure we can find it.”


“Super. Your name?”


“Dahlia Springer and my husband Blaise.”


“Great. Do you live in the area?”


“No, we’re from Vermont. Snowbirds I guess you call us down here in Florida. We were going to head home tomorrow, but then we saw your listing and stopped packing the car,” Dahlia said with a smoky chuckle.


“Your telephone number?”


“Is 11:00 OK?” Charley said noting Dahlia’s cell number.”


“Yes it is. What’s your name again?”


“Charley Kingman. I’ll see you soon.” Disconnecting the call she looked over at Rachel. “That was Mrs. Springer from Vermont. They want to see the spooky house,” she said eyebrows raised. “At least the video turned up one prospect. I’ll check my messages and be on my way, unless you have something you’d like me to do.”


“No, you go ahead. Kitty and Hank will be here shortly, so we’ll be covered,” Rachel said with a sigh.


Charley checked her email. The inbox was empty, but she had a lead to show a house. Printing out the listing details in a professional looking color flyer, she pushed her shoulders back, lifted her head a notch. The empty inbox didn’t faze her. So far, it was a good day.


────


Charley mounted the four steps to the front porch of the historical Victorian house. To her, the light gray clapboard home seemed to put on its show face in the brilliant morning sunshine. The wraparound porch with white railing was a show stopper.


A black SUV turned into the driveway sparking Charley’s adrenalin. She punched in her code on the lockbox, retrieved the key and opened the front door a crack. When the Springers alighted from the car, pausing to look at the house, Charley felt this could be a match—buyer and seller.


Blaise Springer looked like a man from a casting agency—long face framed in a thick black cap of hair, an old fashioned black bush of a mustache, and black eyes. But he was not scary, more like a dimpled French charmer and perfect with his adorable wife—dark silky hair, plump lips and a smile that made you want to give her a hug.


Without taking their eyes off the house, Mr. Springer grasped Dahlia’s hand and the pair strode up the walkway and up the steps. Dahlia held out her hand to Charley.


“Hello, Charley. I’m Dahlia and my husband Blaise.”


Shaking their hands in turn, Charley said, “Happy to meet you. It’s a beautiful day to see a truly lovely piece of property. Let’s go in.”


The Springers eagerly trailed through the 1901 spooky house following Charley as she spouted the highlights of each room. Blaise never dropped Dahlia’s hand. Several times they caressed a window casing, a cabinet door in the pantry, and always followed by the exchange of a loving glance.


Grinning, Charley continued her sales pitch. “The home was restored in 1997, but they were careful to keep the charm of the era. As you can see, it’s been maintained beautifully,” Charley said as they returned to the foyer.


“Any rumors of ghosts roaming at night, or during the day?” Dahlia asked.


“None that I’ve heard,” Charley said, smiling tentatively. She certainly wasn’t going to make jokes about a ghost. A ghost might dampen the Springer’s obvious enthusiasm for the place.


Walking out to the porch, they gazed around at the overgrown garden and then out to a grove of trees. Holding hands, they stepped down the weather-beaten wood stairs to the back yard. Charley followed. Not too close, letting them get a feel for the land…five acres.


Dahlia plucked a lemon off a small tree, polished it on her black T-shirt as if it was a diamond. She held it up to her husband, both nodding.


Charley grinned but kept her mouth shut. Maybe they’re going to plant a lemon orchard. She couldn’t think of another thing to say as they made their way back to the house, up the steps to the front door. “So, any more questions? It’s really a—”


“We’d like to make an offer,” Blaise said. “My wife and I are authors. Cozy mysteries—ghost stories, witchcraft, fortune telling, magic, Ouija boards, Tarot cards—nothing sinister,” he said with a chuckle. “The minute we saw the video we felt inspired.”


“Wonderful. I can see how this stately manor captured your attention.” Charley paused, took a deep breath. “Why don’t you follow me back to the agency and we’ll draw up a document with your offer. The owner is out of town but reachable.”


Charley fumbled with the lockbox. Were the Springers for real? They weren’t kids. She pegged them to be somewhere in their fifties although Dahlia looked younger then Blaise.


“How far is it?” Dahlia said.


Oh no, they’re hesitating. Second thoughts. “Less than twenty minutes,” Charley said taking a deep breath.


“That’s fine. We’ll follow you, Miss Kingman,” Blaise said.


Charley let out her breath, flashing a megawatt smile as she handed Dahlia her business card. “Here’s the address and my cell number in case we get separated.”


Dahlia nodded with a grin. The Springers were definitely on cloud nine as they bent over folding themselves into their car waiting for Miss Kingman to lead the way.


Charley whispered, “OMG, OMG, OMG” to her reflection in the side mirror as she pulled out of the driveway. Breathing was difficult fearing any movement would trip the positive vibes coming from the car following her. Every time she checked her rearview mirror, the Springers were in an animated conversation, both appearing to be talking at once. The only thought that lingered in Charley’s mind was to find a drone pilot school ASAP.
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A WHIRLWIND OF ACTIVITY was set in motion when Dahlia and Blaise Springer signed the offer document for the stately manor. Charley, searching the listing documents Rachel had prepared, contacted the owner’s brother. The brother said the owners were staying in a hotel in Hamburg, Germany. With the time difference, Charley placed a call as they were about to retire for the night. The offer, full price, was accepted including the remaining pieces of furniture in the house. The Title Agency in charge of handling a sale of property hustled over to the triple RRR agency, Rachel Ramirez Real Estate. Such deals were normally handled in his office but he agreed to meet at Rachel’s agency. A lawyer in Vermont met with the Springers via video conference. Charley kept pinching herself—were Dahlia and Blaise really for real?


The owner’s lawyer, tasked with watching out for the welfare of his client, kept trying to slow the deal down, but the Springers would have none of it. After all, they were paying full price for a property that had been on the market for months. A local Daytona Beach bank lawyer, contacted by the Vermont lawyer, was added to the mix. Charley, dragging in additional chairs, moved everyone to a larger conference.


The Springers didn’t want to be snowbirds any longer. They just wanted everything to be final so they could go home and put their house up for sale in Vermont—their daughter would handle that sale—and move lock, stock, and barrel immediately to their new home in Florida. The Title Agent informed the Springers that the sale would not be final for another five to seven days. Everyone was okay with that.


Charley Kingman participating, facilitating, refereeing the transaction, her first sale, constantly checked with Rachel. Coincidental or not, Charley received the documents of her name change the day before. It seemed to be a sign that she had chosen to be real estate agent—her first sale with her new name. Charley learned later that an official preparing the documents for her change of name had tangled with her father on numerous occasions and was secretly tickled pink to stick it to Geoffrey Kingman that his daughter no longer carried his name. Charley asked Rachel from here on out to use her new name, and to change her employee profile to Charley King.


The whole process took several hours—many calls and signatures verified by email crossing the Atlantic. The deed, the mortgage papers, and funds would be tied up with a bow when the Springers returned to Florida to take possession. They estimated their arrival at the agency to pick up the keys to the stately manor would be two to three weeks, give a day or two either side.


Getting wind of the sale, the daughter of the owners was furious when she talked to her mother in Germany. “How dare you sell the family treasure!”


────


Charley King was a nervous wreck the day she waved goodbye to the Springers after receiving several hugs from the pair. Dahlia and Blaise considered Miss King their BFF, yes, best friend forever. They promised a séance after they were settled in the house now dubbed the stately manor as home.


As the Springer’s SUV turned out of the agency driveway onto Dunlawton Avenue, heading to Vermont, Charley plopped down on her desk chair like a rag doll.


“Congratulations, Charley. Your first sale,” Rachel said, a smile finally crossing her face.


All Charley could manage was a nod. “Are all sales like this?” she whispered.


“No, Charley, but all first sales can be daunting.”


Charley slowly pulled herself upright, stiffened her spine and retrieved her cell from her suit jacket to make an overdue call.


She had intended to call Michael ever since the Springers revealed they saw the video and asked to see the house, but she never had a minute to spare.


“Hi, Charley. This is GK.”


“Oh, I called the wrong number. I thought Michael—”


“He left his cell by the coffeepot this morning. I saw it was you so I picked up. What’s going on?”


“Nothing, only just that my world is spinning out of control…but I think I just hit the pause button. Did Michael tell you he shot a video of a property for me?”


“Yep, I saw him hunched over his computer several nights ago. About bit my head off when I asked him about it.”


“Well, a couple saw the MLS listing and called the agency, the one I work for. GK, they bought the house. Full price. My first sale. Can you believe it?”


“No kidding.”


“No kidding, and Michael didn’t charge me for the video. I mean, how nice was that?”


“Ya, how nice. I’m sure he’ll get you to pay, one way or another.”


“Well, he did say I had to promise to have dinner with him, and, oh yes, he wanted permission from the agency to let him show the video at the conference you guys are going to. By the way when are you and Frankie going to demo Mercury again for Dad?”


“Any day now, at least that’s what Frank said was the plan. I hope you can make it. I’d like to hear more about your first sale.”


“I wouldn’t miss it.”


“With the success of the video, your first sale, maybe you should learn to pilot one of our prototypes…take your own videos.”


“That’s what Michael said. But I don’t know if I can do it, GK.”


“Sure you can…I’ll help you. There’s a school, online training to pass the pilot’s test for a license. It looks cool. The license looks like a real airplane pilot’s with a line—Remote Pilot License. I can put you in touch with the school, help with the course work. I’m sending you a text  now with the name. When you call say I referred you. They know me—collaborated on my video game.”


“Do you really think I could do it?”


“Sure. It takes practice. Lots of practice. But I’d be glad to help.”


“I wouldn’t want Dad to know. At least not until I can actually take the video myself, if I can even get that far.”


“I know you can do it. You’re smart and determined. That’s all it takes Miss Kingman.”


“Maybe, but I still don’t want to tell Dad, or Mom. I’ll swear Frank to secrecy…he’ll understand. Oh, one more thing. I changed my name,” Charley chuckled.


“To what?”


“Charley King.”


GK chuckled. “Cool move.”


Charley said goodbye and immediately heard the Saints marching. As promised there was a text message from GK.


Any fatigue, any doubts about becoming a drone pilot evaporated as she opened the schools website. There was a ton of information, and a name to call about enrolling. She’d browse the site when she got home to her cabin. It was definitely a wine and pizza night settled on her bed with her laptop.


Tapping her cell, she called the beach house. “Hi, Hildy. Is Mom there?”


“Yes, Miss Charley, she’s right here making a to-do list for Frankie’s next demonstration. Hang on.”


“Hi, Charley. Is everything all right?”


“Couldn’t be better, Mother. I just made my first sale, both sides signed the documents. It’s a done deal. Can you believe it?”


“That’s wonderful news, dear.”


“Tell Dad and Grandpa for me, will you?”


“Of course.”


“Great, see you at Frank’s next demo. Bye.”


A smirk crossed Charley’s face. “Take that Mr. Real-estate-isn’t-for-you, Charley,” she said as she removed a box of business cards she had printed from the bottom dresser drawer in the cabin.
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THE SHARP BUZZ OF the doorbell interrupted the partners’ hysterical laughter. Michael, in animated detail, told the story of the sugar bride and groom tumbling down layers of wedding cake.


“Pizza’s here, amigos,” Frank called out wiping tears from his eyes. Opening the door, he smiled accepting the flat boxes containing two extra large pizzas. He tipped the delivery boy and returned to the galley kitchen.


Michael retrieved a six-pack of beer from the fridge as GK set paper plates on the island counter.


“Okay, Frank, give,” Michael said opening the pizza boxes releasing the aroma of pepperoni, sausage, mushroom and extra cheese to circle their noses. “What’s going on? Not like you to pick up the lunch tab unless you sold a drone on the sly.”


“First of all,” Frank said, hitching up on a barstool, raising his open beer bottle to Michael, sitting on the end, and to GK sitting beside him, “I made a date with Dad, tomorrow morning, 7:30. I’m going to blow his socks off with Merc’s new maneuvers.”


“Forget new. Just don’t let Mercury fly away over the ocean,” GK said wiping a speck of cheese from his chin. “He goes rogue and you get to chase him. That water was cold.”


“Oh, poor baby,” Frank said.


“So, we’re going to see Big Daddy. Did you alert Charley? I know she’d want to be there,” Michael said.


“Not yet.”


“I’ll send her a text,” Michael said tapping his phone.


GK frowned. “How sweet,” he said, his lips pinched as if sucking a lemon.


“Hey, GK my man. You want her? May the best man win.” Michael turned away his bare feet strumming the leg of the barstool as he took a bite of pizza, his eyes fixed on Frank.


Frank set his beer down, stepped to the couch returning with his briefcase. He had spent many nights hunched over his computer. It was time to think big if his startup was going to survive. He dismissed any notion that he might fail. A Kingman doesn’t fail. At least, not Frank Kingman. He was going to show his old man. Yes sir. His company was going to leave his dad’s in the shadows.


“Now, amigos, I have something to show you. I’ve been very busy besides putting Merc through his drills. I posted three job openings on LinkedIn. You’ll be amazed at the response.”


“What job openings?” Michael and GK said in unison, glancing at each other, brows scrunched.


Frank laid out three folders each labeled in large letters across the front—Marketing, Purchasing, Administration.


Michael and GK reached for the nearest folder but got their hands slapped.


“Not yet, men. Let me explain. While I was running Merc through a final test—by the way, his flying rogue was pilot error. I confess.” His words landed on deaf ears.


Michael snatched the closest folder. “Marketing? We’re not ready to do more than we’re doing—Facebook group, Twitter posts, a mini video of Merc on YouTube.”


“Purchasing?” GK grabbed another folder. “What? Are we going to start mass producing Merc? And, Admin—Human Resources and Finance?”


“Yes, yes, and yes.” Frank laced his fingers on top of his head, a smile crossing his face. “When we address the Vegas conference, give a demo of Merc’s prowess, I predict our quadcopter will become the talk of the town. And don’t forget Pigeon,” Frank said grinning.


“Pigeon? That little drone is a plaything, a toy you built for an engineering project in our Junior year at—” GK began to say.


Frank waved him off. “Stores are well underway with buying toys to fill their shelves for the holidays.”


“Toys?” Michael said squirming off the barstool, tossing several slices from a half eaten pizza on his paper plate.


“Do you think we could make some quick money?” GK said.


“Maybe. Worth a try. We will have a captive audience at the conference to kick it off. I’ve done my research as to the size of the market…you know, we all did when we decided to go in together. But things have changed…for the better. By 2020 the projected consumer market for drones is north of nine billion. Hobbyists and toys are a big part of the market. I fooled around with an announcement—Pigeon under the Christmas tree. A toy drone for the Holidays. Grandparents giving a baby drone to grandkids. See how cute? An irresistible toy, a baby drone. Join the drone phenomenon.”


“I don’t know,” GK said shaking his head.


“You’re crazy,” Michael said. “Seems like a distraction from our main entry—Mercury, a drone with all the bells and whistles to do REAL work.”


“Our mission at the conference is to create buzz, a big buzz. GK, design an ad, a flyer, something we can paste into an email to all attendees. Show me tomorrow. I’m sure we’ll get orders. Which brings me to the folders in front of you, and my business plan. We have to be ready. You’ll meet the top three candidates to fill the positions for our next phase. I picked the best from a slew of responses—six will be attending the conference.”


“Responses? You already contacted people?” Michael said pacing.


“Of course. You know the saying, ‘snooze you lose.’ We’ll tag-team the interviews. I narrowed the Admin candidates down to one. She’s flying into Daytona Beach tonight. Her name is Janet Scott. She’ll meet us at Dad’s tomorrow for Merc’s performance. We’ll start with Pigeon for a little fun. Grandpa Bernie will love it.”


“Does Geoff know about all this?” GK asked.


“Not yet. I’ll fill him in after Merc and Pigeon, a holiday toy, have dazzled him. Oh, and I think it’s time to rent some office space. That will fall under Admin.” Frank dug into his briefcase again. “Here are two locations near I-95, west side of Daytona Beach.”


“Frank, you’re crazy. Geoff’s likely to pull all his seed money,” Michael said raising his hands in disbelief. “He’ll say no to any more funds. Have you thought of that? We’ll become persona non-grata like Charley Baby,” Michael said.


“Oh, now it’s Charley Baby. Maybe you can keep sucking up to Geoff’s daughter, get his investor money for yourself through her? Is that your plan?” GK said.


“You’re just jealous,” Michael snapped.


“Jealous? No need for me to be jealous. I’ll leave that for you, while I train her to be a pilot. I’ve already helped sign her up for school to get her pilot’s license.”


“Ok, and I suppose you’re such a hot shot that you’ll have her swooning so you can get in her good graces. I suppose you want a piece of the action. So sorry, bro, I was their first.” Michael said.


“What are you two arguing about? My sis isn’t interested in either of you. She knows you as my business partners. That’s it,” Frank countered. “As for Dad, he is a businessman. He’ll be proud I’ve taken the initiative to prepare for the next step of our business plan.” Frank said.


“What business plan is that, Frank?” GK said opening the Purchasing folder, breathing in short breaths from his encounter with Michael. “You never showed me a business plan.”


“Me either. As for your sister, we’ve spent time together,” Michael said shuffling the candidates in the Marketing folder.


“A video. Two hours tops, doesn’t make for a romantic interlude,” GK snapped back, tossing his folder to the center of the island.


“OK, guys, calm down. You just wait and see tomorrow morning. I’ll have good old Dad eating out of my hand. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have an appointment to set up in Vegas. Keep your schedules open, no gawking at showgirls wearing feathers. If you want to meet Janet for drinks at six o’clock, get cleaned up. We’ll take an Uber to the airport, pick her up. She’s staying at the Hilton, beachside.”


Frank smiled at his partners then went to take a shower. He kept his demeanor positive but he was shaken by their response to his ideas—Pigeon, business plan, renting space. He thought for sure they would be excited about moving forward at last. He was glad he didn’t tell his partners that he had described the space he found to Janet Scott over the phone. She thought it adequate for a startup. He also didn’t tell the guys he signed a lease for the building with a large area to set up manufacturing and engineering, as well as office cubicles. He was meeting Janet Scott’s plane at Daytona Beach International Airport with or without the partners.
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IT WAS A LOVELY late afternoon. Charley was still basking in the success of her sale of the spooky house slash stately manor and excited at the prospect of training to be a drone pilot. She was more determined than ever to reach her goal—create her own videos for high-end properties. A buyer for those properties might even buy the video for insurance purposes, show their family and friends.


It was a little before five when she called her mom to see if it was okay to come home for dinner. Of course, it was OK. She put the top down on her Mustang, and pulled out of the agency. The breeze fluffed her hair as she sped to the beach house.


Turning into the driveway, Charley noticed several packages stacked at the front door. Parking by the garage door, her mother’s side to avoid the ire of her father, she grabbed her shoulder bag, and tapped her cell.


“Mom, there are some boxes at the front porch. I’ll bring them in if you open the door for me.”


Charley picked up the largest box, balanced a small one on top and held the screen door with her shoulder as Dottie appeared.


“Oh, my, yes, there are a lot,” Dottie giggled. “Good thing you saw them before your father came home. He’s due any minute.”


“What is all this stuff?”


“Here, let me have one—we’ll take them to my sewing room. On the other hand, put those two down and bring the rest inside, will you, dear?”


After two trips, the front entrance was clear of all the boxes. Charley put the last one in the closet in front of shelves stacked with various pieces of fabric. Dottie set a new lamp on the end table by her rocker. She cocked her head, adjusted the cream pleated shade, and smiled.


“Thank you, Charley. I’m redecorating some of the rooms in the house and your father is getting annoyed with all the deliverymen. Yesterday I even had a drone deliver some fabric—new curtains I’m making for one of the guest bedrooms.”


“Wow! Did Dad see the drone?”


“No he didn’t.”


“That’s a very pretty lamp, Mom. Looks expensive. Japanese? Hand painted?”


“Yes, it is lovely isn’t it? So much is going on. I don’t know what I’d do if I didn’t have Hildy. Frankie said he and his partners are coming in the morning. Another performance of his drone for your father. I hope it goes well.”


“I’m sure it will, Mom. I know they’ve all been working hard. I think they leave for Vegas soon. A couple of days.”


“I don’t know. All he said was that the three of them were coming and they were bringing a guest.”


“Did he say who?” Charley said, following her mother down the staircase to the foyer.


“No, and I didn’t ask. Come along, we’ll have a cocktail with your grandpa before dinner.”
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LATE AFTERNOON SHOWERS DEVELOPED along with lightning and thunder booming over Volusia County providing much needed rain. With the storm came stifling humidity. Janet’s plane landed without a hitch and three young men stood at the bottom of the escalator with a sign—Mercury.


She had included a picture with her resume so Frank knew what she looked like but he was not prepared for the statuesque brunette who glided down the escalator and into their lives.


“There she is,” Frank said.


“Which one?” Michael said. He didn’t see a woman who fit the description Frank had given them of a retired officer in the US Army Ordnance Corps in Iraq.


“The one with a half smile walking toward your sign,” Frank said stepping from their ranks, his hand extended. “Janet Scott?”


“Yes, sir,” she said with a bright smile and a firm handshake, one pump.


“I’m Frank Kingman, and this is Michael Rich and Gideon Knight. We call him GK. Do you have a suitcase?”


“No. I travel light. Just my faithful roll-along.”


“Good. We have an Uber car waiting out front. I thought we’d take you to your hotel. You can register, put old faithful in your room, and join us in the dining room for dinner. How does that sound?”


“Perfect. I’m starved.”


────


Janet wasted no time. She joined the partners in the dining room fifteen minutes later. She left her suit jacket in the room revealing a very toned, shapely body. Michael and GK jumped to their feet but Frank already held a chair for her on his right at the square table. They exchanged a nod, a smile, and eye contact that lingered.


“Something to drink?” Frank asked.


“Yes, please. A martini with two olives will take the edge off the day and the flight.”


Frank ordered two martinis, the boys two beers, and menus. Michael liked the smooth way Frank was performing. Definitely a performance because this was not the frat brother they knew. The guys took a note from his playbook and asked Janet about her time in Iraq, what was she doing now, and did she have any experience with drones. All questions Frank had asked in the telephone interview. But that was before Michael and GK knew there was a Janet Scott.


Her time in Iraq was difficult. After fulfilling her four years in return for a full scholarship at the University of Utah, she retired and was looking for something challenging and please call her Janet. Dinner was pleasant as they went around the table giving her a snapshot of their background, emphasis on snapshot.


Janet looked around the table. “You men believe the show in Vegas, introducing Mercury along with a toy model will get massive attention. The mission is to leave with orders in your pocket. Is that right?” She didn’t look at Frank, but bounced eye contact between the other two.


“That’s right, Janet. We’re stoked, ready to take the conference by storm,” GK said with a chuckle.


“Not an itty bitty shower…a full blown hurricane,” Michael said.


Frank watched the byplay, but mostly watched how Janet conducted herself. A retired officer, she knew how to take command. She had his partners eating out of her hand. Her profile was that of a Greek Goddess—strong bones, walked with grace, and he didn’t doubt she could shoot a man in cold blood. She was just what his startup company needed—a head of Administration to take them to a profitable enterprise.


After espressos all around, Frank gave the waitress the company credit card and the guys left. Michael had parked his car across the street from the Hilton per Frank’s orders so they didn’t require an Uber. Frank told her he’d pick her up at seven tomorrow morning to meet Geoffrey Kingman, their investor, and to witness Mercury in action. He did not mention Pigeon. They all shook Janet’s hand and said goodnight.
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A SOFT BREEZE KISSED the shores of the Kingman beach house. Frank was once again Mercury’s pilot—in control, in his element, blocking out everything around him. Blood coursed through his veins, but he kept a clear head. Mercury was ready. His partners were on their best behavior. Maybe it was tension, maybe it was the presence of the newcomer Janet Scott. Or maybe it was the number of well-wishers—Liz, her husband Manny and Aunt Jane, as well as Geoff and Dottie and Grandpa Bernie. Charley came, a picture of a composed savvy business lady. She and Frank were equally driven to succeed in the eyes of their father—Charley to gain his favor and Frank to beat his father’s business success.


Frank introduced Janet as someone interested in drone technology. She wanted to see it in action. Nobody questioned that Frank invited her, taking Frank’s word for it. If the woman was interested in what made Mercury tick then it was fine with them. Inwardly, Frank hoped that Janet would get the bug, feel the excitement, the drone’s potential that he felt with every launch. The plan for this morning was to demonstrate to his dad that his investment was safe. After that was accomplished GK would have fun piloting Pigeon, a toy for comic relief. There was no animated conversation from the group today but rather a feeling of apprehension, hoping that the drone behaved responding to Frank’s signals.


It was show time. The second show time.


This round Mercury behaved spectacularly. Darting high into the air swooping over the ripples of the surf, up, up, swerving high over the terrace, then down, hovering in front of Frank after pressing the RETURN HOME button. Kissing the launch pad, the quadcopter made a perfect soft landing.


Frank was the first pilot to launch the drone this morning. Michael then took the remote. He launched Mercury performing loops, then signaling the drone to investigate around the boardwalk from the house to the beach—the railing, the steps leading down to the sand, the tall grass either side. Michael tapped RETURN HOME. Mercury swerved, landing at his feet. It was then GK’s turn. Taking the remote he had everyone laughing as the drone chased the sandpipers, shot in the air after a pelican causing the spectators a moment of fear that the drone was going rogue, but GK brought him home, again landing at the pilot’s feet.


There was a spontaneous eruption. The women clapped, the lads shook hands, and then turned to Geoffrey. It was hard to assess if he was pleased, but the event called for a brief shaking of hands with their investor.


Frank had no doubt that Mercury would perform flawlessly, responding to the signals from the remote control he held. Of course, Frank knew his partners were edgy, wondering what Frank’s father was going to say later when he learned about his hastily developed business plan. The partners knew that Janet had shown interest at dinner, interest in joining the team.


Shaking Mr. Kingman’s hand, Michael and GK added tidbits of information raising a frown from their leader as he then explained to Janet the nuts and bolts of Mercury’s prowess. The statuesque, ex-military officer, stood at attention.


Geoff was happy with the demonstration. Maybe his investment was safe after all. He pulled Frank aside, tucked a debit card with a balance large enough to take care of the partners’ rooms and meals in Las Vegas. Frank stood dumbfounded at his father’s gesture, uttering a hushed, “Thanks.” Charley hugged her brother, congratulating him on the successful demonstration.


“But wait,” Frank shouted with a broad smile. “You’ve seen Mercury, and now for a little fun with a baby drone, a toy to get kids interested in the technology. GK take Pigeon out of his case and please pilot the little fellow for the folks.”


GK grinned at Geoff as he set the toy drone on the launch pad and pressed LAUNCH on Pigeon’s remote. a stripped down version of Mercury’s. Pigeon hovered briefly then shot into the air. GK expertly gave a brief demonstration bringing Pigeon back landing a few feet away on the sand. The toy was obviously not as precise as Mercury, the model to perform company duties.


“Nice, GK,” Frank said taking Pigeon. “Grandpa Bernie, it’s your turn. Send him for a spin.”


“Me? Oh, no, I’d break the little guy or send him for a swim in the Atlantic,” he said chuckling.


“You’ll do fine. Here’s the remote. See the buttons? This fat one is a toggle. Press up for LAUNCH or down for LAND. See the button label?” Frank said. “If you feel you’re losing control press down and LAND. Pigeon’s remote is easier to use. But when you press LAND, it immediately drops to the ground. It doesn’t know about coming home. The two levers on either side—one to turn right or left, one to toggle up or down. Try it…get the feel. Here you go. Face Pigeon on the launch pad and press the tiny button in the center to turn the power on and calibrate Pigeon. This locks your signals on him. You pilot Pigeon with line of sight. A display is available for a price, or a cell phone can be attached to see where it’s flying. A pretty good camera is included. You, and kids playing with him, will get used to the buttons using your fingers. It will seem clumsy the first time because you’ll want to look at the buttons and not where he’s going. OK, press LAUNCH.”


Grandpa Bernie did as his grandson instructed. He pressed LAUNCH. Pigeon came to life. His four small propeller pods whirled so fast they were a blur sounding like a hive of bees. He lifted quickly off the pad, hovered for a couple of seconds then shot in the air. A breeze sent Pigeon toward the ocean. Bernie fumbled but managed to tap LAND. Pigeon dropped to the sand a few feet from the surf.


“Oh my. Did I break him? Did I break him?” Bernie said hustling to the toy twinkling in the sunshine. Sucking in a breath, he picked up Pigeon.


Laughing, Frank kept pace with his grandpa giving him a friendly whack on the shoulder. “You didn’t break him. You saved him from drowning, Grandpa. Good job,” Frank said as GK took Pigeon placing him back on the launch pad.


“Try again and this time gently turn him in a circle with the levers and then LAND,” Frank said.


“What do you say, Jane? Should I try again?”


“Of course, Bernard. You can do it. Give it a go,” Jane said her lips in a pretty pink bow.


“Alright. But Frank, I need to first calibrate to line him up?”


“Wow, nothing the matter with your memory. Yes, you have to calibrate again. Before you launch move the levers to get the feel.”


Bernie was ready. Taking a breath he pressed LAUNCH. Pigeon hovered then shot in the air but this time Bernie worked the levers as Frank instructed. Pigeon performed a lazy circle, swooping over Geoff’s head.


“Hey, Dad, cut that out. What are you doing? Trying to use my bald head as a runway?” Geoff said his hand smoothing his pink scalp.


Laughing, Bernie pressed LAND. Pigeon dropped to the sand about nine feet away. “Whew, that was fun but that’s enough for today,” he said returning the remote to Frank.


Dottie announced that brunch was ready on the terrace. Now that Mercury had behaved and with the introduction of Pigeon, Grandpa Bernie as the pilot, everyone was talking at once as they made their way up the boardwalk to the terrace.
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WITH MERCURY’S SUCCESSFUL FLIGHT and the fact that her father-in-law played pilot with the toy drone, Dottie told Hildy it was time to serve the champagne, champagne that had been quickly withdrawn from sight after the failure of Mercury’s first demonstration.


Frank performed the honor of popping the corks of two bottles. Champagne flutes in hand, Frank raised his in a toast to his dad thanking him for his investment in the startup.


Manny then made a toast. “Here’s to a successful conference in Vegas.”


“Here, here,” the group joined in.


“Way to go, little brother,” Charley called out.


Frank stood smiling. “This is just the beginning folks. At the conference I’ll explain that Mercury is on his first rung of development. This rung includes three commercial video applications—real estate, construction, and crime fighting. That’s for Liz and Manny, our two PIs. Then there’s gaming. GK will preview The Flight of the Drone Warriors after brunch without bringing down the network.”


Frank paused, sipped his champagne. He lived for these moments, talking about drones and what they can do.


“Anyway, back to the conference. If GK’s game places first, second or even third, it could catapult our fledgling startup company into the big leagues. We partners are using today to show off the dexterity of Mercury—actions in real time we captured on video and Michael will duplicate to be previewed in Vegas. This will also demonstrate the depth of our company as engineers, programmers, and graphic designers.”


Charley listened to her brother, taking it all in. The adrenalin started pumping. If she learned to be a pilot, she would be part of her brother’s dream.


Charley sidled up to her father, both sipping their champagne. “You must be proud of Frankie, Dad. I mean, he’s showing his talent as an engineer…kinda like when you started?”


“Maybe. We’ll see. But I fear he’s on a fool’s path. We’ll see how next week goes at the conference. I’m not a money pit, you know. Things can go downhill real fast, change in an instant. Something you should think about. Ask yourself if you have the grit to hang in between sales. You might be better off if you had a job with a big company. A stable future.”


Charley tamped down a retort on the tip of her tongue.


“Did Mom tell you I racked up my first sale a few days ago? I feel I’m on my way. I have plans, alright. I’m going to flight school, learn to be a drone pilot, shoot my own videos of houses. How about that?”


Geoff shrugged, grunted. “I’ll believe it when you move out of that firetrap.”


Dottie didn’t hear the altercation. She was watching her son, a smile crossing his face—a smile trying to impress Janet no doubt.


Manny and Liz hustled up to Frank, both pumping his hand wishing him well in Las Vegas.


Frank tapped his glass to get the groups attention.


“Okay, everyone, I have an announcement about our future plans. Have a seat. Dad, it’s time to share with you the implementation of our business plan,” Frank said grinning.


And setting down his half glass of champagne he said “Just how do you see a rollout of a business plan. Isn’t that a bit premature?” His forehead furrowing above his bushy eyebrows. He didn’t sit, preferring to stand, arms crossed over his chest.


“Premature? No way. I see Mercury making a splash, especially with the three of us as featured speakers. We’ll need office space, a place to showcase our drones as the perfect tool for real estate marketing, for construction site monitoring, problem solving in agriculture. Monitoring monthly crop growth…needing fertilizer, water. And then there is the ability to aid police investigations…seeing things the detective doesn’t pick up.” He nodded to Manny and Liz. “Mercury is well positioned to take over the market at the low end. And Pigeon primed for holiday sales. But that’s just a start, a stepping stone for us to enter the next phase of the business, and the next. The first step of the implementation of the plan starts tomorrow morning. My partners and are catching the first flight out to Vegas.”


“That’s a very grand vision, Frank,” Geoff said.


Frank didn’t respond to the negative vibes shooting at him.


Geoff wasn’t finished. “A vision that will take more money, lots more money. Employees, a building, office and manufacturing space. You can’t expect me to fund—”


“Buyers, Dad. I expect lots of buyers to step forward before the end of the conference. I’ve arranged interviews with candidates to fill marketing and purchasing positions. You haven’t asked me why I invited Janet today.”


“I thought she’s a new friend of yours,” Dottie said. “A very nice—”


“I invited her to fly down from New York City to meet us, to see the potential of Mercury, to consider joining us as head of Administration. She’s more than qualified to handle all the details of a startup ready to burst on the scene. Of course, she hasn’t accepted yet,” he said smiling at Janet. She remained mum on his offer but did return his smile.


Geoff’s eyes closed to slits. He set the empty champagne flute down on the table, turned on his heel, and marched into his home office leaving Frank’s words drifting away in his wake.


“Well, that does sound ambitious, son,” Dottie said.


“Hold on, Dad,” Charley called out stopping him in his tracks. I too have plans. In fact, I chopped off the last half of Kingman. I’m now Charley King. New career, new name.”


“Oh, Charley, no!” her mother gasped.


“Oh, Mother, yes! And I support my brother, Frank Kingman, all the way. I gotta run. See you all later.” Charley lifted her head turning away from her father and strode off the terrace, into the house, and out of the house. The door slamming reverberated to the terrace.


“Oh dear. Hold on everyone. Hildy just brought out some pastries. Fresh coffee in the carafe. Come on, Janet, you and I can start. Then we’ll sit and chat.”


“Thank you, Mrs. Kingman.”


“Please, dear, call me Dottie.”


Jane tapped Bernard on the arm. “Can I fix you a plate…some coffee?”


“Yes, my dear, and I’d like to chat with your niece and her husband. Get their thoughts about a drone as a crime fighter.”


Frank retrieved his cell. He had an incoming call and stepped to the edge of the terrace. He had no intention of being overheard.


“Frank, when are you arriving in Vegas?”


“The guys and I leave in the morning. I’ll catch up with you as soon as I can. In the meantime, keep in touch by phone.”


“You got it brother.”


 













Chapter 19


────


 


 


IT WAS BURNING HOT if you stood in the sun’s rays. The beginning of June felt like the middle of an August heat wave. Dottie, Liz, and Janet chose to sit at a table shaded from the late-morning sun under the green umbrella.


Jane and Bernard sat comfortably side by side in a love seat looking out a wall of picture windows in the air-conditioned house. “Bernard, how are you feeling after that nasty spell?”


“Like my old self, my dear.”


“Any news from the doctor about the tests?”


“Not a peep,” Bernard said.


“That was certainly an ugly exchange between Charley and Geoff. I was surprised she felt so strongly about him that she changed her name. Quite a blow to Geoff, changing her last name, I would imagine.”


“Those feelings have been building inside of her. The sad part is I don’t believe Geoff has a clue as to what he’s done, always belittling her efforts to please him.” Without turning his head, he clasped Jane’s hand. “It’s nice sitting here with you, Janie,” Bernard said squeezing her hand.


“I always was a sucker for a pilot,” she said squeezing his hand in turn.


────


Dottie smiled sweetly at her guests. “I’m so glad Frank invited you out to the beach house, Janet. It can be lonely now that both Frank and Charley have moved out…temporarily, I hope.”


“You have a lovely home. The view of the ocean is spectacular, only a couple of houses down the way,” Janet said glancing over her shoulder.


“What does your father do—military?” Liz asked.


“No, no. He’s a gardener—he calls it a landscaper, and my mom is, was a seamstress. Arthritis brought that to a halt. That’s why the ROTC scholar—”


“Utah. My, my. I visited the Grand Canyon once. My parents took me out West on a vacation with them. Those deep red canyons made quite an impression on all three of us. More coffee?”


Hildy topped off Dottie’s cup, then Janet’s. Liz shook her head.


Dottie leaned back. “Sorry dear. I do ramble on. Have you visited Florida before?” Dottie asked, slathering raspberry jam on her croissant.


“A few times—only passing through. I look forward to spending more time here. Are you and your husband native Floridians?”


“Yes, I just wish Geoffrey could relax, enjoy what we have. He’s not been himself over the past few months. He’s usually outgoing, very social, but lately he’s been more restrained, moody. On the other hand, Charley has switched from having no confidence to an almost cocky, giddy teenager.”


Liz sat back listening to their conversation, eyes darting from one to the other.


“Change can do that to a person. When I retired from the service, joined the ranks of corporate America, my parents told me I changed,” Janet said with a sigh.


“Wow, so young to be retired…you can’t be—”


Janet chuckled. “I waved goodbye to my twenties not long ago. I’m flying back to New York City this afternoon. The plans Frank talked about sound very interesting. Startups are always challenging. I look forward—”


“You must come back for a visit, dear, in the fall after the heat breaks here and the cold sets in up North. Don’t forget us. What do they call it in the military…come for a little R and R,” Dottie mumbled, lost in thought.


Janet excused herself. She wanted time to talk to Mr. Kingman.


Jane slipped onto the empty chair. “Dottie, it’s turned out to be a lovely day…the weather, the drone doing its thing. I don’t understand all this new fangled technology, but it’s fun to watch, don’t you think?”


“Umm, yes, Bernard flying that toy was fun,” Dottie said.


“Dottie, I wouldn’t worry too much about Geoff. It’s been stressful with Frank and Charley trying to make it on their own,” Liz said.


“I don’t think it’s too much for him to handle. He’s been through worse,” Jane said patting Dottie’s hand.


Suddenly everyone left. Dottie waved goodbye as Liz, Manny, and Jane drove off. Bernard went to his room for a nap just as the Uber driver picked up Frank and his team and Janet. Dottie wandered back to the terrace but decided to go upstairs and make a list of things she wanted to do with Frank’s bedroom now that he was a businessman a businessman leaving for Las Vegas in the morning.


 


 













Chapter 20


────


 


 


DINNER TIME AT THE private investigators house was chaotic now that Lizzie was in her terrible twos. Manny never knew what he was going to see when he walked in the back door. This time was no different. Liz smiled, waited for Manny to greet their pets, Peaches and Maggie, a black Lab and a Border Collie, both rescue dogs. The happy barking stopped a sign that Manny had given them a treat. He opened the door to a drum majorette and a little clone marching behind. Pots and pans littered the floor where the pair had emptied the bottom row of cabinets. Mother and daughter were decked out in pink net tutus with sparkles, banging the bottoms of aluminum pans with wooden spoons. They marched around the kitchen island somehow managing to skirt the cookware on the floor.


“Hi, honey,” Manny said, giving the love of his life a smooch on her ruby lips. Lifting his daughter in his arms she dropped her pan giving her daddy a gleeful hug.


“Put that little drummer down, mister. She and I will return, abracadabra, as your loving wife and daughter. While we’re making our transformation, you can open the wine.”


“Umm, smells wonderful in here. I’m starving. Anything new? I’m sorry I had to drop you and Jane off, but the detectives sent out that SOS at the morgue,” he called out.


“In a minute, sweetheart. In a minute.”


Manny chuckled as he strolled into their shared office overlooking Spruce Creek River.


────


Liz lifted the lid off the Crock Pot breathing in the aroma of potatoes, carrots, and onion lying under the pork roast. Smiling, she wiped her hands on her apron as Manny came up beside her giving her cheek a sweet kiss and another on Lizzie’s cheek who was ensconced in her highchair. Cooking debris had been stuffed back in the cabinets.


“In answer to your question several minutes ago, I would say today was terrific, interesting, with a bit of intrigue wouldn’t you? If you’ll pour the wine, I’ll serve up dinner to squelch those hunger pangs.”


Manny poured the dark red liquid into the wine glasses on the table. “The guys at the morgue were buzzing about the Daytona Beach PD investing in a drone. Their case has stalled. Needs fresh eyes and—”


“Well, like what Frank said, flying a drone around the scene outside, hand-held inside records it all on tape, or I guess you’d say digitized on video.”


“Sweetheart this pork loin is so tender I hope you’re not planning on leftovers.”


Liz skipped his question. “The whole Kingman family is always interesting don’t you think? Crazy interesting.”


“You got that right. More veggies in that pot?”


Liz picked up the empty bowl and ladled out the remainder of the carrots and potatoes. “I’m sure you and your police buddies would love a drone.”


Manny reached for the wine bottle, topping off their glasses.


“What did you think of Janet Scott? I’m not exactly sure what her role is in all of it,” Liz said.


“Why is that?”


“Well, Frank indicated that she was joining the team, but Dottie seemed to treat her as a friend, as did Charley.”


“Ah, a little intrigue.”


“Honestly, Manny, my head was spinning listening to Dottie and Janet, not at was being said, but what wasn’t said. A lot of innuendos I picked up. Janet said she was heading back to New York. Dottie said come again to visit. I think Janet’s planning on working for Frank. Oh, I talked to Aunt Jane off to the side. She told me she visited Bernard several days back. She said he had a spell of some kind and that Dottie labeled it a heart attack. Nonetheless, the doctor was called to the house and made an appointment for some tests. The results aren’t back yet, or nobody offered any details.”


Liz took a sip of wine.


“Charley…I usually can read her like a book, but not today. She seemed high as a kite one minute, down in the dumps the next, although very animated about the drone. I was shocked when she said she’d changed her name.”


“Yes. Me too,” Manny said.


“But Geoffrey was the weirdest. Dottie whispered to me that he’s not himself. She’s worried about him. And now Frank and his partners leave for Las Vegas in the morning,” Liz said.


“My, my, your PI nose is certainly twitching.”


 













Chapter 21

Las Vegas


────


 


 


FRANK DIDN’T EXACTLY MISLEAD his dad, he just didn’t give him the full story on the conference, that it was a video gaming conference featuring a week of the newest and best in video games. His dad didn’t ask about a booth, so Frank didn’t have to tell a lie that there was a booth when there wasn’t. They didn’t have the money. His dad giving him a credit card for expenses at the conference was too little too late. Frank and Michael’s sessions were listed under, “Heard in the cloud: Drones & Commercial Videos.” Frank was also going to introduce Pigeon the toy drone, guaranteed to be on kids and adults wish lists everywhere.


No booth at the start of the conference, but Frank and Michael managed to piggyback on GK’s last minute gaming booth, really a closet but large enough to hold a high-top table with their DroneKing, Inc. business cards. However, once the officials scheduled Frank to speak on the burgeoning drone market it only seemed right to give him some kind of presence on the conference floor with the other companies. Frank declined the offer. He and Michael were putting all their efforts into meeting attendees at their sessions instead of splitting their manpower elsewhere.


Business cards were printed with caricatures of the three partners complete with email address, cell number, and title under each name: Frank Kingman, Drone Engineer; Michael Rich, Videographer; and Gideon Knight, Game Programmer. All very neat. At each of their sessions a business card would be placed on the chairs before the session opened the doors.


Michael was scheduled to assist Frank at his session with Mercury and Pigeon, and vice versa at Michael’s session. GK would hold the fort alone at his session. Frank and Michael were listed on the program as: THE DRONE FUTURE IS NOW.


The first day, the three partners mingled with the attendees, attended a few sessions, and generally soaked up the electricity of the conference. Day two they went over their game plan and made sure they had everything they needed.


As Frank hoped, Pigeon and Mercury drew a large crowd circling the two partners after Michael’s presentation. They were ready with a sign next to three large fishbowls, “Toss your business cards. Win a free Drone Warrior game. Receive email updates from DroneKing, Inc. providing detailed descriptions of Pigeon and Mercury, product launch dates, pricing, and estimated delivery date.


GK poked his head in the presentation room as Michael wrapped up, waved at Frank and Michael engaging with a gaggle of attendees, and then strode on to his room to check on the setup for his presentation.


 


 













Chapter 22


────


 


 


GK WAS READY TO introduce his exciting new video game to gaming enthusiasts and the public at large. Calling himself a marketing genius, he had wangled a digital copy of the conference attendee’s email addresses. But even better, he found the entire list of all online gaming enthusiasts registered in Vegas on the flash drive he was given. He wasn’t sure if it was legit and he didn’t ask.


Taking great pains to ensure the room was set up to his specifications, GK had made many phone calls over the two months prior to the conference—size of TV screen, seating arrangement, sound system—all designed to make the audience feel they were part of the action taking place on the screen.


The session was packed.


The lights dimmed.


Credits flashed on the screen.


A hush fell over the room as the screen lit up in brilliant color. Mercury was looking out over the audience with wide eyes under his propellers, the title swooping down from the top of the screen.


 


COMMANDER MERCURY AND HIS WARRIOR DRONES


 


An explosion sent fireballs into space. The battle was enjoined. Laser beams shot out under Mercury’s set of four propeller pods.


An eerie drone sneaked up behind Mercury, but Mercury pivoted shooting missiles, vanquishing the dreaded enemy. The warriors joined their leader, hovering around him. On and on the drone warriors fought, GK playing the parts of a good guy and a bad guy, playing with the two remotes as if leading a symphony.


The lights came up.


Silence filled the room.


A young man snaked out past attendees sitting in the same row of chairs. Three from a few rows up sauntered to the back and out into the hall. Two more left from the other side.


GK called out for volunteers to play the enemy in a second game.


Laughing, a twenty-something guy was pushed up to the front of the room by his friends daring him to play.


GK handed him a remote, whispering in his ear.


The guy grinned. “I got it Spike.” He sat down facing the screen the remote clutched in his hands, fingers itching to manipulate the enemy warriors.


The lights dimmed.


A girl drone peaked out from the screen, her body circled in a white ruffled skirt.


Big blue eyes popped open under her two front quads of whirling propellers. She blinked at the audience then darted away.


“Hey beautiful, come back,” someone shouted from the back of the room. GK heard a few laughs at the remark.


An evil looking drone crept out, manned by the volunteer. Then an army of drones appeared. The action froze, Bella up in the left corner blinking in fear, the evil one below sneering as the army approached from the left.


GK paused the game, stood up. “Two more volunteers. Two more to man the warriors—come on up to finish off the enemy if you can.”


A man and a young woman raced up taking the remotes from GK’s hands. He whispered to each.


The three gamers sat down. The screen came back to life. Three squads of warriors sparred. A fierce battle ensued—the villain and his army, Bella and the commander of the drone warriors.


Missiles, lasers, flame throwers fought valiantly, good versus evil ending with Bella and the commander darting off together, tiny hearts fluttering about on the screen.


The game ended.


The screen turned black.


The lights came up filling the room.


The room was empty.


The volunteers fidgeted, laid down their remotes on the chairs and ambled down the empty aisle, snickering about the dumb game. Amateurish.


GK stood on the stage, his mouth gaped open, whispering his prepared remarks. “In addition to the character drones you just saw battling, two more will be announced in the next three months. Send an email to the address on the back of the card you found on your chair to Gideon Knight. You will be added to the list of pre-orders. From the random drawing on the release date, twenty will receive the first game you saw today. Free.”


Stepping off the stage, GK packed up the remotes, the flash drives, stuffing them in his backpack. The cleaners entered the room and began vacuuming the debris, tossing the business cards left on the chairs and on the floor into a trash bag swinging from their belts.
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BACK IN THEIR HOTEL room, Frank and Michael were trying to comprehend the debacle that GK was laying out in front of them.


Michael, hands on hips, red faced, began yelling at GK. “Did you have an inkling that your game wasn’t any good? Did you do any due diligence like sending the game out to friends or a gaming group to get their feedback? More important did you ask anyone for their feedback?”


“No. I didn’t have a chance? All of a sudden Frank signed us up for this conference.”


“That’s lame,” Frank said.


“Really? Well…you two never took the time to play either. Always too busy with engineering crap, flying Merc. Or, Michael, you peddled real estate videos to Charley…trying to cozy up to her.” GK scrambled off the bed, paced to the slider looking out over the manicured hotel gardens. He turned, stalked to the closet yanking out his duffle bag.


“I’m leaving. Changing my flight. Don’t worry, I’ll be out of the apartment by the time you two get back and don’t charge me for the rent. I ain’t paying another dime.”


GK stomped out the door. Michael flopped on the couch. Frank shook his head, scrubbed the thick dark hair on his scalp as he retrieved his cell. Seeing the caller ID he strode out to the balcony closing the slider behind him.


“Frank?”


“Yes! It’s me.”


“What’s the matter? You sound distracted.”


“No, no. Just leaving for my presentation. Will you be there?”


“You bet. Wouldn’t miss it. Are you still planning to come out to the ranch with me?”


“Sure. Absolutely. Looking forward to it, Tavis.”


“I’ll pick you up at the end of the circular drive. You can’t miss my black Lincoln convertible, top down, so you’ll see some Vegas dancer isn’t trying to pick you up.”


“Remember, I don’t want anyone to know we’re meeting.”


“Gotcha. I’ll sit in the back of the room when you’re speechifying, slip out the moment you’re done. See you about an hour after your big presentation. Good luck.”


Disconnecting the call, Frank joined Michael. He was pocketing the flash drive with the videos he was showing before introducing Frank.


“After you finish with the videos,” Frank said, changing his shirt, checking his five-o’clock shadow was trimmed to his satisfaction, “I’ll talk about our company, overall business plan, and end with current statistics and the growing drone industry. Especially highlight the commercial applications for Mercury. In other words, get everyone salivating to buy.”


“I’m ready,” Michael said.


“I’ll be ducking out of the hotel after I’m done. I’m meeting an old friend for dinner. Could be late. May even stay the night.”


“What? Are you hooking up with a showgirl?”


“Something like that. You take Mercury and Pigeon home in their cases. Now let’s get out of here.”


────


Word spread throughout the conference that DroneKing’s video game was a bust. But hype also spread that DroneKing, Inc. was a fresh startup so the attendees shouldn’t judge the company by the game. Besides, gaming versus playing with a real drone was enticing.


The room was packed. Michael stepped to the front of the room. He held up Pigeon. “This, my friends, is a toy, a really fun toy. Inside a building or home drones are hand-held but I thought it might be amusing to wing it for a minute.” He set Pigeon back on the table, snatched the remote and tapped LAUNCH.


Michael was a master pilot. He had the audience in stitches jerking around fearing Pigeon was going to hit them but at the last second darting up to the high ceiling playing hide and seek with the chandeliers.


“Come home to daddy little Pigeon,” Michael called out as he tapped LAND.


The toy responded to the signal dropping on the carpet a few feet in front of him.


Michael then picked up Mercury. “Now this guy means business, big business. Video business. To illustrate, I have three videos featuring Mercury in the starring role in two. The first is a short clip where Pigeon, our small drone, recorded a wedding reception. He was a little too playful, and, as you will see, a breeze kicked up. I had to make a hasty exit…but you’ll get the idea why a proud father of the bride would hire you to memorialize the wedding.”


Michael hit the play button, and the eight-foot screen came to life behind him. Laughing, tears rolled down the cheeks of many in the audience when Pigeon clipped the top of the wedding cake, toppling the sugar bride and groom. The video produced the effect he was looking for—thigh slapping laughter. He smiled. He was in his element. His buzz cut, the tuft of a soul patch under his lips, and an occasional suck on a cigarette, all an image he copied from a wealthy film director he met in California.


Michael then showed Mercury’s video of the spooky house, an example of marketing real estate. “The first day the agency put this video on their website, they had a call ending in a sale. Now, this next video is of a potential renovation site again the video was captured by Mercury. The construction engineer wanted to show the client his building, the surrounding parking lot and land from the air. But not only that, Mercury gave the contractor the dimensions so he was ready with estimated costs of various construction options.”


This ended Michael’s part of the session. At his solo session earlier, he had expanded on the intricacies of piloting hand-held videos indoors as well as from the air outside. He gave tips on editing, adding music in the background, and adding text. He listed various software programs that he found useful.


Wrapping up, Michael then introduced Frank Kingman, DroneKing’s founder.


Frank strolled to the front, shook Michael’s hand. “Good job, partner.”


Releasing the microphone from the stand, Frank turned to his audience.


Standing room only.


His presentation was short and sweet. A replay of the business plan he laid out for his dad. Of course, he added a few embellishments, and a few pauses for maximum impact. At the end, he urged anyone interested in receiving company updates to please leave their business cards in the fishbowls lined up on a side table.


The attendees rushed Michael peppering him with questions. Frank had slipped out of the room, disappearing around the edge of the crowd.
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THE FIRST HOUR OF the three-hundred-miles from Las Vegas to Enterprise, Arizona, was spent with two good friends reminiscing about their days matriculating together at MIT. Frank Kingman and Tavis Hunter had been inseparable but always competing for number one in the class. The top of the convertible was down, and wind from speeding down Interstate 93 south felt wonderful and cool against their sweaty skin. The temperature was teasing a hundred degrees, but the frat brothers didn’t notice and didn’t care.


The sun dipped in the sky casting purple shadows on the hills and mountaintops outside Scottsdale by the time the black Lincoln rolled to a stop under the portico of the Hunter mansion. Frank had filled Tavis in on what had transpired with GK. As a frat brother, Tavis knew the players.


Frank climbed out of the car, strolled out onto the expanse of lawn and gazed at the desert beyond. Sighing, his eyes followed the skyline of the mountains, peak to peak. Arms hugging his chest, he rocked back on his heels. The desert sand was very different from the sandy beaches of home. The peace of the vista in front of him took his breath away. The crashing waves of the Atlantic seemed in another world. He slowly turned from the beauty lying in front of him and joined Tavis.


“You live here?” Frank said, hands on his hips, brows furrowed.


“Most of the time. My folks summer in the Alps. Can’t take the Arizona heat. But come October, this is where they call home.”


“Who takes care of…of all this?” Frank said waving his hand.


“An army of gardeners and house sitters. If I’m home the sitters stay in the guest house. Come on in. I’ll give you a quick tour and then let’s grab a drink at the bar. We can relax by the pool. You’re not a vegan are you because steak au poivre is Rosie’s specialty? She grinds fresh peppercorns.”


“And Gladys is?”


“The ruler of the kitchen and all things food.”


Frank smiled. Good old easy-going Tavis. He hadn’t changed a bit. His charm still belied the fact that he was the smartest man in their engineering classes. Shaking his head, Frank lifted his backpack out of the car and followed Tavis into the house. After a brief tour of the main floor they wandered up a grand staircase to the second landing. Tavis nodded to an open bedroom door. “That’s your room.”


Frank ambled in dropping the backpack on the bed. “Give me thirty minutes to take a shower, freshen up. I’ll meet you by the pool.”


“Sounds good partner. Take your time.”


────


Toasting each other with very dry martinis, the two settled on lounge chairs facing the kidney shaped pool. The soft sound of a rippling waterfall at the far end cascading over orangey-red boulders from the hills was soothing after the long drive. The sun had set behind the mountain peaks. Tiki torches spotted around the large terrace provided a soft glow—a dramatic effect against the black starry sky.


“Okay, Tavis, you live like a prince, what do you do with yourself all day. You graduated with honors, beat me by a hair for the top computer engineering grad. Tell me your story since we last saw each other…what, seven years now?”


“Doing nothing. Married briefly. Very briefly. Stopped in a Vegas all-night wedding chapel with a gorgeous blonde dancer decked out in feathers…nothing but feathers. That was my last night to tie one on so to speak.”


Frank chuckled. “Come on. Tell me what engineering marvel you’re designing. My lips are sealed.”


“Ah, Frankie. How I envy you. Your drone today—an elegant design. Has your fingerprints all over it. I sat in for a minute, I mean sixty seconds of GK’s game and tiptoed out. Too painful. Good old Michael, his videos are really nice. He was always good at capturing beauty, sharp images through the lens of a camera. But you, Frank…I want to team up with you.”


Frank pondered Tavis’s words. Looked up at the stars. He swung his legs off the lounger and snapped up straight facing his friend. “You what?”


“I’ve been watching the trade journals, the articles on the developing drone market. Your name kept popping up. A new startup in the drone arena. A new engineer joining the clamor of designing drones to do this and that. I know the military is way ahead in the use of drones against our enemies. But Frank, the potential in the commercial space has barely been scratched. Bezos and his Amazon crew, Google’s Sundar Pichai and his minions are working in the space, but the market is still in its infancy. If Steve Jobs was alive, he’d hire you in a nanosecond with the elegance of your designs.”


Frank stared at Tavis. The guy was serious. If Tavis worked on the drone with him there would be no stopping DroneKing, Inc.


Sipping the last drop of his martini, looking out over the pool, then to the sky, Tavis turned to Frank. “How many employees do you have? What’s your setup? How many investors. How much start-up money?”


“There’s only the three of us, potentially four if Janet joins us.”


“Janet?”


“Janet Scott. Ex military. Offered her a job as chief of everything administrative. I’m putting into effect the business plan you heard me talk about today. I was waiting until this conference wrapped up. I figured with my session on the developing drone market, and Michael’s videos showing the capabilities for real estate, commercial building construction, to say nothing about helping police investigative teams, we could springboard onto the first rung of the burgeoning drone market, Mercury’s market, that—”


“Stop! I’ve got shivers running up my arms,” Tavis said laughing, rubbing his elbows.


Frank started laughing. Set his empty glass on a glass side table, kicked of his sandals and dove into the pool clothes and all. Swimming from one end to the other, his strokes were strong, feet kicking up a wake, propelling his body forward. Finally he hoisted himself up on the edge of the pool’s tile apron.


Tavis watched him. Waited for him to speak.


“You’re something else, Tavis. I came here to entice you to join me… you’re trying to get me to ask you to join my group. So, partner, after all that foreplay, I’m starving. Where are those steaks you bragged about? Seems to me we’ve got a whole lot of talking to do, serious talking and it can’t be done on an empty stomach. One thing you should know, I thought GK’s game was going to be a show stopper. Thought orders would fund the beginning of the next phase, the launch of Mercury. Now, we have to come up with plan B.”


“And that is?” Tavis said stroking his stubbly beard.


“I don’t know…maybe Pigeon, the toy.”


 













Chapter 25


────


 


 


IT HAD BEEN A stressful few days since Charley stomped out of the beach house. She talked to her mother once. Dottie urged her to apologize to her father, after all it was certainly drastic to change her name, wasn’t it? Charley said an apology was not going to happen. Trying to put the scene out of her mind she spent her time digging up leads for potential buyers of the agency’s listings.


Turning away from the computer screen, she checked her cell…the Saints were marching again. Michael’s caller ID was displayed.


“Hi, Michael. How did your presentation go? Did they love your videos?”


“Very good, great. I’m at the airport.”


“Airport? You and the guys? How did their sessions go?”


“Great and a disaster. No guys. Just me. GK left yesterday. He’s probably home by now. I hung around waiting for Frank.”


“Doesn’t sound good. I’ll give GK a call. So, you and Frank are at the airport?”


“Just yours truly. Frank never showed. He took off yesterday after our sessions. Said he was meeting a friend and might stay the night. I haven’t heard from him. Hung around a day and then left. How are you?”


“I started the online school…for a drone’s pilot license…the one GK set up for me. Thank goodness you asked me to tag along at that wedding and then the spooky house shoot.”


“How’s that?”


“I wouldn’t have had a clue what they were talking about. I finished the initial assignment but have homework and—”


“Homework? How—”


“I didn’t tell you but I bought a toy drone. Turns out it’s a little more sophisticated than your average toy.”


“You could have played with Pigeon.”


“And break it? I don’t think so. When you get back, can you help me shoot a video outside? My toy drone, Sky Rider, came with a camera eye. Maybe a lesson or two at a parking lot…you with Pigeon and me with Sky Rider?”


“Sure, but Frank has the remotes. I don’t know where he is or when he’s coming back. He hasn’t answered his cell since we parted company. Enough about him. I’ll be back in Florida late afternoon. I’ll meet you for dinner…I miss your pretty face.”


Charley’s brows knitted at his remark. It hit her wrong.


“Miss Kingman? Dinner?” Michael said.


He was annoying, demanding, assuming.


“I told you my name is Charley King…call me Charley King not Kingman. But not around my family…oh, forget it.”


“Okay, Miss Charley King, how about dinner tonight?”


“Sure. Where?” Was he going to pick her up or—


“That place at the beach—The Crab Shack, on the pier.”


“OK, what time?”


“I’m pretty beat. Let’s meet early so I can crash. Six o’clock? Meet you there?”


“Six is fine.”


“Any change I’ll call you. See you tonight, Miss King.”


“See you there, Mr. Rich.”


The call disconnected and Charley immediately tapped her brother’s cell number. Her call transferred to voicemail. Visions of the Nevada desert filled her mind—alone, no water, danger lurking behind every boulder. Maybe he was kidnapped for his drone design. Frowning, she called her favorite private investigator. The only PI she knew—Elizabeth Stitchway.
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PACING FROM HER DESK to the front entrance and back, cell to her ear Charley explained the situation to Liz that her brother was missing somewhere in Nevada, at least that’s what she’d been told.


“Liz, I’m scared. There are so many possibilities, all bad.”


“Hey, hold on girlfriend. Michael said Frank was meeting a friend. Let’s start there.”


“You know someone?” Charley said.


“Me, no. Manny, maybe. First, we try to locate him.”


“How?”


“Easy peasy. I have a piece of software in my PI toolkit. It tracks a cell phone. Give me Frank’s number. I’ll call you back in a few.”


“You’re a wonder. I’m heading to the beach house. My folks probably don’t know Frank’s missing but when they find out Mom will freak out, but I have to tell them. Please call as soon as you have something.”


“Charley, when did Michael last see him?”


“I guess it was yesterday. No, he said he hung around a day after Frank left. It wasn’t until this morning that Michael called.”


“Well, girlfriend, one or two days does not count as missing. On the other hand he didn’t show up when he said he would. So, we’ll call that suspicious, but not missing. That’s what I’d tell your folks.”


────


Charley pulled into the Kangaroo Express gas station and convenience store. Parking in stall 5, she began filling her car’s tank. Glancing at the car on the other side of the island she was surprised to see the driver holding the nozzle.


“GK, hi.”


“Hi back,” GK didn’t look at her, keeping his focus on the pump’s increasing numbers, his lips drawn in a tight thin line.


“How are you? I heard you had a rough time in Vegas. I’m so sorry. You worked hard—”


“Yep, for all the good it did.”


Charley ignored his remark. “You wouldn’t happen to know where Frank is would you?” She kept her voice low, not acknowledging the hostility coming her way from GK.


“Why would I know where Frank is? I quit…didn’t you hear?”


“Yes, I heard. Michael called from the Las Vegas airport. Said he’d fill me in this evening. We’re meeting for dinner.”


“He asked you?”


“Yes, why?”


“He isn’t interested in you, Charley. He’s only interested in your father’s money. You’re just the means to an end.”


“GK, I know you’re upset. Anyone would be after you spent so much time on the game, but I don’t think spreading lies is called for. You’ll get over it, blow off some steam. You guys are a team. There are bound to be glitches along the way. Seems to me that’s why Frank wants to hire Janet.”


A guttural sound came from the back of GK’s throat. “Have it your way.” He snatched the receipt spitting out of the pump’s slot, got into his car and slammed the door. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you, Charley,” he shouted out the window as he drove away.


Charley’s breath hitched as she finished filling her tank. Her head snapped left, then right, as anger crept through her body. “What a vile thing to say,” she muttered. “Michael may be thoughtless at times…my father’s money? That would really be a low level…if true. What’s the matter, Charley King?” Breathing rapidly, she shoved the nozzle back in the pump, stared at the receipt. “Umm.” Face it, GK struck a nerve. It’s not like you never thought of that very possibility.


Shaking her head, she pulled out into traffic, GK’s words sticking in her mind.


 


 













Chapter 27


────


 


 


EVERY TIME CHARLEY TURNED south a pesky ray of sun hit her in the eyes. She almost missed her exit. Sighing, she hit the gas pedal. She was running late. Dottie and Geoff were expecting her for drinks and a report on the conference if she had one. She braced for her dad’s putdown, “Late again. What is it with you? Late is disrespectful,” she said to the woman in the rearview mirror.


The Saints were marching. Fishing around in her tote, eyes on the road, she glanced at the caller ID. It was Michael.


“Charley, my plane can’t take off. I’m waiting with a bunch of angry tourists. The airline is swapping planes. Anyway, I don’t know when I’ll get back. No dinner tonight. I’ll call you tomorrow.”


“Ok, I’ll be at my folks, I’ll eat with them. Meeting wasn’t going to work anyway. Bye.”


Parking by the flagstone walkway to the front door, she caught her dad out of the corner of her eye. He was standing in front of the door arms crossed over his barrel chest. Charley had a sudden burst of laughter. Strolling up to the door, she kissed his scowling face.


“It’s not funny, Charley. Late is disrespectful.”


A sudden spark of anger swept over her. “Come on, Geoffrey. You look like a Bulldog who lost his bone to a Schnauzer.”


“Where’s your brother? I expected him two hours ago with a full report on the conference.”


Sighing, Charley brushed past him. Sighing had become a habit.


“Mom, where are you?” she called out stepping quickly down the hall to the terrace.


“Out here, dear.”


“Come on, Dad. Let’s huddle with Mom,” she snapped over her shoulder.


Walking out the French doors Charley retrieved her cell. Those pesky Saints again. It was Liz. “Hey, did you find Frank?” Charley said.


“Sort of,” Liz said.


Dottie and Geoff stared at their daughter. Did they hear right? Find Frank? Is Frank missing?


Charley evaded her parents, turning away, walking to the other side of the terrace as Hildy emerged with a tray of cheese and crackers along with a small dish of smoked oysters, a favorite of Geoff’s and Grandpa Bernie.


“I located his phone outside of Scottsdale, Arizona. His phone was in a house owned by an S. Hunter. Have you heard of that name?”


“Not that I recall. Did you talk to Frank?”


“That’s the sorta part. I located the phone but he didn’t answer—voicemail like you said.”


“What about the Hunters? First name?” Charley said.


“Ross Hunter. A very, very rich Hunter. We’re talking oil here.”


“Mom and Dad are with me and are about to jump down my throat. They only know Frank is late for dinner, not missing from the planet.”


“Manny has a cop friend in Scottsdale. The guy could go out to see if Frank is there. See if he’s Okay.”


“Hold on, Liz. Let me ask if my parents know of a connection with Hunter. I’ll call you back.”


“Toodle,” Liz said.


Heaving yet another sigh, Charley turned to her parents. Dottie was sitting at the umbrella table but Geoff once again assumed the stance of an unhappy Bulldog his bald head shining in the late afternoon sun.


“Charley, I suggest you tell us what you meant by ‘did you find Frank?’”


“Sure. There’s probably more to the story but in a nutshell, GK’s video game bombed. He then quit and flew home yesterday.”


“Well, that’s just great. That game was supposed to be so clever, such a big winner, that Frank was going to pay back the majority of the money I invested.” Geoff paced to the edge of the terrace and back, staring at Charley. “He leaves for Vegas after announcing a ridiculous business plan without mentioning my investment, leaving me to think he expects more money from good old dad.”


“Wait, Dad, there’s more. Michael called this morning from the Vegas Airport. He was flying back to Florida alone. Frank told him he was meeting a friend and may stay the night. That was two nights ago. Michael got tired of waiting and is flying home.”


“So, was Frank with him? He was supposed—” Dottie started to say.


“No, Frank wasn’t with him. I bumped into GK at a gas station, he said…”


“He said what?” Geoff barked.


Charley looked out over the water wishing she could dive under the next wave. She certainly wasn’t going to tell her father everything GK said.


“Charley, did GK know where Frank is?” Geoff asked again, his voice elevating with each word.


“No. I called Liz to see if there was any way we could find him. I mean, what if he was kidnapped?”


“Oh, Charley, no,” Dottie said her hand snapping over her mouth.


“Liz and Manny traced Frank’s cell to a house near Scottsdale, Arizona. Do either of you know a Hunter? A Ross Hunter?”


“No, no. I don’t think I’ve heard that name,” Dottie said.


“Geoffrey? You?” Charley said.


“Don’t be insolent, Charley,” Geoff said.


“I won’t if you start treating me like I’m part of this family.”


“Hmm. There was a Tavis Hunter,” Dottie said looking up at the sky. “Top of the graduating class with Frank. Beat Frank out by a fraction of a point. Frank called him Tavis not Ross. Charley, Did Liz talk to Frank?”


“That’s great, Mother. You at least heard of the last name. So, maybe Frank did meet a friend. He must have gone home with him. No, Liz didn’t talk to him. The cell went to voicemail, same as my calls.”


“Well, this is very irresponsible on Frank’s part. GK quits and your brother doesn’t even call me. That’s it. No more money. Not a penny. I’m not his personal banker. My business dried up over the past five years with the downturn in the economy. If the company doesn’t pick up big time, I’ll have to declare bankruptcy.”


Geoff stomped into the house leaving his daughter’s and wife’s mouths agape.


“Charley, really, what’s this business calling your father Geoffrey?” Dottie said.


“Forget it, Mother. It’s something between me and Geoffrey.”


 













Chapter 28
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JANET SCOTT WAS BACK in Daytona Beach. Sitting in the condo manager’s office she signed the lease document. With a smile she leaned forward picking up the keys.


“If you need anything, Ms. Scott, give me a ring,” the manager said looking at the beauty in front of him. Janet’s check for first and last month’s rent had cleared. “As I told you, the owners will be traveling for two years. They are delighted a woman with no children rented their home.”


“Rest assured Bill, I’ll take good care of the place. No wild parties. If things work out I will be joining a startup company, and if not I’ll find another job. Maybe something in security. Retired military seem to be in demand these days.”


Janet left the overly solicitous manager and rode the elevator to the third floor. Turning the key in the lock she stepped into her new home. Glancing around, she felt she’d made a good choice. The condo wasn’t on the ocean but the cluster of condo buildings was close to town and I-95. North, south, east, west, she was situated nicely no matter where she worked and DroneKing was only a ten minute drive. She was anxious to talk to Frank but he hadn’t returned her calls.


Retrieving Charley’s business card from her shoulder bag, Janet stored her number on her cell and then tapped the entry.


“Janet, hi. How are you?” Charley said.


“I’m fine and excited to talk to Frank. Do you know where he is? I’ve left a couple of messages—”


“Join the group. We don’t know where he is. My parents are beginning to worry.”


“Umm, the conference, Vegas…it must be over and—”


“Janet, it’s not like him. I called Liz. You met her at the beach house,” Charley said.


“The private investigators? Are you saying you think something happened—”


“That’s just it,” Charley said. “We don’t know. Yesterday Liz and Manny traced his cell to a town outside of Scottsdale, Arizona.”


“Can you give me Liz’s cell and address? I can stop by. Maybe I can help. Military buddies of mine are good at finding people,” Janet said with a chuckle.


“Sure. That would be great.” Charley gave her the information, and then she had a thought. “Janet, please call me back if you learn anything. It’s probably nothing in which case I’ll wring his neck next time I see him.”


“Count on it. Bye.”


Janet made a quick trip to her minivan and hauled two large suitcases up to her new rental. Then she called Liz asking about Frank. Liz was surprised Janet was back in town so soon and invited her over to cool off with an icy beer.


────


Manny was working a case on his office computer when Liz joined him. She had just returned from dropping off little Lizzie at her parents for a sleepover.


“I told you so,” she said stepping behind his desk chair.


He swiveled around pulling her onto his lap. “And what was it you told me?”


“I had a call from Janet Scott. You remember—”


“Yes, I remember. You thought she was going to join Frank’s company.”


“Yup. She’s back in town. Seems she couldn’t reach Frank and she called Charley asking his whereabouts. Charley told her about our tracing him to Arizona.”


“So?” Manny said as Liz slid off his lap.


“So, I invited her over for a beer. I think I’ll put out a tray of cheese and crackers, blend up some hummus.”


“Good idea. I’m hungry.”


A plate of snacks was ready on the screened porch when the dogs announced a visitor.


“Hey, this is a great spot,” Janet said as she strode up to Liz and Manny standing at the door.


“We like it especially on hot summer days. Come on in,” Liz said.


“Hi, Janet, nice to see you again. Where are you staying?” Manny said shaking her hand.


“Rented and moved into a condo today, a complex off of I-95. So life is good but I’m exhausted. Drove straight through. I’ve been trying to reach Frank. Charley said you traced him, or rather his cell, to Arizona. So, still no actual contact?” Janet said as she took a seat in a wicker chair with flowered chintz cushions.


Manny and Liz sat opposite on the wicker couch. “No. All calls go to voicemail,” Liz said.


“I have his cell…I think I’ll call one of my buddies—you know, us retired military stick together,” she said accepting a bottle of very cold beer and a glass from Manny. She set the glass down taking a swig from the bottle. “Oh, boy, that tastes good right now. Thanks.”


“Wow, Okay, if you think…well, it still hasn’t been very long…two or three days,” Liz said.


“This hummus is really good, Liz. Where did you buy it?”


“I made it—easy peasy—chickpeas and a hummus mix, press the blender button.”


Janet finished off the last drop of beer and stood up. “I hate to eat and run, as they say, but I’m worn out, still have to unpack. If you hear anything let me know and vice-versa. Maybe we can meet for dinner sometime. I’m sure I’ll have questions about the area.”


Liz politely gave Janet a quick hug. Manny held the door and they both waved goodbye watching Janet’s small white minivan turn out of the driveway onto the road.


Liz looked at Manny. “What was that about? No chitchat and she didn’t say a word about taking a job with Frank?”
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HILDY BEGAN PUTTING DINNER on the dining room buffet when the doorbell rang. Geoff started for the door but Dottie brushed by him. She was expecting a package from Amazon and tried her darndest to intercept her husband. He’d been grumpy of late with the number of boxes being delivered. Opening the door she saw a box about the size of a breadbox on the front porch. The hum of a drone buzzed off in the distance.


Geoff held the door for his wife. Shaking his head, she deftly brought her delivery inside.


“Dottie, you have to stop spending. I’ve told you—”


“Geoff, you know I’m redecorating the guest room. Honestly, it’s not so much—some bedding, a couple of lamps and a pretty throw blanket for the end of the bed. A nice, soft cover for a quick nap. Just wait. You’ll love it…our guests will love it.”


“Stop, stop, stop,” he snapped. “Money is short and—”


“What do you mean short?”


“A job I bid on hasn’t panned out yet. How many times do I have to tell you? This is the end. I’m canceling your credit cards.”


“Geoffrey, you always say that. Stop grumbling. You’re constantly afraid we’re going to land in the poor house. Come on now, Hildy fixed us a nice pot roast with sweet potatoes. One of your favorites. Charley’s back for an early dinner. She’s still worried about Frank. Be nice,” she said, but he had turned away.


────


Charley heard her parents arguing before but this was different. Her dad was angry. Was he really having financial problems?


The phone rang in his office as Charley walked in.


“Frank, where are you?” Geoff snapped.


“I told you I’d be home for dinner today. I’m bringing a friend.”


“Today? I heard you were in Arizona. Why did you leave Vegas? Nobody could find you. What’ve you been doing?” Geoff said his breathing rapid, his free hand holding his bald head as if it was exploding.


“Who told you I was in Arizona?”


“Oh, let’s just say an alligator stopped by to give his regards. It doesn’t matter who told me.”


“I was in Arizona, now I’m on Atlantic Avenue and turning into your driveway.”


Geoff slammed the receiver down and yelled for Dottie. “Frank’s home…with a friend. Oh, Charley, I didn’t hear you come in. Can you beat that? Frank’s here with someone. If he thinks he can just waltz in here like everything is hunky dory he’s got another thing coming.”


“Did he tell you who was with him?”


“Geoffrey, how many guests is Frankie bringing?” Dottie said, poking her head in the door.


“How should I know? He said a friend so let’s assume one.”


“Now, be nice, dear. Let’s meet the friend and have a nice dinner. Hildy’s adding more places at the table.”


Charley held her tongue. It was like a hockey game—the puck flying from one end of the ice to the other, each player making a point, not listening to the other.


The doorbell rang.


“Anybody home?” Frank said laughing, obviously tickled he surprised his parents.


To say Frank’s entrance with his friend Tavis was memorable you’d get a different story from each person rushing to the front door. Charley followed her parents. She wasn’t going to miss the confrontation with her brother. Her parents tabled their argument and welcomed their son’s guest. Tavis smiled, “It’s nice to see you again, Mr. and Mrs. Kingman.”


“Yes, it’s been a long time…graduation wasn’t it?” Dottie said.


Charley on the other hand was suddenly tongue tied, not that anyone noticed. Well, maybe Tavis did because he couldn’t take his eyes off the beautiful brunette, red highlights sparking. She was not the girl he met at graduation. The girl standing in the back of the pack a few years ago had become a woman with soft brown eyes, no, make that warm brown eyes.


Charley, with a small but quick intake of air, turned away, walked to the French doors leading to the terrace. How silly could she be? The only time a man, a boy, took her breath away was in seventh grade when Eddie Tucker kissed her behind the gymnasium the last week of school. She thought about him over the summer, looked for him when school started, but the Tuckers had moved away and that was that. Charley turned back to Frank’s guest. Their eyes locked for five seconds until he smiled. He’s toying with me, she thought. His scruffy beard was identical to her brothers except Frank’s was neat. Same for his sparse mustache. A small lock of coal black hair teased his forehead. Breaking the eye contact, Charley marched off to the kitchen to help Hildy bring more dishes of food out.


Tavis followed her.


“Can I help? Smells delicious…Jambalaya?”


“Quite a nose you have there, Mr., Mr.—”


“Call me Tavis. Spent some time in New Orleans. Great Jambalaya. Here, let me help you with that tureen, Miss…”


Hildy chuckled. “Long time since anyone called me Miss. If you’d put that serving bowl on the buffet…right through that door. And thanks,” Hildy said with a broad smile.


Charley watched the byplay, sucked in more air, picked up a teak salad bowl filled with colorful varieties of lettuce and followed Tavis. Setting the bowl down, she turned to Tavis, opened her mouth, but he spoke first.


“I need a place to stay, a rental. I hear you’re a realtor. Any chance you could help me? Maybe show me around the area. Tomorrow? I’d be—”


Another sigh.


“I think that can be arranged. Do you have a preference? In town? Near the beach?”


“Hmm, from the Arizona desert to the shores of Daytona Beach? Sweet. When do we start?”


“Actually, I’m fairly open tomorrow. How about meeting me at the agency…around ten? I can show you some of the rental listings.”


“Ten’s good. Can we make a day of it? Lunch? Dinner?”


“Ah, ah, lunch for sure. Let’s see how the day goes. I’ll give you my card…the agency address, my cell number.”


“It’s a date, Miss Charley Kingman.”


“My name…on the card…Charley King.”


“Ah, the mysterious Charley King?”


“It’s a long story.”


“I look forward to hearing it.”


Hildy bustled in with a basket of warm French bread slathered with garlic butter. “I think we’re ready, Miss Charley. Can you let your mom and dad know that dinner is all set and ready, hot and spicy,” Hildy said with a smile for both Charley and Tavis. A little shake of her head, a slight giggle, she returned to the kitchen.


It seemed to Charley that Tavis had charmed all the women in the house. Maybe not all the women.
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TOP UP OR DOWN? Charley looked up at the cloudless sky. Down. No, up. Papers will blow away…and my hair… “Come on, Charley. This is business. Nothing more.” Muttering, she threw her tote in the car, waved to Ricky sitting on the step of his parent’s cabin, then merged with the traffic heading north. Twenty minutes and one Dunkin coffee later, she turned into Ramirez Real Estate.


She had an hour before Tavis was scheduled to arrive. Plenty of time to check beach rental listings, she thought striding through the agency door. Rachel was at her desk, Kitty and Hank were chatting at the coffee-service station. Nodding in Rachel’s direction, Charley turned on her laptop and entered the agency’s website. She’d seen a beach-condo rental, more than one, a few days ago.


Time flew by as she wrote a list and made a few phone calls checking availability. She settled on two she thought would work for Tavis. The managers of the properties said they could meet to show the units anytime in the next couple of hours. Both were priced by the night, but both were also open to make a deal for the balance of the summer. However, come late September the deal was off. Owners, snowbirds with two houses, would be returning to escape the cold—Wisconsin and Massachusetts respectively. One manager said the owners did not allow a short-term rental—turning over daily, or weekends—too much wear and tear on their home.


Charley leaned back in her chair as Tavis strolled in through the agency’s heavy glass door. Charley smiled inwardly, watching Kitty move in to be the first to help the handsome man. His bronzed skin, stubble of a beard from ear to ear under a hint of a mustache screamed Hollywood star power. Kitty stopped in her tracks catching his smile directed at Charley.


Charley extended her hand. “Good morning, Tavis. If you’re ready to see a couple of rentals I found this morning, perfect for you I think, we’ll go take a look.”


He crooked his elbow to walk her out but Charley simply smiled, bypassing him and out the door. This is business, Mr. Tavis Hunter. Strictly business. Let’s get that straight from the get go. She settled behind the wheel of her Mustang before he could hold her door. When he was buckled up, she drove out of the agency, hooking a right onto Dunlawton Avenue.


“Beautiful morning, Miss King.”


He’s testing me, being charming. “Yes, it is Mr. Hunter. I’ve picked out two condos for you to see. The managers will meet us at both, show you around. This will also give me an idea as to what you’re looking to rent. You didn’t give me a price range. But asking for something on the beach, I figured you had an idea of what that might cost.” She stole a glance but quickly looked the other way. Something about him caused a flutter in her stomach, which she quickly tamped down. Her Google search last night came up with some interesting details about the Hunters in Enterprise a short hop from Scottsdale. Oil. A refinery. His father’s father started the business over fifty years ago. She figured daddy was financing junior’s junket to Florida. Of course, she didn’t exactly know why he came home with Frank.


Turning into a circular drive she slid into a spot reserved for visitor parking. “What do you think, Tavis?”


“It’s tall.”


Charley laughed. “That it is. Let’s go in.”


The manager introduced himself to Charley and she in turn introduced her client.


“Nice to meet you Tavis. Arizona, I believe Miss King said on the phone this morning. I think you’ll like this unit. The owners are traveling this summer…they usually rent their condo during the summer months. A woman occupied the unit but decided to buy a house. The owners were not happy. They want me to be sure a tenant will stay through mid-September. No by-the-night or by-the-weekend tenants. Avoids wear and tear, you know,” Mr. Clark said, with a toothy smile.


He took them up the elevator to the fourth floor, chatting all the while. “There’s a small fitness room off the main floor, and the living room and bedroom above have a balcony overlooking a pool and then, of course, out to the ocean. Comes with a private path to the beach.”


Getting off the elevator, Mr. Clark led them down a wide hallway painted pale salmon to number 404. Unlocking the door, he stepped aside so Charley and Tavis could enter.


“Wow, Charley, look at that view? How would you like to wake up to that in the morning?”


Charley stood back, “It would be nice.”


Tavis pulled back the sliding glass door and stepped out to the balcony. A pelican rode the breeze, circled, then dove into the water. Surfacing, he gained altitude and flew on out to sea. Turning back to Charley, Tavis lifted his eyebrows and smiled.


Mr. Clark spent the better part of ten minutes showing them the second floor, two bedrooms separated by a bathroom. Riding down the elevator to check out the other amenities, he took them on a tour of the fitness center, the outdoor pool, and a stroll down the path to the beach. The Atlantic sparkled in the morning sun, the surf rolling lazily in over the white sand and then quietly receding.


“Yes sir, Mr. Clark. This is paradise. How much does paradise cost from now until, what did you say, mid-September?” Tavis asked.


“The owners are anxious to rent the place, you know, be able to enjoy their travels without worrying, and to help defray the cost of their trip. Usually, the Blue Tide is booked solid. 404 probably will be snatched up before the weekend.”


“The price, Mr. Clark?”


“Four thousand, four weeks. A bargain because we’re already into the season.”


“Ahh, ten thousand, July to mid-September?”


“Yes, and two weeks deposit. Refundable, of course, in case there was any damage, but—”


“Ah, yes, of course a deposit. Well, Miss King has several other rentals for me to look at. I’m sure she’ll be back to you before the end of the day. Charley, I think that does it for number 404. Bye, Mr. Clark. Thanks for the tour.”


“Thank you, Mr. Clark. As Tavis said, I’ll call you later today,” Charley said.


Exiting the building, eyes straight ahead, their feet matched stride for stride to the car.


Charley, car key poised in the air, turned sharply to Tavis. No smile on her lips. “I take it you didn’t like the Blue Tide?”


“Like? What was there not to like? Such a bargain. Ten grand to mid-September. You read me wrong, Miss King. We never talked price so you get a pass. Of course, we don’t know each other. But there are a few tidbits of information you might have surmised. Let’s see. I came to Florida with your brother. No clue there. We’re friends, frat brothers. Friends visit friends. But I didn’t come for a visit. I came to work with your brother, work hard to make a success of a startup company in a market that is getting very competitive. How, in the name of God’s little children, did you think I would squander ten grand on a place where the only thing I would do is lay my head down for a few hours before going back to work?”


Charley glared at him. Pushing a button she lowered the top of her convertible. Let my hair fly. I don’t care. Turning back to Tavis, hands on her hips, she spewed out some choice words to her client. “Yesterday I asked where you wanted to rent AFTER you asked me to help you find a place. You answered ‘the beach would be nice’…so, being I was talking to a PhD-type person, I naturally assumed he had a ballpark idea that it would be expensive. SO ALL YOU WANT IS A PLACE TO LAY YOUR HEAD?”


“THAT’S RIGHT, MISS KING. PREFERABLY LESS THEN TEN GRAND FOR A FEW WEEKS.”


Charley reached to the floor of the back seat retrieving her cell. Walking away from Tavis, she punched a number.


“Charley King, as I live and breathe, I conjured you up to thank you again for this marvelous house,” Dahlia Springer said, a lilt to her husky voice.


“Hi, Dahlia, I was hoping you had moved in. How did the sale of your house up north go?”


“No problem. And you, dear, how goes the real estate business?”


“Actually, that’s why I’m calling. I have a friend…no, my brother has an old friend, college days, who’s joining his company…you know the drones?”


“Oh, my, yes. That darling Mercury I believe you called it.”


“Well, this friend, Tavis Hunter, is looking to rent a room for a few months—”


“Are you going to ask me if he can stay here with me and Blaise, because if you are I’m not surprised. You and I are on the same wavelength. We just channeled each other, Charley. Blaise and I are leaving tomorrow for a very exclusive psychic group get-together. We can’t wait. Death Valley, Nevada. Doesn’t that sound exciting?”


“It certainly does, Death Valley—very exciting.”


“So your Tavis person was destined to stay in our house…house sit. How soon can you bring him by today?”


“We could be there in an hour. Does that work for you?”


“Honey, everything works for us where you’re concerned. Toodle-oo.”


Charley pocketed her phone, a grin creeping ear to ear channeling her friend Liz Stitchway who often used the same word to say goodbye. She raised her head, straightened her spine, and spun around to find Tavis breathing down her neck.


He pulled her to him, kissed her mouth bowed in surprise. Letting go, he stepped back. “Now, that was a heck of a good fight Miss King. Always nice to have that out of the way. So, tell me what you are conspiring to do with me?”


Raising an eyebrow, struggling to breathe, she opened her car door. “Mr. Hunter, you have a place to lay your head starting tonight. The house is a bit spooky, the owners amusing, so I’m sure you will get along splendidly. It happens that they are going to a conference in Death Valley tomorrow. They believe they called you up from their crystal ball. So, being I’m giving you a tour of the area, we have time to grab a bite to eat at one of my favorite places, the North Turn. It’s less than a mile from here. It’s a beach front restaurant where NASCAR was born. The first race was held on the beach in front of the restaurant. Now, start your engine and get in the car please, because we have a date with Dahlia and Blaise Springer. You’re their new roomie.”


The blue Mustang charged out of the Blue Tide’s circular drive. With her dark auburn hair flying in the wind, and a smirk on her face, Charley pressed down on the gas pedal.
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AS DELIGHTFUL AS IT was to have a bite of lunch, fish burgers, while gazing at the ocean, Charley told Tavis to eat up. They had a meeting with the Springers. That’s all she would tell him. Playing the game she was obviously enjoying, he finished off his sandwich and beer chuckling and answered that he was ready to go.


Within the hour Charley turned her sporty ride into the driveway of the stately manor and parked.


“What do we have here?” Tavis said, one leg out of the car as he stood hanging onto the door.


“Your temporary home. A place to lay your head unless a ghost knocks on your door. Come on. The Springers are eager to meet you. You and the Springers…let’s say destiny stepped in. You don’t know it, but you’ll also be a house sitter for a few days.”


“Miss King, this is lovely. Is the ghost friendly?”


“I don’t know. I haven’t had the pleasure of bumping into her.”


“Her? How do you know? Could be a he.”


“Hello, my dear Charley,” Dahlia shouted, waving as she did a quick trot along the path from front door to the driveway. “My, my, are you going to be my house sitter, young man?”


“That seems to be what Miss King has planned. Tavis Hunter at your service,” he said extending his hand.


“Delightful. Call me Dahlia, and my husband Blaise will meet you inside. He’s reading tea leaves.”


“Tea leaves, Dahlia?” Tavis said, tucking her arm around his.


“It’s one of our hobbies. Reading. We leave town in the morning and were concerned about the house until Blaise did the tea-leaf thing. He saw you were coming, well, not you exactly, but someone was coming to take care of our prized possession that Charley found for us.”


Charley giggled as she grabbed her tote from the back seat. Tavis, Dahlia, and Blaise were a match made in heaven.


Blaise met Tavis in the foyer. They shook hands and then Blaise literally pulled Tavis into the front sitting room and sat him down at the round table centered in the room. A crystal ball was on the table along with four teacups. He carefully explained to Tavis the formation of the leaves that told him to expect a visitor.


Dahlia interceded. “Blaise, darling, show Mr. Hunter—”


“Tavis, please. I insist.”


Dahlia patted his arm and turned to her husband. “Blaise, now that Tavis is here, maybe you should introduce him to Bentley. I’m sure they’ll get along. You do like dogs don’t you, Tavis?”


Charley couldn’t believe how Tavis had the Springers eating out of his hand. Or, was it the other way around.


Cocking his head, brows raised, Tavis asked, “Big dog, or little dog?”


“Oh, big dog,” Dahlia said, loving the impromptu game.


“Friendly?” Tavis asked, itching the stubble on his chin.


“Friendly,” Blaise said. “Usually friendly.”


“Blaise, for heaven’s sake, go get Bentley. Put him on his leash. We don’t want him to attack Tavis…topple him over. You know how exuberant he gets meeting a new playmate.”


“Dahlia, maybe it would be better if—” Charley started to say but was interrupted with the thunder of hooves as Bentley, a Harlequin Great Dane, white with patches of black, galloped into the room.


Dahlia stuffed a large raw-hide chewy bone into Tavis’s hand then raised his hand in the air like a prize fighter winning the match.


Bentley slid to a halt in front of Tavis, put his rear end on the floor, twitching as he waited to receive his treat.


“Wonderful. Isn’t that wonderful, Blaise? Instant companions. Now, please show Tavis around. Take Bentley with you so he knows that Tavis has the run of the house, too. Cup of tea, Charley?”


The boys, Blaise, Bentley, and Tavis left the room as Dahlia poured the tea. The tea party was quickly interrupted as the boys cut short the tour.


“Dahlia, Tavis needs a truck. He has a rental car, just flew in from Arizona yesterday, and wants to turn it in for a truck. He’s from the West, the desert, and men there drive trucks.”


“Oh yes, Blaise. By all means give him the truck. Keys are in the fishbowl in the kitchen.”


Catching Charley’s raised brows, she added, “Oh my dear, only the keys are in the bowl. No fish. Blaise the truck is a bit dusty, a collector’s dream for sure, but I’m not sure it’s drivable.”


“What year? Make?” Tavis said.


“A vintage Chevy,” Blaise said. “Green except for large patches of white where she was being sanded for a paint job. We think she was in the process of being restored. Has the cutest little red reflectors mounted above the headlights.”


“Lead the way, Blaise. Sounds like my kind of truck.”


Charley’s eyes danced from Blaise to Dahlia to Tavis to Bentley sitting like a Roman king. Tavis was now holding the leash.


An intricate plan was put together—Charley driving Tavis back to pick up the rental car, then, with Charley in the car, meet Blaise driving the truck to the car rental agency. Tavis would drive Blaise in the extended cab back to the stately manor, Charley in the passenger seat. This intricate plan assumed that the truck would start and, if it did, wouldn’t conk out on the road. Cell numbers were exchanged.


The plan was executed without a hitch.


Back at the stately manor farewells were said Tavis promising to return that evening with his suitcase. He begged off their offer to stay for dinner. He had promised to take Charley out, and as the Springers knew, a man doesn’t cancel a dinner date, especially the all important first dinner date.


Charley shook her head as Tavis turned the dream Chevy truck out of the driveway.


“You certainly are a charmer, Mr. Hunter. You’re lucky Bentley wanted that raw hide and not your skinny ass.”


“Speaking of skinny asses, yours is pretty cute, but not much there for Bentley to munch on. Mind if we stop at my motel? I’ll grab my stuff and check out. Where are we going to eat dinner? On the water? A nice spot? I owe you. You came through for me, Miss King. No rent. A refrigerator well stocked. A wine cooler. And a dog…a big friendly dog.”


“I wouldn’t push the friendly part until you’re sure. As for dinner, I have a lovely place in mind…on the water, the waiter’s serve the wine with a napkin over their arm, and the food is to die for.”


“Ah, sounds like you dine there often?”


“No, it’s out of my pay scale, but being the client is grateful, I think he can splurge. Let’s hope the valet parks the truck. But with destiny working for you, let me say there is parking at a grocery store across the street.”
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THE SUN WAS SETTING behind them as Tavis turned into The Shores Resort known for its truly remarkable dining experience. Charley’s intent—test the level of Tavis’s gratitude. She was exhausted and hungry. Her client had not only tested her realtor expertise, but also her emotional stamina. She tried very hard not to succumb to his charm offensive, a battle she was losing minute by minute but determined not to admit it.


The hostess led them to a table on the terrace overlooking the ocean’s gentle waves turning from deep gold to purple in the setting sun. Charley kept Tavis in her peripheral view, wondering what he was going to order—declare an appetizer would satisfy him and his wallet, or Filet Mignon? She wasn’t going to take advantage of his bravado. On the other hand, if he was going for broke she’d follow his lead. It had been a hard day after all.


“What do you suggest, Miss King?”


“The food is wonderful here. You can’t go wrong. Depends how hungry you are and what you fancy.”


Her words brought a smile to his lips and warmth to his eyes as he glanced up. If he was looking for a reaction from her, he may have missed it as a shot of adrenalin, or something like that, shot through her system. She was going to have to look out for Mr. Tavis Hunter or he’d swallow her whole.


“Okay, I’ll have the steak. Being from the West, we men love our steaks rare,” he said with a chuckle. “How about you?”


“Well, I’m from the south and love fresh fish. So the lobster and salmon dish is my choice.”


“Ah, a hearty choice. A woman after my heart.”


“I’d hardly say that lobster—”


“An appetizer?”


A tiny laugh escaped her lips. “No, I think my order will satisfy my hunger pangs, thank you.”


“Umm, I like your laugh, Charley. Sweet, feminine, charming.” His voice was almost a whisper. He didn’t look at her.


The waiter saw his dinner guests were ready to order. Questioning if they would like a cocktail, a glass of wine?


Tavis ordered a glass of house red and house white.


Ah, a little sanity taking hold of his hunger pangs, she thought, turning to look out over the water, now a dark blue, almost black. The stars were beginning to appear.


The waiter returned with their wine. Dinner would be served soon. Tavis told him not to hurry.


Raising his glass to Charley, he made a toast. “To a beautiful woman, a beautiful night, and a menu to whet any man’s appetite,” he said with a grin as he tapped his glass to hers.


Charley’s eyes rose over the candle. “This place…too much for what I provided today?”


“Not at all, Miss King. Tonight we keep our eyes on the left side of the menu. Tonight we throw caution to the soft ocean breeze. Tonight we celebrate.”


“Yes, celebrate. You have a place to lay your head and a truck to drive. But that does come with Bentley.”


“Wonderful animal, Bentley. I’m sure he and I will have wild adventures over the next few days. Did the Springers say when they expected to return? I missed that part.”


“Not exactly. Sounded like it was a few days. But as you are aware, Nevada isn’t exactly next door. Could be more than a week. You said your folks stay away in the heat of the summer. Are they retired?”


Tavis seemed to get a kick out of her question, putting his napkin over his mouth to stifle a laugh. “Dad doesn’t know the meaning of the word. No matter where he goes people seek him out and he doesn’t hesitate to oblige. My mother is accustomed to his absence except for the cocktail hour. They don’t over indulge mind you. It’s just that it’s their special time together, even if he has to run out to finish a job later.”


“What does he do, his line of work?”


“He earned his Bachelor’s Degree in Geology. Joined the family company making it even more profitable in mining coal and copper, until he bought land in Texas with oil underneath…lots of oil. Then he made it big…really big.”


“But you didn’t want to follow in his footsteps?”


“My dad isn’t someone you follow or you get swallowed up with his ‘do it my way or hit the highway.’ So here I am. Graduated head of my class and still aimlessly seeking my life’s path. My rich daddy nagging at me to get going, seek my fortune like he did when he struck oil.”


“Ah, I can understand that. How about your mother? She travels with him but only sees him in the evening?”


“She’s into charity work…work that can be done from almost anywhere. Sometimes she travels to where she grew up, Kenya. She’s black, grew up in a hovel…hence the charity work. She’s done wonderful things for her family, her relatives—”


“Have you traveled with her—”


“No. Not allowed. She does her thing. Dad does his thing. And, by extension, I do my thing. He, geological engineering. Me, computer science, computer engineering.”


“Whew, your family is so different from mine and yet very similar. Families! I see movies, TV shows, even friends, their families seem warm, caring. I’m sure they aren’t all like that. You never know what the dynamics of a family are unless you live in it. They can look like one thing from the outside, but inside is a very different story.”


Their dinner arrived and Tavis ordered another round of wine. He nodded to Charley. She nodded back. Yes, another glass of wine would be nice.
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IT WAS A PERFECT evening sitting under a blanket of stars—peaceful, good food, and a handsome dinner companion. Tavis had shared personal information about his family. His black mother explained his olive skin. She’d read that his grandfather was Italian. So the bloodlines were mixed. A very beautiful mixture.


Finishing his family story they sipped an espresso in an easy silence. She supposed he was waiting for her to share personal information, too. But what to say? He was going to be working with her brother. She felt it incumbent upon her to let him know, at least a little, about what he was stepping into.


He was giving her time, not pushing with questions, knowing there was a story behind the woman sitting across from him who changed her name.


Charley glanced around at the diners enjoying the evening. “In a way, our stories are similar…our fathers, not so much our mothers.”


“How is that? Both white?” he said with a chuckle.


“Well, yes, there is that. My father wanted, more than wanted, believed his first born would be a boy. But there I was, screaming my head off I was told.”


“You’re older than Frank? You sure don’t look it. I took you for his kid sister.”


“Only by a year. My father didn’t know what to do with me. When I was a kid about ten or so, he couldn’t see how I was going to succeed in the world. Frank was already his co-pilot in the truck, going to construction sites. I was not invited. Of course, I didn’t understand why, only feeling he was disappointed in me…no matter what I did, it wasn’t good enough.”


“But now…from what I’ve seen today, you like being a real estate agent. You have to be able to read people, have to be able to suck it up if they are critical about what you’re showing them. Nasty I bet…at times. The Springers think you walk on water.”


“They were my first sale…only a few weeks ago. They are, were snowbirds from Vermont. The house was perfect for them. I was lucky. Michael said I needed an edge and offered to shoot a video of what I called the spooky house. My boss, Rachel Ramirez, AKA Ramirez Real Estate Agency was against it. But Michael said he’d shoot a video free of charge if I agreed to have dinner with him.”


“And, did you have dinner with him?”


“No.”


“Oh, oh, Miss King doesn’t keep to an agreement.”


“Not true, silly. There hasn’t been time.”


Tavis opened his mouth, thought better of it, and sipped the last of his coffee.


“When I started at the agency I changed my name. Dropped the ‘man’. It took a month to wade through the paperwork.”


“I wondered when that happened…why?”


“To annoy my father. How’s that for being a brat? I’ve told you about my father so you’re aware of the family dynamics you’re stepping into. As far as I know Geoffrey Kingman is not only an investor in DroneKing, he’s the only investor and not too happy about the way the conference in Vegas turned out. Frank thought GK’s video was going to be big. GK had signed up a local company to mass produce the game. I don’t think any money was exchanged in advance. And now Geoffrey says he’s not putting another penny into Frank’s company. So you may want to think twice before signing up.”


“Frank told me much of what you said…not your personal stuff. He’s a talented designer. Somehow, some way, I think he’ll pull the company together. Nothing you’ve said makes me want to take a plane back to Arizona.”


A large wave broke a few yards out, followed by several more.


Clouds moved in covering the stars.


“Rain’s predicted tonight,” Charley said, placing her napkin on the table.


“How about an after dinner drink in the bar?”


“I’d like that. Maybe the storm will pass. Downpours are not fun to drive through in Florida.”
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LIGHTNING STRIKES LIT UP the terrace, the beach, and crashing surf. Thunder roared overhead. The stormy sky made the bar cozier, more intimate. Tavis and Charley sat at a small bistro table facing the fiery night each holding a snifter of Brandy. He leaned forward, laid his hand over hers.


“Today was fun. And don’t think I’m walking that monster dog every day, three times a day alone.”


“What about when you go to work?”


“Bentley’s coming with me. We’re a pair. At least he seems friendly enough. I’ll put in a supply of chew-bones. By the way I have a favor to ask of you.”


“And…what is that?” She looked down at their hands. He was punctuating his sentences with a quick squeeze or a soft tap on her knuckle. It was very disconcerting, but if she was honest with herself she liked the intimacy.


“I’d like to tag along with your online pilot course. That way we can get our pilot’s license at the same time. As far as flying, we’ll learn together. Frank has me pegged for engineering, more programming. I can pass on tips I pick up from the partners, and you can help me with how laymen learn to use a drone in their business or as a hobby. What do you say?”


“It works for me. But I think I’ll be getting the better part of the deal,” she said with a smile.


“Good.” He gave her hand another squeeze. “Mind if I tickle the keys of that baby grand over there?”


“Another talent, Mr. Hunter?”


“More of a hobby. Come with me? Stand where I can see you.”


Charley nodded, picking up her drink.


Tavis didn’t tickle the keys, he caressed them. Playing a few cords, he eased into oldies but goodies playing ballads, love songs—Unforgettable, Always on my Mind…and more, many more. No singing, just lovely soft music, all the time stealing glances at Charley. Then he switched to a medley of classical—Beethoven, Rachmaninoff. Returning to love songs, as the bar filled with patrons, drinks in hand, a few men swinging their ladies into their arms, dancing. With a slap of the keys, Tavis laid into Hernando’s Hideaway. A couple took to the floor performing a perfect tango for the crowd. A show stopper. They shook hands with Tavis then walked out to the terrace. Others followed. The storm had passed.


Tavis stood sipping the last of his Brandy, eyes locked with Charley’s. “Thank you for a most enjoyable day, Miss King. You don’t know it yet, but we’re going to be married.”


“Are you always so impulsive, Mr. Hunter?”


“Vegas once. Married for fifty-three hours. I was drunk. Believe me, right now, this moment, I’m stone cold sober.”


────


Tavis drove Charley to her car in the agency parking lot. The morning activities, showing Tavis the condo, then to meet the Springers faded in her memory. This morning was years ago. The last few hours hit her hard and fast. So many mixed feelings. Talking was out of the question. She didn’t know what to say…was he joking or proposing. Well, it didn’t matter. It wasn’t funny, and he had a nerve softening her up with the love songs and then going IN for the kill. She glanced at him staring out the side window of the truck lost in thoughts she couldn’t fathom.


Thank God the agency was only a few miles from where they had dinner. All of a sudden the silence became deafening. What was she going to say…see you in church? Turning into Ramirez Real Estate, he pulled alongside her car.


They climbed out of the truck. He took the car keys from her hand, unlocked the door, nodding for her to get in. Leaning in he handed her the keys with that darn smile that could melt an iceberg. “I’m reporting for work tomorrow, meeting up with the gang. Thanks again for an incredible day. I’ll be in touch. Tomorrow will be busy but maybe the next day we can take Bentley for a walk. I doubt he’s met the neighbors yet.” He stopped talking, stared at her with those warm eyes over the smile and the very sexy stubble around his chin and upper lip. Then he closed the door as a vale slowly descended over his face. He turned and strode to his truck.


Charley didn’t wait to see if it started, she did a perfect three-point turnaround and then merged with the evening traffic heading south to her firetrap. A tear slid down her cheek. Why? she thought wiping it away. Hormones? There was no reason to cry. It had been as he said, an incredible day. A handsome man…
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TAVIS SET THE GPS on his cell to the address of the facility Frank had rented for the production phase of DroneKing. Bentley lounged on the cab’s narrow back seat, his muzzle pointing forward resting on the back of the seat in front of him. He seemed to be content with his new playmate.


The cinderblock building set back from the road. Weeds in front, an asphalt driveway and parking lot circling the building. A little seedy, but it wouldn’t take much to spruce up the entrance. A van, two cars, and a motorcycle were parked out front. He surmised Frank, Michael, and Janet, the woman Frank told him about, came in three of the vehicles. The fourth was a mystery unless GK had second thoughts and was not quitting.


“Okay, Bentley. You be a good dog. Don’t get too excited and flatten anyone with your exuberance.” Tavis snapped on Bentley’s leash, not that he could stop him if the dog had a mind to go somewhere else, but it looked like he was in control of him. Tavis reached into the front seat slinging the backpack with his laptop, a large shoulder tote of chew-bones the Springers had left for him, and sauntered into the front entrance of DroneKing, Inc. A woman was holding a large blueprint. Frank was pointing at the line of windows along the front of the building. Michael was listening to him and GK was sitting on an old desk pouting.


“Hey, Tavis, you made it. What’s with the pony?”


“I’m dog sitting for a few days. It’s part of the deal your sister came up with…a place for me to stay. Meet Bentley. He doesn’t know he’s a dog. He’s very friendly. Watch out for his handshake, it’ll knock you flat,” Tavis said chuckling.


“You know the guys and please meet Janet Scott. She’s going to keep the operations straight beginning with the layout of the space. She has a dumpster on order…when, Janet?”


“Nice to meet you, Tavis,” Janet said extending her hand. “The dumpster will be here in an hour. There’s lots of trash, or crap, take your pick, to be thrown out. I figure we can have this place cleared out today with the five of us. A cleaning crew will be here in the morning to scrub the whole place down. Frank and I were just doing a preliminary layout…research area, production setup, and then an open floor plan for our desks. Simple and cheap. No phone system. We’ll use our cells until we need to transfer calls. The only other thing we need is a water cooler, a small used refrigerator and a microwave. As I said, simple and cheap.”


“Frank, assignments?” Tavis said.


“Yes, I wasn’t sure you were with us…tried you a couple of times yesterday.”


“Sorry, I was tied up with a realtor I think you all know, looking for a place to stay. I’m in all the way.”


“Good, Frank said shaking Tavis’s hand. A large paw was fanning the air waiting to play the game of handshake.


Frank chuckled as he took Bentley’s paw.


“Okay, men,” Janet called out. “Waste Management just deposited the dumpster by the back door. Time to roll up our sleeves. The restroom is off to the left. Don’t be put off by the grime. After tomorrow morning, you’d let your mother use it.”


────


The business cards included the partner’s cell numbers. Questions volleyed back and forth concluding about a couple of orders that were received yesterday. In preparation for this phase of the business, Frank had spoken with a local college as well as senior high school students as possible hourly workers, and some hobbyists to assemble the first orders. Tavis was assigned to oversee the assembly line, Michael testing each unit and sales in general, and GK with the actual packaging. Janet was to take care of accounting and purchasing as well as building maintenance and setup. Frank—chief troubleshooter.


During the day Janet ran out to a used office furniture outlet. With the building layout in hand, she and the manager quickly picked out the few pieces of furniture she listed—desks, chairs, file cabinets, tables for an initial assembly of the drones, and a round coffee table with four chairs in case a client dropped in. She added a mini-refrigerator and microwave oven, all scheduled for delivery tomorrow morning after the cleaning crew scrubbed the grime away. GK and Frank made several trips to the condo to move the equipment and parts for one hundred Mercury drones to the new facility. By late afternoon the trash and crap, as Janet called it, was removed.


Forty-five minutes later pizzas were delivered with ice cold coke and water. No time was spent picking up a case of beer. The company of five sat on the floor, leaned against a wall and ate, too tired and hungry to talk.


A few times during the day Tavis took Bentley out to visit the squirrels. The dog seemed to be content with his third chewy bone of the day as his eyes followed the action.


Suddenly everyone spoke at once. Looking around, each envisioning and talking over the other about parts being spread out on the work tables and assembling each to a perfect Pigeon or Mercury drone.


Frank had already received an email for fifty-one and then a surprise…an order for twenty toy drones. Pigeon was now in the mix.


Frank figured by mid-afternoon tomorrow they would be up and running in a clean facility with furniture and a kitchen set up with a counter and sink left by the previous tenant. They were to brown bag it for lunch and snacks.


They would be open for business…barely.


Frank took the last swig of water from the bottle as he looked across the empty floor, his eyes a steely grey. He had incorporated this day in his business plan. He had talked to everyone on his list as potential part-time help—available to work day or night. He felt he could scale up production rapidly. The plan was to keep the operation lean—Mercury available in silver or black, no fancy graphics. Hire only when they couldn’t keep up with the orders. He had sourced suppliers in the area for parts.


Yes, everything was in order. All they had to do was execute.
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IT WAS MID-WEEK. Another hot muggy day. Traffic was heavy and building.


ABC Trucking didn’t notice the heat and so far had no word of traffic snarls resulting in delays. Their Transit Cargo Vans were white with the company name, address, and phone number in large black letters on the back and each side. Some vans were black, a few green, no signage. Besides regular drop shipments, ABC also farmed out jobs to large semi-truckers trying to avoid deadheading, driving an empty trailer back to their home base.


Five years ago Jose Ramirez, President of the firm, retrofitted a large warehouse into a garage to maintain and service trucks of various sizes. The building was perfect for his business with room to grow. He equipped a stall on the end for a quick wash before the trucks hit the road. They rarely spent more than six hours in the garage and never remained overnight.


All of the trucks were retrofitted with false side panels. This was not the case for truckers who periodically contracted with ABC for a quick load. Those with false side panels provided enough room to shuttle drugs hidden from view—cases of produce, cases of liquor, cases of water, clothing, anything that had to be transported from point A to point B, even short hauls of furniture from dealers or people moving. The last was the best—people moving rarely asked questions. They want their furniture picked up on a certain date and delivered to their new home as promised.


Ramirez set up his trucking business after buying the warehouse. Business was booming and he planned to expand—more bays meant more trucks loaded up and on their way. Quick turnover. Pick up and delivery. Short and sweet. Smaller vans received the drugs from various dealers in Miami, then hightailed it to Daytona Beach. The cargo transferred to a larger truck. A crew was ready to reload with incoming cargo depending on the destination. The operation was ongoing 24/7. But most arrivals and departures happened at night. 10 p.m. to 5 a.m. when the garage was a beehive of activity. During the day the hive only processed a few trucks to keep the appearance of a respectable business. Anyone driving by wouldn’t look twice as they passed a cinderblock building behind an eight-foot chain link fence.


A green truck pulled up to door number one, the driver honking twice. The garage door rose and the van rolled inside the door dropping down behind it.


Sweet!


Hector Gomez knew nothing of the false side panels or the drugs. His job—hose down the trucks, fill the gas tanks, and occasionally pinch hit for a driver. Contract truckers didn’t know anything either. They made good money working for ABC, and were paid on time. They didn’t ask questions. A few may have wondered what was going on, but they needed the money so they did the job.


At the same time Hector Gomez ambled into the scheduling office to see Ramirez the shrill front-gate alarm announced a visitor startling Ramirez and Gomez. Ramirez glanced at the camera aimed at the gate. Geoffrey Kingman was standing, waiting to be buzzed in.


Ramirez pushed the intercom button. “Geoff, what are you doing here? Did I miss a T-Time?”


“No, I heard you might be expanding. I drew up some plans. Thought you might like a bid. I have them with me. Do you have time?”


“It’s pretty busy around here but I can take a quick peek. Push on the gate when you hear the click.” Ramirez turned to Gomez. “I have to see this guy. Go find Skeeter for your next job. He’s out in bay four or five.”


Ramirez hustled out to the small lobby and opened the door for Geoff. Shaking hands, he nodded to the tube Geoff was holding. “Nice of you to offer some ideas. Who told you I was thinking of expanding?”


“Someone from your outfit. Is there a place I can spread out the construction documents?”


“Sure, this table. Just move the newspapers.”


“I think you might be interested, Jose, because the sheets include measurements.”


“Measurements of my building?”


“Yes. Charley, my daughter. You know, she works for your wife’s agency, and one of her brother’s partners flew a drone overhead a few weeks back. I think you saw the video. At least that’s what I recall Charley saying. Darn thing can calibrate the dimensions of what it captures with the onboard camera. Really slick. Did you see the video?”


“Yes, I remember it. Slick as you say, but I don’t remember her saying anything about taking measurements.”


“Not surprising. The video was taken to show your wife how the agency can market commercial property as well as the home market.”


That video again…means Geoff saw the green truck. Ramirez brushed the documents aside knocking a newspaper to the floor. “Your payment is late again, Geoff. I told you last month, late is not acceptable. It has to stop. I loaned you money when you needed it to get your construction company off the ground. Ten years ago you were wailing that construction contracts were few and far between. Now, it’s a different story and I expect payment. Your non-payment has consequences,” Ramirez said, balling his fist.


“I know, I know. But if you’re expanding, I thought we could have an understanding—you pay for material but the labor we write off against the loan. Six months is all I’m asking for… I’ll be on my feet again. The payments you’re demanding are so high I can’t make any headway, can’t bid on jobs. I’m going under, Jose.”


“I’m not in any hurry to expand the building. Leave the printouts and don’t come back unless you have some cash instead of excuses. I have a couple of truckers waiting out back.” Ramirez nodded to the door.


The meeting was over.


Geoff walked out to the gate, waved over his shoulder at the building in case anyone was looking. “Remind yourself, Kingman, never drop by unannounced again,” he muttered.


────


Ramirez watched his visitor stroll to the front gate swinging open as Kingman approached. As soon as he saw the gate close he shouted for Skeeter over the intercom. His booming voice blasted through the bays. Skeeter came running.
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THE CLEANERS HAD SCOURED the new DroneKing facility. The dumpster had been removed. The furniture had been delivered. The landlord grumbled but finally agreed to uproot the weeds along the front next to the road and gave his blessing on a sign to be attached to the front of the building—DRONEKING, INC. All caps.  


Standing next to each other, Frank and Tavis said goodbye to the landlord as Janet stomped out the front entrance.


“Frank, you’d better come inside. Michael and GK are threatening to quit.”


“Okay, Okay. I saw something brewing. Hoped they could work it out.”


He didn’t have to go in.


The argument spilled out the front door with Michael yelling at Frank. “I’m pulling out. Don’t ask me to stay. You have Tavis and Janet. GK and I didn’t have a say about either one.”


“You didn’t ask us about the so called business plan either,” GK chimed in marching out behind Michael. “Obviously, we don’t matter. We don’t have a say…on anything. I’ll take The Drone Warriors to someone else.”


“I think I’ll go back to Vegas. My bookie is there. Real estate is booming. I can make tons of money on videos. More than the measly amount you’re dolling out from Daddy Kingman.”


“Stop your bellyaching,” Frank yelled back. “Get your sorry asses inside. Tell me what you’re really crying about.”


Frank turned, strode inside, looked around and decided on the sitting area Janet had set up—round coffee table with four chairs. He wasn’t sure if they would follow him inside but they did. They’d had fracases before, but this was different. He had to placate them. He needed them, needed all of them. He had an ace up his sleeve. He prayed it would be enough.


They settled around the table with Janet dragging her desk chair over to join the group. Frank leaned forward, elbows on his knees, hands together as he looked at Michael and GK slumped in their chairs.


“It’s too early for this,” GK said waving his hand around at the cavernous facility.


“That’s right. You said everything would change in Vegas,” Michael said. “The only thing that changed is we have two more people on a non-existent payroll. I’m not about to be a partner in a bankruptcy, or sued over your adding more and more debt. You said we’d be partners In a great adventure. The adventure is pure fantasy…just like a video game except a game is fun. This is not fun, Frank.”


“How about you, Janet? How do you feel?” Frank said.


“Hey, I signed up for the ride. I can stay on the bus until the end of the year. If things don’t pan out I’ll be gone.”


“Tavis?”


“As I told you in Arizona when I asked to come aboard, your design is elegant. Michael and GK, you know it is. Remember at MIT, the three of us would marvel at Frank’s engineering skills, solving the impossible, making a device work. Maybe you guys have a bit of cabin fever. Living together. Frank is bringing the business from the playing-around stage, to a serious business. I’m in. I have a place to stay. Of course, Bentley over there is part of my bargain.”


Bentley lifted his head. Was it playtime? He got up on all fours. Stretched, and then trotted to his playmate.


Whap! His paw hit Tavis’s thigh. In slow motion the chair legs slipped landing Tavis on his keister. Definitely a new game, Bentley got down on his front legs with a soft bark, a slurp on the cheek, urging Tavis to get up and do it again.


“Nice, Bentley, way to go,” Frank said laughing, giving Tavis a hand up. Glad you have a place to lay your head, Tavis. Just be careful with your furry friend there. He may take over the bed.”


They all laughed happy it was Tavis on the floor. Served him right for weaseling in on the business.


“As for me, I can move back to the beach house,” Frank said. He looked at GK and Michael. “Can you two figure something out, get along for another month? Each of us brings something essential to the business, what we’re trying to do. We need each other to make it work.”


“A month? And then what?” Michael said, shaking his head.


“Hang on a minute. I have something to show you.”


Frank walked over to what was to be his desk, picked up his laptop and set it on the coffee table. Tapping a few keys, a few more keys, squinting, scrolling down the screen, he turned the laptop around in front of Michael and GK. Tavis and Janet leaned in on either side.


“Read that first email…scroll down to the next. Keep going. There are five.”


Michael looked up. “Frank, are these orders? Are they for real? The orders add up to eight-hundred Pigeons? We don’t have the parts.”


“Yes. I was going to show them to you after the landlord left. A few of them are sending a deposit. We’ll have enough money to fill the first order of seventy-five. Then we have to scramble.”


“OK, I guess I can hang in a little longer,” Michael said.


“How about you, GK?” Frank said.


“If Michael stays, I’ll stay…for a little while. But what do you mean by scramble?”


“It’ll be touch and go,” Frank said leaning back in his chair, fingers laced on the top of his head as he looked each member of DroneKing in the eyes.


“How exactly?” GK said.


“Credit cards.”


“How many credit cards?” Janet said.


“As many as it takes,” Frank said.
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CHARLEY PACED OUTSIDE THE agency mulling over the idea to sell commercial property as well as target the home market. An hour ago she picked up a call from a CEO of a company who wanted to relocate to Florida. He was looking for space—outside of a large metropolitan area such as Miami and Orlando, but close enough to entice engineers—computer engineers, programmers. A place located near colleges with an excellent curriculum in the technical field and known for high caliber graduates. She asked him to give her a couple of days. She was sure she had something to offer.


Now, the question in front of her was where to start. She had to find vacant buildings of various sizes, also dig up companies that were thinking of moving, considering a merger, or selling out. Give them a nudge to put their thinking into action. Next, put together a marketing package to entire companies, such as the one that called, spelling out that the Daytona Beach area was perfect for them, checking off all the boxes on what they were looking for. Example—Florida State University was already established with one of their campuses here with an extensive curriculum in computer science.


She stopped pacing…an idea formulating in her mind. Show the video her father asked Michael to shoot, a possible renovation job he was going to bid on. Show the video to potential clients looking for a low-tax state, a state with no income tax and a growing labor force. She could end the video with an advertisement. Ask the question: Do you want to sell your building? Out of state companies are looking for space. Yes, that would be work. Get permission to show buildings for sale.


Grabbing her tote, she began thinking out loud. “I’ll go visit ABC Trucking, ask for permission to show their building as a sample.” Not that they were thinking of selling. Talking to them will give me ideas of how the process might work. Ask a few questions. Pick up keywords, phrases. Ask them to give me a few minutes, fifteen tops. I wouldn’t want to impose on their time.


Hearing the Saints, she reached in her tote for her cell.


“Hey, Charley, if you’re heading out, or sitting twiddling your thumbs, could you stop by for a minute? I can’t reach Frank and his inbox is full. Manny and I are discussing how drones are being used to help investigations and—”


“Sure can. Is Manny with you now? I could meet at your house in fifteen...unless you’re at the office.”


“Fantastic, we’re home. Manny’s walking the dogs. My mom’s coming over to pick up Lizzie. She says Manny and I need a date night. I’d almost forgotten what that was. He’ll be back any minute. Coffee?”


“Always.”


The thought of seeing Liz brought a smile to Charley’s lips. Her quirky friend could bring a boring day to a fourth of July celebration uttering the word hello.


────


Tote in hand, Charley climbed out of the car and strode to the house. “Come on in, Charley,” Manny said. “Liz tells me you have a must-see video to show us.”


Giving Manny a quick hug, Charley slipped by him following the aroma of coffee.


Liz greeted her with a hug then grasped her hand. “Come, come to our war room. No cork boards filled with clues or pics of bad guys today. You caught us between cases. Me between cases that is. Manny’s always stalking bad guys.”


“Here’s the flash drive, Liz. Pull it up on your computer?”


“Yes, Manny has it connected to the TV. Nothing but high-tech around here,” she giggled.


“OK, show time!” Charley said.


Thirty seconds into the video, Manny leaned forward in his chair. “Pause it, Charley. Back up a few seconds, please.”


“What’s the matter, Manny? Did you see something?”


“Not sure, maybe. Isn’t that ABC Trucking?”


“Yes. Michael took the video as an example of how useful the drone can be to sell commercial property, or for the status of a construction site. Look at the detail. A contractor could see an error in the works, zoom in like under a microscope. Catch it before it was too late, before a big run up in cost to fix the problem.”


“When did Michael shoot the video?”


“About three weeks ago. Before the guys went to Vegas.”


“Can you close in on that green truck? It’s a front shot. No license plate unless there’s a shot of the rear later.”


“Whoa, partner, a break in a case?” Liz asked perching on his lap.


“I don’t know, but it sure is a distinct green. Can I store a copy of your file on my computer, Charley? Any copyright on—”


“Sure, make a copy. Michael shot it for me to show Rachel, my boss at the agency. I was trying to get her interested in videos captured by a drone. The aerial shots are spectacular as you can see. I’ve already started an online course to be a pilot,” she said as Liz topped off her coffee.


“What’s the course like, the pilot stuff? It sounds very exciting. Let me know when you get your blades…a drone doesn’t have wings. Wings are so yesterday,” Liz said laughing.


“Here you go, Charley. Thanks for the copy,” Manny said handing her the flash drive.


“Not a problem. Gotta run. Bye for now.”


“Keep in touch, Charley,” Liz called out as she shut the door.


“Okay, husband of mine, what’s up that sleeve of yours along with your massive bicep?”


“Stitch, that green truck in Charley’s video.” Manny walked to his desk, pointed to the image he paused on the screen.


“It’s a pretty green…not dark, more lime. Have you seen it before?”


“I think so. I’m calling my agent buddy in Miami. See if this trips any wires in his head. The name of Jose Ramirez has surfaced a few times lately in the DBPD reports.”
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GEOFF KINGMAN FEARED HE was losing his access to cash. His so called friend Jose Ramirez kept dangling a job in front of him then threatened to jerk the carrot away. Backed into a corner sleep was elusive. Tossing and turning, he ran through different scenarios on how to handle his precarious situation. He decided he had to confront his friend, make him understand that he knew the rules of the game and was in all the way but he had to be paid.


Words ran through his head as he was buzzed through the gate and stepped in the front entrance. A man he’d never met strode out of the office.


The man stood staring at him with black beady eyes over a black bushy mustache. The man’s black hair trimmed at the neck shined with gel.


Geoff extended his hand. “Hello, I’m Geoffrey Kingman. I work with Mr. Ramirez. Is he in?” Geoff dropped his hand. The man was not accepting the gesture.


“He’s not here, stepped out on business.”


“Who are you? Ramirez and I have a deal. I’m like his partner.”


“I’ve heard him speak of you, but he’s not here.”


The front door swung open and Charley, all smiles, stepped in. “Dad, fancy seeing you here…talking business I presume.” Charley glanced at the man staring at her father, his eyes moving to her. “Hi, I’m Charley King. I guess you know my dad. I’m here to see Mr. Ramirez. I work for his wife at the real estate agency. I wanted to ask Mr. Ramirez if I could use the video a friend shot…a good exhibit of what a drone can see at construction sites. I’ve been scouting out companies interested in selling their properties.”


“How did you get in?” the man asked.


“The gate was open. Is there a problem?” she said with a megawatt smile.


“Ramirez told me of this video.”


“Wonderful. Then you know how great it is. I was hoping—”


The man pushed the button on the intercom mounted on the wall. “Skeeter, come to bay 1. Now! Excuse me folks. I’ll be right back.”


“Dad, who’s that man?” Charley said.


“I don’t know. I’ve never met him before. You shouldn’t be here. Stick with selling houses, or get a stable job as I suggested before.”


Charley turned away, swallowing the words she was about to spit out.


────


Mustache man stepped out to the garage. Grabbing Skeeter’s elbow he shoved the Latino away from the office windows. “The two in the front?”


“Ya? What about them?” Skeeter said.


“They need a ride. Now! Let me know when the truck in Bay 5 is ready to leave, then I’ll send them out to you. I’ll tell them that Ramirez asked to see them and that I’ve arranged transportation…if you know what I mean. Make it fast and clean. I saw Hector. Is he the driver?”


“Ya,” Skeeter said, hands on his hips, squinting at his new boss, Enrique Vasquez.


“Get him in the truck, now. And Skeeter, move those folks’ cars to the back of the lot.”


“Got it. I’ll go talk to him, explain the special cargo—two people need a ride, no big deal,” Skeeter said. “I’ll do the final check on the cargo then come back to the office.”


Skeeter hustled to Bay 5 then returned to the office, telling Vasquez the truck was ready to leave.


“Good.” Vasquez returned to the pair standing by the front door. “I have good news, Mr. Kingman, Miss King. Ramirez says he’ll meet you both. He’s attending to business at another site. The truck in Bay 5 is leaving momentarily to meet with Ramirez, drop his cargo. There’s no room in the cab for you but you’ll be comfortable in the rear of the truck for the short ride. In fact, Ramirez said he was going to call you within the hour. Nice the way things work out, isn’t it. I asked my foreman to make sure you’re comfortable. Please follow me, come along.”


“But, Mr. Ramirez doesn’t know why I’m here. His wife—”


Charley began to say following her dad through the office to the garage, but the man cut her off.


“Ah, yes, his wife. As I said, Ramirez was going to call you. The garage door is up. Come on, folks. The driver is ready, motor’s humming. The truck is backed tight to the platform…no climbing a step ladder. You come with me. Watch your step now. Let me help you nice folks into the truck. There are two chairs just for you in the back. That’s it little lady.”


Geoff took Charley’s elbow as they stepped from the loading dock into the truck. Stumbling, he turned back to Skeeter. “Hey, I don’t see—”


The truck door slid down the tracks slamming shut knocking them forward into total darkness.


The motor revved. The truck lurched forward, picking up speed as it rolled out of the garage, along the back parking lot, out the back gate as it electronically opened and then swung shut after two cars drove in and parked.


“Charley?” Geoff whispered. “Where are you? I can’t see.”


“Here, Dad. Do you feel that? Your foot?”


Geoff leaned forward, reaching out in front of him, waving his hand in the air. “Here’s my hand…feel it?”


Charley waved her hand, inching forward, touching his leg.


“Take my hand. Yes, yes, that’s it.” Geoff pulled his daughter to him, tucking her head under his chin.


“Are you okay, Charley? You didn’t hurt yourself did you? I fell…I didn’t see you.”


“I know. Are you okay?” she whispered.


“My left ankle…smarts a bit.”


“Why are we in this truck? What are we going to do?” Charley whispered.


“We listen. When that fellow Skeeter yelled to the driver that the truck was ready to roll…I couldn’t hear any more. Did you pick up what he said?”


“No,” Charley said. “It happened so fast I didn’t get a good look at the truck. I was looking where I was walking. I don’t even know the color. Darn!”


“What’s the matter…ouch.”


“Sorry, did I kick your ankle?”


“I’ll live but what are you doing, Charley?”


“Who was that man? And where was Mr. Ramirez? I think we’re in trouble…this is crazy. What’s going on?” Charley sat forward patting the pockets in her slacks.


“I don’t know who he was. Stop your fidgeting,” Geoff said.


“I’m looking for my cell. I thought it was in my pocket…I’m going to crawl toward the door…feel around for it. I dropped my tote when I fell forward…it might be there…maybe my phone. I can call for help.”


“Be careful and keep talking so I know where you are.”


“Sure. Dad, did you get a look at what’s in the truck? Smells like produce.”


“Talk louder, Charley, I can’t hear you over the engine.”


“Ouch!”


“What happened?” Geoff said.


“My leg…a nail or something. I CAN’T FIND MY TOTE…CELL PHONE. I THINK THE TRUCKS PACKED WITH…WHATEVER. I DON’T KNOW. SMELLS SWEET. I’M COMING BACK.”


“CHARLEY, SOMETHING’S ON MY LEG.”


“Ooo, itsy bitsy spider climbed up the waterspout…” Charley giggled.


“Charley, that’s not funny.”


“I know. Sorry. So what do you think they’re going to do with us? All I wanted was permission to use the video Michael shot of the outside of the building. You’d think I’d committed a crime. Let’s scooch as far back as we can, give us something to lean against and we won’t fall out when they open the door.”


“Maybe they thought you had uncovered one of their crimes,” Geoff said as Charley nestled against him.


Charley pulled away from her dad, sat cross-legged, the palm of one hand on his chest grounding her to him.


“That’s a weird thing to say. What makes you say that—uncover their crimes?”


The truck rounded a corner throwing her on top of Geoff. A crate crashed to the floor a few feet away.


“You okay?” Geoff said grasping for her hand.


“Yes. You?”


“Yes.” Geoff hitched himself up tighter to the back wall of the truck. Leaning his head back, he let out a long breath of air. “You said you think we’re in trouble. Well…I agree this could be serious…we may be in big trouble. Does anyone know you were coming to ABC Trucking?”


“I told Kitty, one of the agents as I ran out. I think she heard me. It must have registered with her because Rachel’s husband owns the place. I stopped to see Liz and Manny for a few minutes. They know. I think I told them. Maybe not. Do you know why…I hate to say it, but do you know why that man is kidnapping us?”


“Not exactly.” Geoff laid his hand over hers on his chest.


“Not exactly? What does that mean? Why are you agreeing with me—kidnapping? You’re sounding very strange, Dad.”


Charley felt a knot forming in her stomach as fear began to take hold of her body. Breathing was suddenly difficult. She’d never been in danger before, but this was beginning to feel like a life or death situation. If only she had her phone. She racked her brain over what she said to Liz as she left. She couldn’t remember. They were talking about ABC Trucking but did she say she was going there?


She felt her dad squeeze her hand. He started talking, almost a whisper.


“You probably don’t remember, but more than ten years ago the economy took a nose dive. Money for commercial construction dried up. I almost went under. Jose Ramirez loaned me a substantial amount to keep me afloat…more than afloat. It was enough so I could bid on some big jobs and Jose also had a hand in seeing that I got the contracts. I didn’t realize how big a hand, and it wasn’t until lately that he began demanding that I repay the loan. Except now he was charging more than fifty percent interest. But he said if I helped him I could work off the amount I still owed…which was substantial.”


“What did he want you to do?”


“Periodically he was short a driver for some cargo out of Miami. I’d drive a van, sometimes a small truck, from a warehouse to his garage here. There were other times the cargo was shifted in the garage to larger trucks, and I’d transport it to Georgia, South Carolina, Tennessee. The cargo would be unloaded and I’d deadhead the truck back to Daytona Beach.”


“I remember you being gone at times…a few days. So, you were paying down a loan?”


“No. I was getting in deeper and deeper in his drug smuggling operation.”


“Oh, my God. Drug smuggling?”
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THE SUN WAS BRIGHT, humidity low, and it was the last day of dog-sitting duties for Tavis unless the Springers called to say otherwise. Anxious to see Charley, he turned into Ramirez Real Estate. “Here we are, Bentley. Time to say hello to our best girl.  Maybe she’ll have lunch with us. Whatta you think?” Tavis exited the truck, leaned in and snapped the leash on Bentley’s collar. Bentley took a squat on the grass, scratched at the green turf, and then trotted happily with Tavis into the agency.


“Oh, hello. You’re back. Can I help you?” Kitty said with a broad smile. She was on greeter duty. 


“Maybe. I’m looking for Charley. Is she here?” he asked looking around. Kitty and a young man were the only ones on the floor.


“Sorry, she went to see a client. Is there anything I can do?”


Bentley was pacing, nose to the carpet. He began pulling Tavis toward the back. “Hey, come on, boy. Charley’s not here. Let’s—”


Bentley was now pulling hard on the leash. It was all Tavis could do to hold his ground. “OK, OK, go ahead. Miss, it looks like my dog has a mind to take a look around…Bentley, stop it.”


Bentley was whining in front of a door, pawing at the floor.


“Miss—”


“My name’s Kitty,” she said laughing. “It leads to the back door. Go ahead you can open it.”


Tavis opened the door and Bentley went through like a shot, yanking the leash from his hand.


A man was lying on the floor. He appeared to be unconscious.


Tavis knelt by his side. Shook his shoulders. Felt his wrist for a pulse. Opening the man’s jacket, he glanced up at Kitty. “Call 9-1-1. Tell them a man is unconscious and that I’m starting CPR. Tell them to hurry. I’m can’t find a pulse.”


Kitty stood rooted to the floor.


“Call 9-1-1. Hurry! What’s the matter? You know him?”


“Yes. It’s Rachel’s husband, Mr. Ramirez.”


“Go. Go. Go. Call for help.”


Kitty rushed out as Tavis initiated CPR.


Bentley, his tongue hanging out, sat stoically beside Tavis.


Within minutes Tavis heard the siren as the Medi-van turned into the parking lot.


Kitty led two men and a woman to the back.


Bentley started barking as the men knelt by the body.


“You ever get a pulse?” the woman asked without looking up at Tavis. She and the other two medics carefully rolled the body on his back.


“I thought maybe, but he never responded.” Tavis picked up the leash, ordered Bentley to sit, to be quiet. Looking up at his temporary master, the dog complied with his order. From the moment Tavis became the sitter not only for the spooky house, but also for the dog, he felt Bentley was highly trained, but the Springers were gone before he could ask. Maybe the Great Dane was part Blood Hound. He instinctively knew something was wrong on the other side of the door.


The lead medic opened the defibrillator case, but before he could take it out the woman pronounced the man dead.


The medic holding the defibrillator looked up at Kitty. “Do you know this man?”


“Yes, he’s the owner’s husband. Jose Ramirez.”


“Is Mrs. Ramirez here?”


“No, she’s showing a house to a client.”


The back door opened. Rachel stood silhouetted against the brilliant sun.


“What? Jose? JOSE!” Rachel rushed to her husband, collapsing on her knees beside him. She shook his arm. “No. No. No. Jose.” She looked across her husband’s body at the medic with a piece of equipment in his hands. “Do something. Do something.”


“Mrs. Ramirez?” the medic said.


“Yes. Yes. For God’s sake, do something.” She looked back at her husband, picked up his limp hand, holding it to her cheek.


“I’m very sorry, Mrs. Ramirez. Your husband is dead. Did he have a heart condition?”


“No. Not that I know of.” Tears began streaming down her face. Taking Jose by the shoulders, she shook him. “Jose, come back. Come back.”


“Mrs. Ramirez, who’s your husband’s doctor? I’ll call him. He can meet us at the funeral home. He’ll need to determine cause of death, or he can meet us at the morgue.”


“Morgue? Good God, no. Kitty…Kitty, please give him the doctor’s number…and…lookup the funeral home on Nova.” Through her tears, Rachel again held her husband’s hand to her cheek. Sobbing softly, her body began to quiver.


Kitty handed a piece of paper to the medic with the address of the funeral home. “I called the doctor. He said he’d call the Director. He said to go ahead and take Mr. Ramirez. The doctor will meet with him in an hour.” Her voice a monotone, she managed to get the words out as she stared at the dead man.


Tavis bent down, touched Rachel’s shoulder. “Mrs. Ramirez, here’s a handkerchief. Let me help you up.”


“Who are you?” she asked, taking the white hanky, blotting her eyes.


“Tavis Hunter. I’m a friend of Charley’s. I was here a few days ago but we didn’t meet.” He helped Rachel to her feet as the medics lifted her husband from the floor to a gurney.


“Where’s Charley?” Rachel asked her eyes following her husband out the door.


“She said she was stopping in at ABC trucking,” Kitty said. “Maybe she’s still there.”


“Whatever for?”


“Something about getting permission to use a video, I think the one she brought to the office to market commercial real estate.” Kitty took Rachel’s arm from Tavis, guiding her boss to a chair.


“Kitty, did Charley say how long she was going to be? I was hoping to take her to lunch,” Tavis said.


“No, sir. She didn’t say.”


“Rachel, what can I do to help? Can I take you to the funeral home?” Tavis said.


“Thank you, but I’ll be fine. Kitty will help me. I would like a glass of water. I’ll sit a minute…then I’ll drive over.”


Tavis looked around. There was nothing more he could do, so he said goodbye. Picking up the leash, he and Bentley stepped outside, strolled to the truck. Retrieving his cell from his pants pocket, he punched Charley’s number again. It went to voicemail.


“Hey, Charley. Where are you? Bentley and I are hungry. How about meeting us for lunch? Call me.”


Tavis leaned against the truck door, tapping his cell. Bentley sat in front of him looking up with a soft whine, a bark.


“I know, I’m hungry too. Hold on.”


Tavis found the number he wanted, selected it.


“Halo, ABC Trucking.”


“Hi, I’m looking for Charley King. I understand she was meeting someone at your company. Is she still there?”


“I’m sorry, no one here by that name.”


Tavis looked at his phone. The person with a decided Hispanic accent had hung up on him.
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THE TRUCK MADE A sharp turn to the left throwing another crate to the floor and Charley across her dad their heads smacking the metal wall.


“It’s a good thing the truck is packed with these crates,” Charley said settling back to her father’s side rubbing the back of her head. “Do you think they’re full of drugs?”


“Not from the smell. If there are any drugs they’re packed underneath or behind a side panel…I don’t know. I never asked, never looked, just drove, picked up and returned to base. Then I’d go home. The crates…because they stuffed us in here the driver didn’t have time to strap them down.”


“When I tried to find my phone it seemed there was a narrow aisle up the middle,” Charley said, squirming to get comfortable against the hard wall.


Lost in thought, father and daughter fell silent. The only sound was the grinding of the truck’s motor as it continued down the road. Continued to they didn’t know where. The vibration of the engine reverberated around them. An occasional pothole resulted in Geoff moaning in pain from his twisted ankle as he was thrown against a crate.


Charley broke the silence. “Dad…I’m sorry I wasn’t a boy…I know you wanted a son.”


“Whatever made you say that, Charley? I have a son.”


“No…I mean…you know…your first born.”


“I’m very proud of both you and Frank.”


“Are you…are you proud of me? I know I must have been a disappointment…dropping out of computer science. It just wasn’t for me.”


“Charley, your mother and I want you to be happy no matter what career you choose?”


“Umm, it hasn’t felt like that. It seemed like I just couldn’t achieve anything in your eyes. And…we never did anything together. It was always…like I was a nuisance…underfoot, something that had to be dealt with.”


“No, no, that’s not true…” Geoff banged his head against the steel. Banged again. “Charley—”


“See, that’s another thing—my name. It’s a boy’s name—Charles.”


“We didn’t name you Charles, we…”


“It may not be on my birth certificate, but when I was born a girl baby it seems to me you just improvised.”


“Oh no, no, no. How long…how long have you felt this way?”


“Forever. Frank used to tease me when I said you didn’t like me. He’d say, of course, Dad doesn’t like you. You’re a girl.”


“No he didn’t…he couldn’t have said such a cruel thing.”


“Well, not after he went away to college. That’s when things were different between us. He became my big brother, protective.”


With her hand on her dad’s chest she could feel his breathing become rapid.


“Dad, are you alright? It doesn’t matter. Really. Forget what I said…it just came out. I’m sorry.”


Gasping for breath in the oppressive hot air, Geoff clutched her hand, lifted it to his lips. “I failed you. I’m so sorry. I didn’t—”


“Dad, it’s okay. You’re scaring me. Really, it’s OK, I love you—”


“You’ve never said you love me…


“I guess not…you never told me you loved me either. When I visited my friends, their parents said they loved each other all the time. I just figured you didn’t love me. It’s Okay, Dad, really.”


Charley felt a drop of moisture on the top of her hand. She touched his cheek. It was wet. Her father was crying. “Dad, stop, I’m alright.”


“You’re right, Charley. It wasn’t that I was disappointed that you were a girl. I didn’t know what to do. Right off…when you tried to walk for the first time. You were so determined. When you started school your teachers kept saying you were smart. Same in high school and when you started college. One professor said you were ambitious, a deep thinker, strong willed. Others said similar words. Yet, with all that, you were known by your friends as being loyal, kind hearted. I pulled back, I knew I was putting distance between you and I…but I didn’t know any other way. You excelled at everything so I figured you didn’t need me.”


Tears escaped Charley’s eyes. “Dad, I needed you so much. I wanted you to love me.”


“I guess I really botched my job as a father. Does Frankie feel like this too?”


“We both to this day try to gain your affection, but for Frankie it’s more of a competition. He wants to…you talk to him. We both seem to have misjudged you.”


“When you were little, if your mother asked me to tuck you in bed at night, I made an excuse. No more, Charley. Things will be different, child. I will be different. I love you so much. I’m so proud of you, proud of the woman you’ve become.”


Geoff gathered his daughter in his arms, held her tight. “I love you with all my heart, Charley.”


The truck bumped over something coming to a halt. More crates fell.


“The crates…we can’t see. Let’s try to stack them in front of us. Create a barrier. Charley, I don’t know what’s going to happen when they open that door.”


“They?” Charley said.


“We don’t know. That man said there wasn’t room in the cab. No matter what, you stay behind me. Do you understand?”


“Yes. I will.” Her heart was pounding. Her father loved her and was trying to protect her.
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THE SUN WAS BEATING down like Florida was on the equator. The humidity was rising and a storm front was moving in. But the sweat building on Tavis’s body was from a knot forming in the pit of his stomach. Scanning the directory on his phone he tapped the entry to the Kingman beach house.


“Kingman residence,” Hildy said.


“Hildy, this is Tavis Hunter. Do you remember—”


“Ah, Mr. Tavis. For sure.”


“Is Charley there by any chance?”


“No. No. Not today.”


“Can I speak to Mr. Kingman?”


“Sorry, Mr. Tavis. He’s out.”


“I see. When he returns please ask him to call me. He has my cell number.”


“For sure, Mr. Tavis. Goodbye.”


He tapped Frank’s entry.


“Hey, Tavis. When are you coming in? We have to do some serious scheduling. A few more orders hit my inbox. Janet’s renting more tables, cabinets, shelving. You and I have to settle on a parts list so she can source more suppliers. For now, she’s going to order from the suppliers I have a relationship with…on credit.”


“Frank, have you seen or heard from Charley? I can’t find her—”


“No, she’s not here. Not sure she even knows where our new space is.”


“I stopped at the agency and you won’t believe what happened. Mr. Ramirez must have been coming in the back door and had a heart attack, or something. Frank, he’s dead. His wife came in as the medics were moving his body to a gurney. She was hysterical.”


“Man o’ man. Ramirez dead. That’s not good. And Charley wasn’t there?”


“No. Kitty, one of the agents, was in the office. She said Charley was stopping by ABC Trucking about the video Michael shot. I called and some guy said she wasn’t there, actually he said nobody by that name was there. I just called your house and Geoff’s not home. Frank I’m worried.”


“I understand. Hang on, Janet’s here. Maybe she knows something.”


“Hi, Tavis. Get over here you’re missing all the fun. What’s this about Ramirez?”


“Can’t come right now, Janet. I’m trying to locate Charley. I dropped in the agency but was told Charley was headed to ABC Trucking. Oh, and while I was there Mr. Ramirez died and—”


“Died? How?”


“Not sure. Heart attack maybe. Anyway, Charley’s cell went to voicemail and her dad wasn’t home so no help there.”


“Where are you, Tavis?”


“Outside the agency, but—”


“What are you going to do?”


“Not sure at the moment.”


“Well, I don’t know where they are, Tavis. If we hear anything, we’ll call you.”


“Thank you.”


Tavis pocketed his phone, looked down at Bentley lying in the shade of the truck.


“Bentley, something’s going on. Janet sounded kinda strange…may be my imagination.”


The knot began to squeeze.


His breathing sped up.


“Where are you, Charley?”
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GEOFF SHIFTED HIS POSITION. His back ached leaning against the metal wall. His ankle was throbbing. Feeling his foot and ankle he could tell they were swollen.


Charley shifted away. Too hot for body contact. The heat was oppressive and rising making it difficult to breathe.


“Charley?”


“Yes, I’m here.”


“When Skeeter walked us down the platform did you see the driver in the truck? Could you see if there was one or two in the cab?”


“I wasn’t paying attention and I don’t think from our angle I could see anyone sitting next to the driver anyway. He was revving the motor to leave the garage. Why?”


“I don’t think we’re on a joyride. We’re sitting ducks in here. We have to get out of this heat before we pass out. We have to get out and make a run for it.”


“I agree but how?”


“These people are ruthless. They’ll kill us without batting an eye. I’m sure the driver is armed. He’s probably been told to dump us somewhere, maybe rendezvous with someone to get rid of us. Not all the drivers are aware who they’re working for…a drug cartel.”


“But we can’t see. The door must be latched from the outside, or locked.”


“If we started banging on the wall, the driver might come to see what’s the matter. Maybe he’s even scared. He knows we’re in here.”


“So, he slides the door up. Then what?”


“If there’s one, we both pounce. Hopefully there’s just the driver. Catch him by surprise, knock him out…Charley?”


“I’m thinking, Dad. I’ll crawl to a crate that fell. Maybe it broke apart. A piece of wood we could use as a weapon. If the first crate didn’t break up, I’ll try more. I’m so hot. Dad?”


“Yes.”


“Instead of pouncing, I could say you’re having a heart attack. Say that Skeeter would not be happy if we didn’t make it to the big meeting. After all, he told us we were going to meet with Ramirez, or something like that. If the driver doesn’t know he’s transporting drugs, he might buy it. We jump, or somehow get off the back of the truck…maybe he’d help us…then we pounce. Do you think you could punch him hard enough…or push him over and then we strangle him.”


“Charley, I hardly think you’re strong enough to strangle a man. This is not funny.”


“There’ve been people I wanted to strangle…not literally, of course,” she giggled. “Oh, I think I’m hallucinating…feeling lightheaded. Dad, are we going to die in this metal box?”


“I’m telling you, my baby girl, we are not going to die.”


“Wow, now I know I’m hallucinating. You just called me your baby girl,” she said slowly a tear dropping on her cheek. “So, super-hero dad, if it’s them or us, we’ll have the strength,” she said choking in a deep voice.


Geoff sighed. “I love you, Charley. Whatever happens, remember I said I’m sorry for not being a good father.”


“I love you too, Dad.” Lifting her head, she kissed his cheek. “Now let me check that crate for a loose board and then we’ll start banging.”


 


 







Chapter 44


────


 


 


THERE HAD BEEN A monumental screw up.


Ramirez was dead.


Janet slammed her cell shut. Returning to her condo for privacy she made some calls and they were not going well. Her contact saw a truck leave but it wasn’t the one they were following. He’d even waved to the driver, giving him a thumbs up.


The contact did see Charley and Mr. Kingman walk into ABC Trucking.


Didn’t see them leave.


How long since they went in—several hours ago she was told.


She called her contact again. “Get into the garage, get some oil, anything, but do nothing suspicious. Scout out the floor in the bay where the truck was. You’re looking for a cell phone. I can’t reach her. Maybe she dropped it. And for God’s sake don’t let on you’re putting it in your pocket if you find it. Then call me.”


Janet then called Liz and Manny.


“Hey, Janet. What’s up?” Liz said.


“We have a situation. OK if I stop by? Tavis Hunter too?”


“Sure, but—”


────


“Tavis, Janet here. Where are you?”


“I’m back at the Springers. Did you find Charley?”


“No.”


“I drove by ABC Trucking a few times. It’s locked up. No one answers the buzzer at the gate. Charley’s Mustang isn’t parked on the side of the street,” Tavis said.


“Well that’s odd. I want you to join me at Elizabeth and Manny’s house, PI friends of Charley’s. I’ll text you the address. I’m heading there now.”


Tavis looked at his phone. Janet had hung up on him. “Bentley, everyone’s hanging up on me again.”


Tavis opened the truck’s door, held the seat forward signaling Bentley to jump in. Then he climbed in behind the wheel, started the motor and drove out of the Springer’s driveway heading to Port Orange.
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CHARLEY CRAWLED BACK TO her dad. “No luck. None of the crates broke apart. Smelled like grapefruit.”


“Now listen to me. We both bang on the wall with one of our shoes. Bang a few times. Wait, and then bang again. We keep banging until he stops the truck…hopefully he stops the truck. We scramble as fast as we can to the door. We stand on either side…try to be as invisible as we can until we see if he’s holding a gun when he slides the door up. No gun, I play sick and see if he helps us down. As I get down I’ll fall on him, punch him. You try to find something to hit him on the head with…knock him out. We take off his belt and wrap it around his wrists.”


“Wonder what we do if he doesn’t have a belt?”


“Charley, I don’t care if he’s in his shorts. This is life or death…our death. We have to overpower him. That’s our mission.”


“And if he has a gun?”


“We jump on him…me first…then you.”
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HECTOR WAS MAKING GOOD time. He should be feeling good but he wasn’t. His shirt was wet with sweat. He was worried about his passengers. When Skeeter gave him instructions Hector’s heart seized. Skeeter was emphatic—keep driving until he receives the call of where to rendezvous with the next driver. Hector heard tales about such a rendezvous and he knew his own life was in danger if he screwed up.


“No more, no more. Last time,” he muttered. “Meet the driver, hand over the passengers, then drive to the nearest fueling station. Ditch the truck and make a run for it. I’m done doing their dirty work. Done! No more!”


He cocked his head hearing a noise, hammering on the wall behind him.


“What the? What are they doing?” Hector eased up on the gas pedal and pulled off the side of the road as best he could. Rolling out of the cab, he hustled to the back and lifted the door. “What’s the matter? I haven’t heard where—”


“My father. He needs help. It’s so hot. I think he’s having a heart attack. Can you help us down so he can get some air?”


“Ah, I guess so, but only a few minutes. I have to stay on schedule.”


“Thank you. Dad, take his hand.”


“Oh, my chest. Hurts bad.”


Geoff slithered down over the edge of the truck’s floor, crying out in pain as he fell on Hector.


Charley jumped aiming at the driver’s head. With the force of their bodies they managed to flatten the driver forcing him backward hitting the ground hard, knocking the wind out of him. Charley picked up a rock hitting him on the head as hard as she could.


Hector’s arms went limp.


Charley jumped up, helping Geoff to his feet. “Come on, Dad. Those bushes across the street. We can hide.” Grabbing his hand she pulled him along ignoring his hobbles in pain. Her only thought was to take cover…to get away.
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DISAPPEARING INTO THE DENSE undergrowth of the forest, branches scratching Charley’s arms and snagging Geoff’s trousers, they hunkered down. In minutes they heard the truck’s motor grinding, then moving off down the road.


“I guess I didn’t kill him,” Charley said, trying to chuckle while gulping for air. “We have to go for help, Dad.”


“You have to go, child. I’ll just slow you down.”


“I’m not leaving you—”


“Go, Charley. You have to go. I think my ankle is broken. These bushes make a good hiding place. I’ll be alright.”


“Okay, but don’t move around so I can’t find you when I come back with help.”


“I won’t. Now go! Go!”


Charley kissed his cheek, squeezed his arm.


Sucking in a deep breath she turned away retracing her steps to the road. Crouching behind a bush she looked around.


The sun had set leaving menacing shadows. Not knowing where they were except that it was a rural road, she decided to walk in the opposite direction the truck was heading. She would see the headlights of approaching vehicles in either direction and could quickly hide in the bushes.


She finally came to a sign—To I-95 one mile. With only a mile to go she was not going to hitch a ride that could turn out to be mustache man or one of his guys. She was sure the truck driver had called telling his boss that his passengers were obviously very bad people because they hit him and ran away.


Charley was thirsty, hungry, and very worried about her father. One good thing, when she reached Interstate 95 surely there would be a sign as to what road she was on, and she will have walked a mile so she could find her father.


There was no intersection, no access ramp. She came to an overpass with a sign below—1.3 miles North to I-10. There was no sign indicating the name of the road where she stood. The next decision—make her way down the hill to Interstate 95 or keep walking. The truck must be heading west. So she was going to stay in the brush, make her way down the hill to I-95 south. Scampering down through the brush to the grassy strip bordering the highway but keeping back in the bushes she picked up the tempo of her steps. A few yards away was another sign—Rest Stop Ahead.


To quiet her nerves, she planned what she would do while walking. The first order of business was to borrow a cell and call Liz. Liz was the last person she talked to when she stopped by to see her and Manny.


When she got to the rest area she stayed back in the shadows hoping someone would get in or out of their car so she could borrow their cell. It was dark now and she didn’t want to stand around in a well lit convenience store.


A man sauntered out to his car. He was talking on his cell. He was talking fast, sounded Hispanic.


No. Not him. He could be looking for her. One thing in her favor, her father wasn’t with her. Someone looking would be searching for two people. The man jumped in his car and sped off going through a stop sign at the exit from the rest area onto I-95.


Easing back into the shadows she saw a couple, then a man, then two women together. Charley stepped into the light of a parking lot lamp.


“Hi, I was wondering if you could help me. I seem to have left my phone at the last rest area. Could I borrow yours so I can tell my friend where I am and that I’m running late?”


“Sure. I know how awful that is. I’m lost without my phone. Here, go ahead.”


“Thanks, it’ll just take a minute…of course, my friend moved and I don’t remember her number. Maybe take me another minute while I look her up. Oh, here it is.”


Charley tapped the number smiling at her new BFF.


“Oh, Liz, hi. Sorry I’m late. I left my phone at the last rest stop.”


“Late? We’re worried sick about you. Tavis and Janet are here. Where have you been? I’ve been trying to reach you. Last place we could figure was that you were at ABC Trucking. But—”


“Yes, bad place, ABC. Took Dad and I for a ride. Said all kinds of crazy things. Oh, I’m sorry. A woman was kind enough to let me borrow her phone. It’s a long story. Poor Dad sprained his ankle. I’m at a rest area on I-95 south, about a mile south of I-10. I’m low on gas. My Caddie doesn’t get very good mileage. Do you think you, or Tavis could pick me up? Oh, but don’t let on to anyone how silly I was to lose my phone.”


“Manny checked the location of your phone. Wherever it is, it’s moving.”


“I have to go. This kind lady and her friend have to leave. I’ll wait for you. Don’t call here,” she whispered disconnecting the call.


With a long sigh, Charley thanked the woman for the use of her cell. The woman got in the car with her friend and left. Charley stepped back into the shadows to wait for Liz and tamp down her nerves.
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THE PERFECT DATE NIGHT for Liz and Manny was sharing a pizza and a bottle of wine while binge watching NCIS Miami. With the calls from Janet and now Charley all that changed. Liz grabbed the remote off the coffee table shutting off SWAT about to take down the bad guys. Charley’s voice was weird but not as weird as what she was saying. Then she was gone.


Liz turned to Manny, eyes wide.


“Stitch, what did Charley say?”


“She’s in trouble.”


Liz relayed word for word her crazy conversation with Charley.


“Charley doesn’t have a Caddie, her dad isn’t with her injured or not, and she’d never forget her phone. But we know her phone is moving. She said she’d wait for me. Manny, we have to find her.”


Peaches and Maggie, the private investigator’s dogs plus two pairs of headlights signaled Janet and Tavis had arrived. Manny went outside to quiet the dogs, quiet the dogs until Bentley gracefully jumped out of the truck’s extended cab. Peaches and Maggie circled the newcomer. Bentley patiently stood his ground, Tavis beside him. Once the dogs were satisfied Bentley was a friend, they followed Manny and the occupants of the two vehicles into the house. Maggie and Peaches on command went to their doggie beds by the TV. Bentley sat at Tavis’s feet.


With that settled, Liz began telling Janet and Tavis, again word for word, about Charley’s call. Janet added a tid-bit of information that turned into a boat load. The Fed’s Miami field office sent her a month ago to check out ABC Trucking. They suspected it was acting as a drug conduit from Miami to the southern states as well as up the East Coast.


“I have an informant acting as a mechanic inside ABC Trucking,” Janet said. “My informant saw Charley and Geoff enter the building but never saw them leave. He finally confessed to me that he followed the wrong truck. It appears that the Miami head of the drug cartel had taken over ABC from Ramirez who had been reporting to him in Daytona Beach. The name of this man is Enrique Vasquez.”


Manny and Liz exchanged glances. Manny spoke. “Putting Charley’s call to Liz with what you just told us, Janet, it sounds like she and Geoff escaped, and who are you working for…exactly?”


“The Miami Feds. Excuse me a minute. I have to go to my van, get something that I think will help the situation.”


Returning to the group Janet held a drone the same size as Mercury and a large remote with a screen attached. “Meet Hawk. I’m testing this baby for the department. This seems like an opportune time to put him to the test. Charley’s phone is moving so I can sync Hawk to her phone. Which I assume is the truck where she lost it or whatever is moving with that phone. I can pilot this baby, rendezvous with that truck or a car from above so to speak. I will put whatever is carrying her phone, more than likely the truck that left ABC, under surveillance. Tavis can help. Right now the most important thing is to find Charley and Geoff Kingman before Vasquez does. I’ll tell my contact I’m going to rendezvous with Charley at that rest—”


“I’m coming with you,” Tavis said.


“Hold on,” Manny said. “Let’s think this through.”


The two PIs, the FBI agent and Tavis huddled. It was decided that Liz and Manny should go to meet Charley at the rest stop.


Janet turned to Tavis. “Tavis, you drive your truck. We’ll follow Liz and Manny when they pick up Charley and she shows them where to find her dad. I can operate the drone’s remote from the passenger seat. My contact placed a responder on all the trucks he worked on. If we’re lucky, I may be able to locate the truck as well. I’m sure by now Vasquez told the driver to return to the spot where he lost his passengers. Who knows, maybe we pick off the head of the cartel tonight. Manny, you and Liz get going. Let’s hope Charley is the only one you’ll be meeting. Are you both armed?”


“We will be,” Liz said.


“I would imagine that the truck will rendezvous with Vasquez where the driver let his captives escape. Vasquez will be looking for Charley and her father.”


Liz retrieved two handguns in a metal case and returned to the living room.


Janet took note of the case. “Good. I don’t know what we’ll find. Vasquez is no dummy.”


Tavis scrubbed his scalp. “We can’t let anything happen to Charley. She’s going to be my wife.”


“I thought you two just met. Does she know this?” Liz said.


“Yes, I told her.”


“And she said OK?” Liz looked at him wide eyed.


“No. But she will.”


Liz locked the back door and gave the dogs a chewy. She returned to her husband.


“Ready when you are, Manny.”


Janet stood. “Let’s go everyone. Keep in touch by cell.”
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THE CAR RACED ALONG Forrest Road. Trees caught in the headlights looked like grotesque giants, their branches reaching to snare the speeding vehicle.


“You don’t understand, Rachel. We must find them. They could ruin everything.”


“You’re wrong, Enrique, I do understand. But we’ve been up and down this road many times, many miles in both directions, even I-10 and back. I’m hungry and there’s nothing on this road.”


“I hear you. Get on I-95. We’ll find something to eat.”


It wasn’t long until she saw a sign—Rest Area Ahead. She pulled in and parked. Leaning back against the headrest she shut her eyes, thankful she could stop driving.


“Are you coming in with me?” she said.


“No, I’m going to try Hector again. You go ahead but bring me something…hot dog or a sandwich and coffee,” he said.


“I won’t be long.”


“Take your time,” he said.
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CARS, VANS, SMALL PICKUP trucks entered the rest area. Patrons visited the restroom, bought snacks, and left. It was a beautiful evening to be out if you didn’t fear for your life. The katydids played their song but all Charley could hear was the growl from her empty stomach. She had a five-dollar bill in her pocket and she was hungry. It would be around an hour before Liz and Manny found her. Inhaling a deep breath, she left the safety of the shadows and walked into the convenience store.


Glancing around for something to eat, she quickly decided to buy a candy bar. Joking with the cashier that it was nice to lose weight with chocolate, she paid for the bar. She then headed to the restroom before stepping outside to wait for her rescuers. Pausing at the coffee service she picked up a foam cup. At least she could get a drink of water. If only she could call her dad. Let him know help is on the way.


In the restroom she freshened up and drank a full cup of water. A woman pushed open the door to the restroom.


Rachel walked in.


“Charley, fancy meeting you here,” Rachel said.


“Rachel, oh my god, I’m so glad to see you. Rachel, a truck driver kidnapped me and my father. I lost my phone, my wallet, and—”


Rachel opened her arms, gathered Charley into a warm hug.


“How terrible. I don’t know why anyone would do such a thing. Where’s your father?”


Charley stepped back stifling a flood of tears. “He’s back on the road, hiding in the bushes. We escaped, but he hurt his ankle. He told me to run for help.”


“What road, dear? We’ll go find him.”


“Oh, no. I can’t leave. I have to wait for Liz and Manny. They—”


“I thought you lost your phone. Who are Liz and Manny?”


“I borrowed a phone from a woman in the parking lot. Liz and Manny are family friends. They’ll be here soon.”


“I see. Let’s go outside and wait. We’ll see them when they drive up. Come on, dear. We can sit in my car.”


“Uh, alright.” Charley took a deep breath, splashed cold water on her face from the sink, dabbing away the water with a paper towel.


Rachel motioned to the restroom door as a mother with a baby entered. Charley stepped out of the restroom followed by Rachel close on her heels.


“Stop a minute dear. I’ll pick up a sandwich and coffee for us.”


“Okay, sure,” Charley said. “I’m so glad you’re here.”


Rachel selected two sandwiches, picked up two coffees in short order, putting them in a cardboard holder. “Here’s a twenty. Please pay while I pick up a newspaper.” Rachel stepped away to the newsstand, cell to her ear, whispering. “Enrique, Charley was in the restroom. We’re coming out. Be ready.”


The night air was warm but Charley felt a sudden chill. “I’m so glad you stopped here, Rachel. Where’s your car?”


“Over by that black pickup truck. We’ll be able to see your friends. Here, let me open the door.”


Charley slid in the passenger seat, drawing her legs in. “Thanks, Rachel.”


Suddenly a man in the back seat leaned over pressing a damp cloth over Charley’s nose. Rachel slammed the door shut as Charley struggled then lost consciousness. Rachel ran to the driver’s side, scrambled in behind the wheel stashing the snacks on the floor between her legs. The key was in the ignition.


“Hurry up. Let’s get out of here.” The order came from the man in the back. “Did she tell you where her father is?”


“Yes, up on the road where they jumped Hector.”


“I’ll call Hector. Tell him to meet us where the man and woman escaped. But this time I’ll order him not to leave until we get there and to stay in the truck. I don’t want him tramping around so Kingman takes off.”


“Charley said her dad hurt his ankle so I don’t think he’ll be doing much taking off. I hope this service road you suggested takes us up to the road where he lost them.” Rachel said stomping on the gas pedal.


“Don’t worry. I’ve used these back roads many times,” Enrique said.


“What are we going to do with Charley?” Rachel said.


“Only thing we can do. When she wakes up, sees me, she’ll know—


“Enrique, I don’t want to hurt her,” Rachel said.


“I’m not going to hurt her.”


“She didn’t say anything about my husband, so I don’t think she knows he’s dead.”


“Rachel, my love. It’s unfortunate this woman and her father stumbled into our operation, but I’m not risking everything because of them. It’s taken me years to build this business, set up contacts—Venezuela, to Miami, to the southern states. Plans are in place to infiltrate the entire eastern seaboard. No, Rachel, I’m not going to hurt this woman, I’m going to eliminate her.”
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MANNY TORE UP I-95. At the exit north of the rest area Charley described, he made a U-turn over the bridge and a left on the I-95 ramp south to the rest stop where Charley was waiting. Seeing the sign—Rest Area Ahead, he slowed driving into the parking lot. “Liz, let’s go in.”


“Janet, can you hear me?” Liz said turning the volume up on her cell as she looked at Manny.


“Loud and clear. I also see you. Hawk is overhead,” Janet said. “While you pick up Charley I’m sending Hawk with the GPS over the area where Charley left her dad. Let me know when you have Charley in the car.”


“Will do,” Liz said.


Manny was out of the car, Liz quickly joining him as they strode to the entrance of the convenience store.


“Charley said she’d wait out front. I don’t see her,” Liz said checking lamppost to lamppost.


“She’s probably inside,” Manny said holding the door for Liz.


Standing inside the door, the pair of investigators paused, glanced around.


“I’ll check the restroom. You talk to the cashier. Maybe he’ll know something,” Liz said.


Returning to Manny’s side, she shook her head. “No luck. Cashier?”


“Nothing. Do you have her picture on your phone?”


“Yes, I do. We took selfies at the beach with the drone. Here, show the cashier.”


Manny picked up a candy bar, and then talked to the cashier, flashing Charley’s picture as he paid. The young man thought he recognized her, thought maybe she left with a woman not long ago.


“Janet, Charley’s not here,” Liz said. “But the cashier thinks she left with a woman.”


“Go back outside. Maybe she’s walking around. Whoa! Wait. Wait. Hawk just picked up a car. I don’t believe my lying eyes. It’s Mrs. Ramirez, Rachel’s SUV. I slapped a bug on it a few days ago at the agency. You always have to keep an eye on the wife of the druggies,” she said with a chuckle.


“Where, Janet? Where? Come on, Manny. That woman the cashier was talking about was probably Rachel Ramirez. The widow is on the move.”


“Maybe she’s trying to help Charley find her father,” Manny said, sticking the key in the ignition.


“Or not.” Janet’s voice crackled. “She’s not on I-95…just surfaced from a side road. Hold on she’s stopping. A truck is parking, almost nose-to-nose to Rachel’s SUV. I’m calling my contact at DBPD to send a SWAT team, both directions, block them from running. The truck driver just got out…we’ve got trouble…Vasquez just got out of the back of Rachel’s SUV. I’d say you’re about ten or so minutes away.”


“Any sight of Charley?”


“No. Manny, when you get up on the road stay back so Rachel and Vasquez don’t know we’re on to them. WAIT FOR BACKUP. Charley must be in Rachel’s vehicle. She can ID them so she’s in grave danger.”


“Got it Janet, we’ll wait for SWAT,” Liz said.


Manny’s car squealed around a corner, sped up the rural road. In less than the projected ten minutes, Manny turned onto Forrest Road, doused his lights and slowed to a stop on the narrow shoulder.


“Stitch, something’s wrong,” Manny said, the palm of his hand striking the steering wheel.


Liz pushed back her shoulders. When he called her Stitch in that hushed tone he meant business, investigator business. “Something? I’d say there’s a lot wrong. I don’t like sitting here knowing Charley’s—”


“No, no. I dropped by the department yesterday…shooting the breeze with some of the guys. We discussed Frank and his drone company. That he was ramping up. Hiring. One new hire was a woman retired from the military, Janet Scott, and he had two partners, Michael Rich and GK. I keep forgetting what his initials stand for, but you know who I mean.”


“So, what’s wrong?”


“Well, for starters, no one said they knew a Janet Scott, no one picked up on the name. Hang on, let me call Fred. He wasn’t there when I was talking to the guys.”


“Your top detective before you retired? I remember him. He’s so nice,” Liz said.


“Hey, Fred, Manny here. I need your help. Have you heard of a woman by the name of Janet Scott…ex-military, now with the Feds in Miami?”


Manny hit the steering wheel again. Can you check with the Captain? She says she has a contact with DBPD, and is calling for SWAT on Forrest Road, I-95. Yes, I’ll hold.”


Liz squirmed around in her seat, brows scrunched together looking at her husband.


“Thanks, Fred. Fill you in later.” Manny stared out the windshield. “Fred never heard of Janet Scott. He checked with the Captain and he’d never heard the name. AND, there’s no call for SWAT.”


“Manny, what’s going on?” Liz said.


“I don’t know,” he said, tapping a number on his cell.


“What are you doing?”


“Calling Fred back. Janet Scott, if she’s with the Miami Feds or whoever she is, has gone rogue.”


────


“We have to get closer. Do you have your gun?” Manny said.


“Yes.”


“Stay in the shadows. Those palmetto bushes will give us cover. Let’s go.”


Manny led the way, Liz a step behind. They crept several yards toward what they believed to be Rachel’s car, close enough to get a visual if she got out.


“Oh, my God,” Manny whispered.


“What?” Liz said, leaning her head next to Manny’s trying to get his sight line.


“Enrique Vasquez just got out of the car,” Manny said, tapping a number on his cell. “Fred send SWAT 4, Forrest Road, a half mile west of I-95. Pick up the coordinates from my phone. Same location I gave you a few minutes ago. I have Enrique Vasquez in sight, here, a few yards in front of me.”


“Manny, Vasquez is the head of the Venezuelan cartel in Miami.”


“I know. Get SWAT on the road then I’ll fill you in. Tell SWAT it’s imperative they block the road in both directions, box Vasquez in. When SWAT is in route have the lead—”


“That will be me, Manny. I’ve been trying to track Vasquez for months.” Fred said.


“Perfect. Fred, there are two civilians in the line of fire. Charley Kingman and Tavis Hunter. Rachel Ramirez is, or was, driving the car with Vasquez. We suspect Charley is in that car. She could be tied up. There’s an old pickup truck between my car and the Ramirez car. Tavis Hunter is the driver and Janet Scott is in the passenger seat piloting a drone overhead. Synch up communications with me and your team as soon as you can. And, Fred—”


“Yes.”


“Make it fast.”


“Ten minutes. We’re lucky. Team 4 is returning to base from a situation in Jacksonville,” Fred said.


The line went dead.


“Manny, is Vasquez really who Janet said he is?” Liz said.


“Yep. That piece is true. He’s the man the department has been looking for. He’s the big boss, heads up a cartel in Venezuela smuggling drugs to Miami. DBPD was on the lookout. The Feds alerted us that he was taking over an operation in Daytona Beach but DBPD has never been able to verify it…until now.”


“I wish we knew for sure if Charley’s in that car,” Liz said. “Manny, look. It’s hard to see, but is that Rachel Ramirez? Janet said it was Rachel’s car. I’ve never met her…it’s not Charley. Even in the dark I’d recognize her.” Liz said.


“Whoever she is, I see her. She’s walking around to the other side,” Manny said. “Opening the passenger door, looking in. Now she’s walking into the bushes. Why would she do that?”


“She’s going to take potty break, silly,” Liz said.
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IT WASN’T LATE, ONLY nine-thirty, but clouds lingered blocking out the moon and the stars. The windows of the truck were rolled down, letting in the night air. Bentley was sprawled on the back seat his muzzle resting on top of the driver’s seat. His ears up. His eyes glued to the windshield.


Janet held the remote like it was a gold bar. Her fingers occasionally tapping a button, moving a lever to correct Hawk’s position. Her eyes never wavered from the remote’s display watching what Hawk was recording with his camera eye.


She grinned, her eyes remaining on the screen.


“Tavis can you get me a bottle of water? There’s a couple in my tote I tossed on the floor of the back seat.”


Tavis sighed. “Sure, I’ll let Bentley out a minute. Yell if you see Charley.”


Tavis hooked Bentley’s collar to the leash. This was not a time to be chasing him in the woods. Bentley stopped to relieve himself in the grass, scratched a few times, and then trotted happily by his playmate’s side.


Tavis was far enough away to see Rachel’s vehicle but his truck was tucked in a curve in the road so Rachel and Vasquez wouldn’t notice it unless they really looked. He tucked a bottle of water in his pants pocket and carried one for Janet. He stood a moment behind Janet’s open window watching Hawk on the large display attached to the remote balanced on her lap.


What was that? Janet mumbled something?


The drone was turning away from the woods, hovering over Rachel’s car. It seemed to be descending… slowly.


Vasquez opened the car door. He slid in. Hawk hovered closer but still high so he wasn’t detected. Something dropped from the drone.


“STOP, STOP, STOP,” Tavis screamed. Dropping the water bottle, the leash, he yanked the door open, grabbed Janet in strangle hold as he reached for the remote that tumbled out of the car. Janet kicked and screamed trying to break his hold. Tavis jabbed the button on the remote. RETURN HOME! Hit it again. RETURN HOME!


He was too late.


The grenade hit the SUV dead center.


It exploded sending flames and debris in all directions.


Janet struggled to break his hold, yelling at him to let her go.


“Shut up, shut up, what have you done?” Tavis yelled.


Bentley rushed around in circles howling, his leash whipping freely.


“Manny. Manny. Help,” Tavis shouted ripping off his belt, wrapping it around Janet’s wrists.


Hawk returned home to the remote, hovered overhead then gently landed on the asphalt by the truck, his propellers slowing to a stop as Tavis raced toward the shooting flames.
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SIRENS GREW LOUDER. TWIRLING red lights painted trees and underbrush as the fire engines passed by. SWAT 4 setting up roadblocks waved the two fire engines through. Flames flared on a nearby pine tree as another fire truck approached from the opposite direction and again was waved through by SWAT.


Manny and Liz ran to Tavis’s truck. Janet was on her feet struggling unsuccessfully with the restraints around her wrists. Liz continued to run seeing Tavis on his knees silhouetted against the flames.


Fred hustled up to Manny as he cuffed Janet removing Tavis’s belt. Fred arrested her on the spot—suspicion of murder and impersonating a Federal Agent. A member of SWAT hauled her away.


Manny glanced at the fire consuming the pine tree. The firemen almost had the flames contained and were dousing the nearby trees. He continued running to Liz as she helped Tavis to his feet.


“Manny, look. Geoff Kingman…over there coming out of the bushes. You stay with Tavis, I’ll take care of Geoff. Call for the medics,” Liz shouted over the noise of fire incinerating Rachel’s vehicle and the firemen yelling instructions to each other. She ran across the road. “Geoff, Geoff, you’re safe,” she said wrapping his arm around her shoulders to ease his limp. “Thank God you’re safe. Your ankle, can you walk?”


“Where’s Charley? Liz, where’s my daughter?” Geoff struggled to talk through tears streaming down his face.


“Geoff…I…she was in the car,” she said looking over at the flames.


Geoff slumped down on the road his legs collapsing. “No, Liz, No. She went for help.”


“She tried Geoff. Come on, let me help you up. Take you to our car. We’ll get you home.”


“No. I’m not leaving,” Geoff said, struggling to his feet.


“Fine, but come sit in the car.”


His arm around her shoulders, Liz helped him to the car his full weight on her as he limped.


Liz left him sitting in the car, door open, one foot on the ground. His shoulders slumped overtaken with the loss of his daughter in the car explosion.


“Enrique, Enrique,” Rachel screamed stumbling out of the bushes. An officer intercepted her, sat her on the ground as she collapsed in his arms.


Suddenly the truck parked in front of the burned out pieces of metal, flames licking at the hood, ground to life, Hector pushed his foot hard on the gas pedal, swung wide of the blazing car, sped through the flames trying to escape only to slam on the brakes coming within a hair of smashing into SWAT’s barricade. He was immediately swarmed by officers pulling him from the truck, marching him to the back of their armored vehicle pending questioning at the DB Police Department.


With Geoff in the car, Liz joined Manny and Tavis. The three stood mesmerized, staring at the flames gutting the metal skeleton several yards away.


Bentley was in a frenzy terrified by the fire and the noise. He ran back and forth from the steep incline that bordered the road to Tavis. He never stopped barking, his deep bark booming from his mammoth chest. He ran to Tavis nudging his hand, pulling at his pant legs then dashed down the embankment. Barking. Barking. Tavis tried to pet him, calm him down, but Bentley would have none of it.


“Manny, that dog is trying to tell Tavis something,” Liz yelled as she took off after the frenzied animal, slipping, stumbling down the embankment where Bentley stood his ground. Barking. Barking.


Liz came to an abrupt halt in front of Charley’s body.


“Oh my God! TAVIS! MANNY! COME QUICK! IT’S CHARLEY.”


Tavis was first, stumbling down the steep slope to Charley’s body. Her mouth was taped, hands and feet tied, but her eyes told him she was very much alive—open wide, pleading for help.


Manny cut the rope around her ankles then from her wrists.


Liz held her friend’s face and looked into her eyes. “I’m going to take the tape off your face…it’s going to hurt. But just for a minute. I’m sorry.


Charley nodded, clenched her teeth, squeezed her eyes shut.


Liz freed a corner then pulled hard and fast.


Charley’s body flinched but she didn’t call out.


Tavis moved in, cradled her, tears erupting from his eyes. Rocking Charley as she choked gasping for air. “You’re alive. You’re alive,” was all he could manage to mumble. He removed the small bottle of water he had taken from Janet’s tote, opened it, held it to her lips. She took a sip, then another.


Charley looked at Liz. “My Dad. My Dad. We have to find him,” her voice barely a whisper.


“We have him, Charley. He’s in our car, worried sick about you but he will be fine.”


Bentley squirmed on his belly up to Charley licking her salty tears away. “Yes, good boy. You found me,” she whispered.


Tavis gently moved Charley so he could stand then slid his arms under her body lifting her, holding her next to him he stumbled up to the road. He felt her tears dropping on his hands as he sank to his knees on the black asphalt. He cradled her head under his chin, her side to his chest. I love you, baby,” he whispered in her ear.


Manny waved to the medics. “Over here.”


Tears of relief streamed down Charley’s face. The terror was over. She was alive. She was alive in Tavis’s arms who moments before said he loved her.


Continuing to hold Charley, Tavis looked up at Liz and Manny. “Janet’s a traitor.”


“We know. And the Miami Feds are on it,” Manny said patting his shoulder.


“Stitch, where are you going?” Manny shouted.


“To get Geoff.”


Liz ran down the road to their car calling out to Geoff. “Geoff, Geoff, we found her. We found Charley.”


Geoff was sitting on the road, leaning against the car. The pain in his ankle was acute. He had slithered out of the car hoping to ease the throbbing if he stretched out his leg.


Liz ran up to him. “Geoff, we found her. Come on—”


"I can’t walk, Liz. The pain …Charley? Is she…is Charley alive?”


“You bet she is. Hang tight. The Medics just arrived.”


“Wait, I have to see her…see—” He couldn’t finish his sentence as he tried to stand but collapsed with the stabbing pain.


“Hey, Mr. Kingman, I said to sit tight. I’m getting help. Charley will be in the medical van. Capiche?” Liz said.


“Yes, I capiche,” Geoff said with a grin turning into a grimace. “Hurry.”


“Yes, sir, I will,” Liz said. Turning, she ran back up the road, calling for Manny.


“Manny, Manny, Geoff needs help. He can’t walk…his ankle.”


“Liz, my dad,” Charley called from the van. She was sitting in the van next to Tavis with a grip on her hand as a medic swabbed a cut on her leg.


Liz ran back up the slope to the open van. “We’re getting him, Charley. His ankle is giving him fits. He thinks it’s broken.” Liz glanced over her shoulder. The forensic team had pulled a charred body from the car—Enrique Vasquez without a doubt.


Holding Bentley’s leash, Manny told the van driver where Charley’s dad was—a few yards back. The driver closed the doors and slowly backed down to the car, Manny motioning to stop. The driver opened the back doors as the other two medics tended to Geoffrey lifting him onto a gurney and into the van.


Charley shot to her feet, wrapping her arms around her dad’s shoulders fresh tears cascading down her face over her bruised red lips.


“Charley, let me look at you,” Geoff said leaning away, searching his daughter’s face. “You’re hurt, your face, wrists. What happened?”


“Long story, Daddy,” Charley said resting her forehead against his chest. “Wait ‘til we get home.”


“Charley, you have never called me Daddy before.”


“Sorry, I…well, you are my Daddy aren’t you,” she said with a smile.


He pulled her into a warm embrace. “Oh, child, I love you.”


“And I love you, Daddy.” Another smile with the eruption of a giggle.


Tavis knelt before father and daughter. “Charley, I have to take Bentley back to the Springers. I’ll meet you and your dad at the hospital—”


“You don’t have to—” Charley started to say.


“Yes, I have to. If you think I’m leaving you—”


“OK, OK. Sounds good. Dad, we have to call Mom and Frankie—”


“I already did. See! You need me,” Tavis said. He kissed her cheek, whispering, “I meant what I said…you know?”


Gripping her dad’s hand, Charley nodded to Tavis.


Yes, she knew.
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FOURTH OF JULY CELEBRATIONS started early on the east coast of Florida. Beach strollers filled the air with laughter as they ran into the surf enjoying the holiday. There was much for the Kingman family to celebrate along with the birth of the country. Bernard Kingman raised the American flag on the pole in the front yard as the sun breached the horizon. His family had survived horror, blood, and death over the past week.


Smiles spread across everyone’s face. Hugs, quiet conversations held sway, almost like they were afraid to upset the apple cart. Charley and Geoff came through relatively unscathed. Geoff wore a boot to allow his ankle to heal. Charley finally slept. A gash in her arm from being thrown about in the truck was dressed and wrapped in gauze and tape.


The biggest miracle was the love that shined between father and daughter. Except for Tavis, Charley remained by her father’s side seeing he didn’t lack for anything—a dish of melon balls, another mimosa, or a slice of Hildy’s signature dish, Quiche Lorraine.


They were all anxious for Manny and Liz to open up with their detectives’ side of the story concerning the players on the road that fateful night. Bentley was also in attendance loving all the attention as he sat by Tavis like a Roman sphinx with his eyes fixed on the sparkling blue ocean and a random pelican diving for a fish.


Bernard couldn’t stand it another minute. “Come on, Liz, everyone is here. Your Aunt Jane and I want to know what happened. And don’t leave out any of the good parts. We can take it, can’t we Janie?”


Jane nodded, her pink hair shining in the morning sun. Heads snapped in Bernard’s direction at his endearing use of the name Janie.


“Well, you all have bits and pieces,” Liz said. “Manny, you start it off.”


“No, wait,” Geoff said. “I have a confession to make which is where it all started. Dottie, I’m sorry I didn’t take you into my confidence. The whole relationship with Ramirez spiraled out of control. Bottom line, when the economy went bust ten years ago, he loaned me money. Trouble surfaced when he kept raising the interest. I couldn’t pay putting my family in jeopardy. Dottie, Frank, and my dear daughter Charley, I hope someday you can forgive me. I’ve given my statement to the Daytona Beach Chief of police. He told me I may face prosecution for not informing them of ABC Trucking’s drug smuggling activities.”


“Oh, Geoff, you didn’t tell me that,” Dottie said.


“I know, sweetheart. No more secrets, I promise. I wanted to know what I was facing before I said anything. The chief said if I tell them everything I know about the operation my testimony will play in my favor. I’ll tell you more later. Alright Liz, pick up the story,” Geoff said leaning back in his chair with a big sigh. He had begun to clear his conscious.


“Okay, Manny. You fill them in on the double lives so many played.”


“First, Jose Ramirez. On the surface he owned ABC Trucking which turned out to be a front for drug smuggling from Miami north to the southern states and on up the east coast. We subsequently learned that Enrique Vasquez was in the process of taking over the Daytona Beach operation,” Manny said.


“And surprise, surprise, he was having an affair with Rachel, Ramirez’s wife,” Liz said.


“Oh, my,” Dottie said sipping her mimosa.


Manny spoke up. “Forensics has confirmed that Vasquez poisoned Ramirez and you Bernie.”


“What?” Bernie said.


“Yes. The tests the doctor performed the day you fell ill after playing golf showed arsenic in your system. The arsenic in your body matched that ingested by Ramirez. Rat poison. DBPD detectives found the poison in a shed on the Ramirez property. Our theory is that Vasquez used Ramirez to poison Geoff who unwittingly stirred up trouble. Geoff, you knew too much. Bernie, remember your golf game when you suddenly were taken ill? You and Geoff switched glasses as you told Fred when he interviewed you, something about his glass being frosted. The arsenic pieced the cases together. Bernie, you were one of the lucky ones in the case,” Manny said pausing for a sip of ice cold beer.


“Then there was Janet Scott,” Liz said picking up the story. Her brow furrowed as she gazed at everyone waiting to hear what she was going to reveal. “She was never in the military, and never worked for the Feds. She built an elaborate scheme to take over the cartel. Her real name is Juanita Lopez.”


“Wait,” Frank said. “I checked her references. They were stellar.”


“Umm, yes, and how did you find those references? Telephone numbers, email addresses? And what did you do with those two itty-bitty treasures?”


“She gave them to me…she played me. Stupid! Stupid!” Frank said.


“Don’t feel bad but learn from it. She played a lot of people. She saw your job post, she knew Geoff was involved somehow with ABC, and knew he was your father.” Liz said.


“She was scheming to take over not only Ramirez, but to kill off Vasquez. Her goal—take over the biggest cartel out of Venezuela,” Manny said. “She suddenly saw her chance—Vasquez was in her cross hairs. One more thing, Forensics has a positive ID of the remains pulled from the car explosion as Enrique Vasquez.”


“Charley, tell us what you told Fred, how you escaped from the car.” Liz said.


A shudder ripped through Charley, quickly wrapping her arms around her body. Taking a gulp of air, she focused on Liz. “When I made it to the rest area, I called you, Liz, and then went to freshen up. I was so surprised, happily so, when Rachel walked in.”


“By the way, Charley, Rachel’s story rings true. It was a coincidence that she and Vasquez stopped at the rest area at the same time you were there. According to her, she and Vasquez had been searching for you and Geoff for several hours, driving back and forth on the road where you disappeared, up and down side roads. They were hungry. Rachel, like you, needed to freshen up. She was as surprised to see you as you were to see her,” Manny said.


Charley sighed. A coincidence. “She and Vasquez thought I was a threat because of the video Michael shot—I could recognize the smuggling green truck and connect it to ABC Trucking—”


“Like I did when you showed Liz and I the video,” Manny said.


“They knocked me out with something. I’ll never forget the smell.”


“Rachel told us Vasquez was in the back seat,” Manny said. “When you got in the car he leaned over slapping a rag with chloroform over your nose and mouth.”


“When I came to, I heard them scheming that they were almost rid of all ties to Ramirez, and he and Rachel could take over the cartel. I didn’t bat an eyelash…pretended to still be out of it. Hearing them talk I realized that Vasquez was going to kill me. I continued to play dead in the front seat, slumped over. They had tied my ankles and wrists, taped my mouth so I couldn’t call for help. They kept getting in and out of the car. But when Rachel, I think it was Rachel, opened the door on my side, she walked into the bushes. I thought Vasquez was out of the car so I took a chance and frantically squirmed to roll out of the car, kept rolling with the momentum from falling out of the car not knowing there was an embankment…rolled down…under a bush. I was lucky I didn’t roll into Rachel. I could hear her thrashing her way back to the car…and then there was an explosion. That was all I knew until Bentley found me giving me a sloppy kiss. He started barking, a huge deep bark. Yes, you pretty dog,” Charley said scratching his soft ears. Bentley sat, stoic, ears up.


“I wonder what’s going to happen to the real estate agency,” Bernie said, winking at Jane dressed in her favorite dress on the fourth of July—navy blue with red and white cabbage roses. She patted Bernie’s hand,” You are lucky to be alive, Bernard, but yes, Charley, what about the agency?”


“I really haven’t had time to check. Rachel’s under arrest. Kitty and Hank called, said the building’s landlord locked the doors and hung a closed sign in the window. That’s all I know. The three of us would like to pool our resources, take over the lease, but no way do we have enough money. We’d have to negotiate a lower rate and ask for a free month until we reorganized. At least until we closed a few sales. The two of them had several closings in the pipeline, and after the Springers, I was getting more clients. A couple, one of my clients, was eager to buy but no offer documents were signed,” Charley said. “One thing I do know, none of us, not me, Kitty, or Hank qualify to own an agency.”


“Why not, dear,” Dottie said. “Seems like you three would start with a leg up, your pipeline?”


“Charley’s right,” Bernie said, popping a cantaloupe ball into his mouth. “She needs a Broker’s license, a broker of record.”


“Oh, for goodness sake, Dad,” Geoff said. “A licensed broker wouldn’t be lolling about.”


“Grandpa Bernie’s right. I learned how someone can start a private agency when I was studying for my real estate license,” Charley said.


“How do you find one of those brokers, Bernard?” Jane said.


“Easy. You’re looking at one,” Bernie said with a chuckle.


Shocked, everyone’s eyes turned to the patriarch of the family. Liz and Manny exchanged glances—who would have thought. Help is on the way.


“Come on Dad, you never—” Geoff started to say.


“Never what, son? How would you know what I did before you were born? I owned my own company, drafting services for large construction projects—made the Kingman’s initial fortune. I was first to adopt CAD in this area. I got my broker’s license just in case I ran into a good deal through my drafting business. But I never took advantage of it,” Bernie said.


“CAD…stands for what, Bernard?” Dottie said.


“Computer Aided Design—no more slaving over the drafting table. And, also under your radar, Geoff, I’ve kept my license current—taking a short Continuing Ed course every year, renewing my license every two years—”


“Dad, how did you do that without my knowing and—”


“You were busy. Besides it tickled me to have something to do. So, Charley, how about we go into business together?”


“Wow, you mean it, Grandpa? It would be a lot of work and—”


“Not for me, sugar. You, yes. Me, no. I’ll be the broker of record to qualify the business, but you will be the owner of record. I have no intention of coming out of retirement…well, long enough to sign the papers, and, of course, keeping up with my Continuing Ed. And I’ll be available to give advice, consult from time to time. Then it will be up to you to make a go of it.”


“Bernard, the girl will need an investment, some cash to get started,” Jane said.


“I’m aware of that. You’re not the only one who has money squirreled away, my pet. Charley, you check on the fees to start the business. Put together a budget—rent, utilities, marketing, etcetera. Sign up those two agents you spoke of. Tell them about our deal. Talk to the landlord. How much to continue the lease minus the first couple months. Make a deal for the rent, and you want the doors open immediately. After all, he doesn’t have to go through the hassle of finding a new tenant, maybe even having to renovate. You’ll take it as is. So Granddaughter, do we have a deal?”


Bernie stood, arms outstretched. Charley threw her arms around him kissing both cheeks.


“We have a deal Bernard Kingman. I won’t let you down. I promise.”


“That never crossed my mind, sugar.”


“Well, Bernard, you let Liz and I know if we can help,” Jane said.


Bernie patted her hand, looking into her pretty blue eyes, nodding his head. He turned to Charley. “Jane is always looking for a new adventure. Mortimer, Jane’s first husband, had a willing partner in their fortune, the millions they amassed.” Lately, Bernie wondered if he and Jane could build such a relationship.


 


 







Chapter 55


────


 


 


FRANK STOOD AT THE far edge of the terrace arms across his chest, his back to the family. Staring at the horizon, at the waves building out in the ocean, he felt the power of the waves as tension swept through his body.


His sister had come through a near death ordeal. He was thankful for that. He envied her new relationship with their father. But Frank’s struggle had nothing to do with his family. His business was on the cusp of a major breakthrough, but he was facing the real prospect of losing it all. The late hours solving major technical roadblocks as he toiled designing the next generation of drones in the residential and commercial markets, mediating staff issues—all for nothing.


With the death of Ramirez, it finally came to light why his dad kept telling him the gravy train was over. No more investments in DroneKing. He now understood that the family’s beloved beach house was in jeopardy. Frank felt responsible for both his startup business and his family being on the verge of bankruptcy. No matter how he worked the numbers, nothing added up to anywhere near enough funds to go forward.


Charley tapped his arm, held up a mimosa, the crystal glass sending shards of rainbows from the sun over her white halter dress.


“Penny for your thoughts my brother,” she said, sipping her drink as she gazed out over the turbulent ocean.


“I’m happy for you, sis, sounds like Grandpa has thrown you a lifeline. As for my thoughts…they’re not worth a penny,” Frank whispered.


“Hey, come on. What’s wrong?”


“Nothing’s wrong that a million bucks couldn’t fix,” Frank said.


“Umm. That’s quite a sum. I thought orders were pouring in after the conference especially for the toy drone—Pigeon. You have a business plan, production and office space. True, your administrator didn’t work out, but I don’t see a problem—”


“You’d think orders pouring in would be a good thing for a toy like Pigeon. But sister dear, not if they come in by the hundreds with no money to buy the parts to build them. No toy drones to fill the orders. The attendees at the conference were intrigued with Mercury and fell in love with Pigeon. Pigeon was an unexpected hit,” Frank said.


Liz joined the pair, the two women flanking him. Tavis sauntered over making it a foursome, draping his arm around Charley.


“Surely with orders a bank will—” Charley began to say.


Frank glanced at Liz then Tavis. “You’d think, but no. I have no track record, haven’t produced anything but a nice prototype. My design hasn’t been tested in the marketplace. Sure a few crazy people at a show in Vegas liked what they saw but a bank won’t loan money on any of the above. The orders aren’t pre-pay. They pay on delivery. After all, DroneKing is a startup. If they pre-paid I could take the money and run—never deliver.”


“But you’re also building an incubation center for research, innovation in the technology?” Liz said.


“Silicon Valley, Liz. Startups come and go, emphasis on go, as go under, close up shop taking investor’s funds with them. I made a few calls to possible investors. I was told they had picked their winners in the drone category. ‘So sorry,’ they said. ‘Call us back when you have several million in revenue. Not sales, mind you, in revenue. Maybe we can take you to a billion.’ Thanks for nothing.” Frank rocked back and forth on his heels.


“Not a very funny joke,” Tavis said.


“They weren’t joking partner. They were dead serious. Hearing Dad’s problems…that well has dried up. We need a half a million today, another half million the day after.”


“I’ll sell my new Lincoln convertible in Arizona—fifty grand,” Tavis said.


“Hold on a minute, Frank,” Liz said. She scooted off across the terrace. Charley saw her make a beeline for Grandpa Bernie and her Aunt Jane. The three heads together made a colorful picture—springy red curls, a pink bouffant, and a silver fox.


Liz grabbed Jane’s hand, who grasped Bernard’s hand, the train of three circling around Frank making six heads bent into a huddle.


Frank and Jane carried on an animated conversation for the first few minutes. Then Bernie had something to say. Bentley aware his BFFs had moved to the other side of the terrace, stretched then trotted over assuming his sphinx position between Frank and Charley.


Sitting under the umbrella table on the opposite side of the terrace, Manny, Dottie, and Geoff sipped their mimosas. Manny looked over at the crowd and smiled. He loved it when his wife and her Aunt Jane were scheming.


“Geoff, that group over there is cooking something up. And when my sweetheart and her Aunt Jane get together, it’s usually about one thing,” Manny said.


“And what’s that?” Dottie said.


“Money.”


Right on queue the crowd looked over at the umbrella table.


All smiles, Bernie was the first to break away striding over to his son. “Geoffrey, you know those bottles of champagne we bought at the turn of the millennium?”


“Yes, they’re still in the wine fridge as far as I know,” Geoff said.


“I’ll go, Frank said. “Charley, you get the glasses.”


“What’s going on children?” Dottie said.


“Wait for the champagne, Dottie,” Bernie said.


Dottie and Geoff locked eyes with Manny their brows scrunched. What was going on?


Frank returned with the champagne, handing a bottle to Tavis. The two, with great effort, popped the corks as Hildy and Charley returned with crystal champagne flutes.


“And what are we toasting?” Geoff said while Frank and Tavis did the honors of pouring the bubbly.


Jane lifted her glass. “Here’s to DroneKing, Inc. I’ve just been appointed the first Director investing a half a million now and another half million when needed. Geoffrey, with the money you’ve already invested in Frank’s company you are appointed the second Director provided you accept two-hundred thousand to get Kingman Construction on its feet again.”


“What the?” Geoff said.


“You heard her,” Bernie said. “Provided you accept the terms. And I just loaned my granddaughter fifty grand to reopen the agency under the name of King Real Estate.” Bernie savoring a sip of champagne and placing a quick peck on Jane’s pink bowed lips.


Manny laughed looking at Geoff. “I told you to watch out when Liz and her Aunt Jane get together.


“Hildy, this calls for some hors d'oeuvres. Charley, come help us,” Dottie said.


Frank took a deep breath. “Tavis, last one in the water is a Loggerhead turtle.”


“I’m with you brother.”


Tavis chased Frank down the boardwalk. The pair ran into the rolling waves shoes and all. Swimming a few yards out, they pumped a high five and swam back to shore. The crashing waves earlier in the morning were now rolling surf as the tide began to recede. 


Both men spoke at once. “Pigeon! The holidays!”


Laughing they walked up to a sandy knoll, sat rolling up their wet jeans. Ideas of how to tackle the orders spewed out, one after the other, incomplete sentences, phrases, building on each other’s ideas.


“Pigeon—a toy drone for Christmas…” Frank said.


“Colors. Offer kids, parents a choice. A group of kids playing need to know which toy is theirs…” Tavis said staring out at the water envisioning a group of small children playing with Pigeon.


“Silver, black, red, yellow, green, midnight blue…” Frank sprang to his feet, starting to walk down the beach Tavis matching his stride. They turned. Headed back to the beach house, walking faster and faster.


“Outsource. We have to outsource,” Frank said. “I know the head of a model airplane company…”


“They’d have the staff…” Tavis said.


“Who wants a model airplane as a gift when you can buy a toy drone?” Frank countered.


“That company would know how to put small toys together…like a drone. Heck, a model airplane and a drone—both have propellers,” Tavis said with a chuckle.


“GK—he’d train the staff, some new hires, oversee the operation...it’s in Jacksonville, a little over an hour from here.” Frank picked up a seashell, threw it into the surf rolling over his sneakers. “He could bunk there until the holiday orders are filled. Geez, he could also do a quick sheet of directions for a couple of games for the kids to play with Pigeon.”


“Michael can make a video—a toy drone under the Christmas tree, people giving Pigeon to friends at a holiday party,” Tavis said. “Packaging. What do we do about packaging?”


“You and I,” Frank said. “GK designs the graphics…boxes. Direction sheets inside. Wait. I know a shop, the man’s been in business forever. He’s right here in our backyard. He can produce a box for anything…ready to ship. We’ll do all the assembly of the orders in our new space…GK transports the finished toys here. You and I box ‘em up, ship ‘em out. In the meantime you and I start hiring. Slow at first. GK will tell us the assembly tricks. Then put together the whole process here, in our space, by the first of the year…January or February. Launch Mercury.”


“Uh, oh, what about all the parts, the components,” Tavis said.


“I already have suppliers lined up. Don’t forget I thought the conference was going to turn out big…I just didn’t know Pigeon was going to be the first big draw.” Frank brushed off his sneakers.  “We’ll split the list. See what suppliers can handle a fast ramp up.”


“Hopefully, we’ll need a fast ramp up,” Tavis said running out to the surf to wash the sand off his sneakers, walking back on bare feet to join Frank.


“Frank, Aunt Jane and Grandpa Bernie are saviors, our saviors,” Tavis said.


“Yes, they are. Beat you to the terrace and another glass of champagne.” Frank took off like a shot.


Tavis just stood there, his sight blurred with the vision of Charley looking down the boardwalk at him. An angel in a white dress, waves of shining dark auburn hair framing her face, pink stain on her soft lips. He couldn’t move. Nothing from his past could kill this moment. He wanted this woman to be with him the rest of their lives. She had more to do, more to accomplish, as did he. He counted his blessings that he found her. Working with her brother she would be close by, he’d be able to see her often. He knew he couldn’t rush her, but that was okay. He was a patient man by nature. He would wait for her to come to him.


Striding up the boardwalk, he took her in his arms lifting her to her toes, he kissed her. A polite kiss—short and sweet. After all, they were surrounded by family and friends.


“I guess I’d better be going,” Tavis said setting her down firmly on her feet.


“Oh, so soon?” she said regaining her composure, smoothing her dress with a wave of her hand.


“I had a call last night from the Springers. Their extended visit to Death Valley is over. They expect to be home tonight. I have a little cleaning up to do but I did put some dinner in the fridge for Bentley and me. There’s plenty for another person. Charley, if you’d like to have dinner with us we’d love the company.”


On tiptoe she kissed his cheek, her eyes melting into his. “I’d like that.” Charley turned to her family sitting under the umbrella table. “What do you say, Dad? Think Mom and Frankie can take care of you and Grandpa Bernie, keep you two out of trouble if I leave to have dinner with Tavis?”


“I think so child,” Geoff said.


“By the way Mom, if you haven’t rented out my room, can I come home?”


“Of course, dear. I just put out a new bed set, curtains to match,” Dottie said walking to her daughter, drawing her into a warm hug. “That would be wonderful.”


Charley walked to Geoff, kissed his cheek. “How about you, Dad…can I move back home?”


Geoff reached for her hand giving it a squeeze. “You bet. The sooner the better.”


 


 


The End
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