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A TEACHER ON TRIAL. A STUDENT VANISHED. AND A DARK SECRET THAT WON’T STAY BURIED

When one of the teachers at Port Salser Collegiate is accused of theft and kidnapping, Justin’s detective instincts kick in. 

As evidence mounts and two students vanish, Justin and his friends plunge into a tangled web of secrets, witness protection, and mob connections. 

With the police baffled and danger lurking, Justin must outwit a ruthless adversary to clear the accused teacher’s name, and rescue the missing girls, one of whom is Justin’s friend Jenn Vincent!

As Justin faces threats to his family, friendships, and future, will justice prevail, or will the truth remain buried? 
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Chapter 1

[image: ]


THE DARK-HAIRED MAN in a cheap grey suit, seated in the back of the courtroom, quietly stood up and moved to the exit. He slipped out into the hallway. I had been watching him discreetly, so I followed him out the door a few seconds later, at a distance, making sure he didn’t notice me. He walked down the hallway, the heels of his shoes clicking on the marble floor. 

I followed him outside into the bright sunshine, where he got into a car parked (illegally) at the curb. He started it up as I pulled my cell phone from my pocket and dialled a number. A minute later, my buddy, Van Gilman, pulled up in front of the courthouse in his beater sedan. I quickly got in the passenger side.

“Where is he?” Van exclaimed as he pulled away from the curb. 

“That brown car there,” I said, pointing to the car that had just pulled out of the parking spot and was now half a block ahead. It turned left at the next corner at the traffic light. We were still about a half block behind and were behind a line of cars. “We're gonna lose him,” I muttered.

“Be patient,” Van admonished. “I'll catch him.”

The light turned, and we slowly moved up, but the traffic was thick, and we missed the light again.

“OK, so we're gonna lose him,” Van grunted. “Sorry, Justin. The traffic is crazy today; I don’t know what’s going on?”

We went through the next green light, turned left and searched for the brown car, but it was long gone. “At least I got a license plate number,” I said. “Thanks anyway, bro,” I said. “Can you drop me off back at the courthouse?”

“Sure thing,” he replied. Five minutes later, he parked near where he had picked me up. “Thanks for doing this.”

“No problem, Justin. Who was this guy, anyway?” he asked.

“Someone whom Clarke was very afraid of. He panicked when he saw the guy enter the courtroom. Mom was hoping I could see where he went. We have no idea who he is or why he freaked out Clarke.” 

“You think he’s related to the case?” Van asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “There’s something very strange about this case. I don’t know. I know the evidence is against him,” I said, turning to Van. “But do you really think someone like Clarke was capable of stealing that stuff at school? I think he was framed. Call it intuition. Mom says that Clarke claims he’s innocent.”

“OK, well, good luck,” Van said. 

“Thank again, bro,” I said. I got out of the car and went back up the steps into the Port Salser courthouse. Just inside the main door, I pulled a cell phone from my pocket and dialed. 

“Mom,” I said when she picked up. “I followed the guy out to the street where he got into a car parked at the curb. I have a plate number and description, that's all. We lost him in the traffic.”

“Thanks for trying, Justin,” Mom said. “Text me what you found, and I’ll give that information to the police,” she added. She sounded like she was in a better mood—better than she had been in a while now. I was glad I could help—which wasn't much. “You can go back home if you want. I’ll meet you there in a few hours, OK?”

“Sure, Mom,” I said, and then hung up. I texted the information as I walked down Maple Ave in downtown and went to my SUV, which was parked in the courthouse lot. I paid the parking fee, got into my SUV, and headed for the exit. I pulled into traffic and headed north on Maple. It was busy for a Friday afternoon in early June. The sun was blazing down, and the humidity was brutal, so I turned up the A/C and crawled along the street, seeming to hit every red light. I noticed a crowd outside the Convention Centre and traffic was thick in the area. “Must be something going on,” I muttered, drumming my fingers on the steering wheel. 

Traffic finally eased up and twenty minutes later I pulled into the driveway of my home on Ravine Rd. My parents and sister lived in the large home, with a large backyard that gently sloped down to a wooded ravine, eventually to the Salser River that ran through the northeast section of the city.

I actually didn’t live in the house—but in an apartment over the garage next to the house, which I shared with my buddy Matt Logan, who happened to work for Dad. I parked and climbed the steps to the apartment, went inside and kicked off my red high tops at the front door. Matt wasn’t home yet, so I headed to my room, took my laptop out of its case, placed it on my desk and booted it up. I googled “Lawrence Clarke” and got a few hits on local news services. I clicked on one link and read:

Lawrence Clarke will appear in court today in Port Salser. Clarke is charged with grand theft at Port Salser Collegiate where he is a teacher. Over the past few months, thefts of equipment and supplies from the school culminated in an investigation and evidence was found in Mr. Clarke’s apartment here in the city.

New information has also come to light regarding the disappearance of student Kelsea Morrison, who has been missing for almost two weeks. An anonymous tip led police to search Clarke's home, where evidence was found that Ms. Morrison had been on the premises. Mr. Clarke also claims that he is innocent of any wrongdoing regarding the student’s disappearance.

Ms. Morrison, 18, is a student in her senior year at Port Salser Collegiate in Port Salser, Ontario, a small city east of Toronto, when she disappeared from school two weeks ago. Her disappearance has mystified and shocked the community, and her father has pleaded with Clarke to reveal his daughter’s whereabouts.  

Mr. Clarke's lawyer, Taryn Macdonald of Port Salser is requesting a media ban on the upcoming trial. Her son also attends Port Salser Collegiate where Mr. Clarke taught Phys. Ed. and Health Sciences. 

I couldn’t believe that one of our teachers would kidnap a student, let alone steal stuff from the school. I guess it was a lot of supplies and gym equipment, including a new universal machine that had just been installed. It was stolen right out of the school gym and was worth thousands of dollars. Supplies had been pilfered from the school for months, and evidence was also found at Clarke’s apartment. 

But had he also kidnapped Kelsea Morrison?

I had had Mr. Clarke for Gym for two semesters in grade 9 and 10, and he was also my volleyball coach when I was in grade 9. He was an odd man, just a bit of a loner and was a bit of a dork for lack of a better word. He had no family to speak of. 

I also figured it was an odd combination being a Phys. Ed. teacher and being clumsy and awkward, and I never thought he would hurt a fly, let alone abduct someone. This was a very serious crime, and because of the volatile nature of the case, his court appearance had been moved up.

He had requested that Mom be his lawyer as he knew me from school, and she agreed but was worried about how I would react. But I never really liked Mr. Clarke that much, so it didn’t bother me.

I was now also thinking about the man that Mom had me follow from the courtroom. Mom had said that Clarke was visibly upset when he saw the man, but would not divulge who he was or why he was upset. Or would he reveal that it had anything to do with his case?

Just then, I heard Mom’s car pull into the driveway, so I shut down my laptop, pulled on my high tops, left the apartment and went over to the house into the kitchen. It was late afternoon, but it was still unseasonably warm. We were going to have dinner—my world-famous hamburgers out on the patio, and would use the barbecue so as to not use the stove or oven and heat up the house any more.

“Thanks for getting the information, Justin,” Mom said, setting her briefcase on the kitchen table. “I followed up with the authorities regarding the license plate and description. The car belongs to a Dean Jensen, who is from New York City. The authorities are looking into what he’s doing in the area. Clarke was shocked, and a little freaked out, to see him in the courtroom earlier and wouldn’t talk about it. That’s why I had you follow him.”

“That’s kind of strange,” I said, and Mom agreed. “By the way, where’s Kimmy? Kimmy was my 12-year-old sister.”

“She is at Clarissa’s for a sleepover,” Mom said. “A bunch of the girls are getting together tonight. So, we won’t need any burgers for her.”

I nodded, then went outside to fire up the barbecue, then came back inside to grab the burgers from the fridge. I had marinated them since the previous evening in my special barbecue sauce. I was about to take them out back when Matt came in the back door. 

“Oh, Matt, you’re invited to dinner, so I hope you didn’t eat,” Mom said with a smile as she headed upstairs. “I’m going to change into something more casual,” she added. “Be right back.”

Matt was trim, in his late 20s with dark reddish hair and blue eyes, and stood about 6 feet 2 inches. He had recently started to grow a beard as well. He had on a t-shirt and basketball shorts, and was carrying his laptop with him. I had met Matt a few years back on a camping trip, and I was able to solve a family mystery regarding a lost treasure. He had moved to California with his wife, but she had died a while back, so he had recently returned to Port Salser, where he was currently working for Dad as an operative.

“Oh, I didn’t realize you were home?” I asked. “How’s it going?”

“Yeah, I was down at the office most of the morning and part of the afternoon and just got back a little while ago. Working on something for your dad.”

Matt had an office in Dad’s crime lab office downtown.

“Say, you want me to help you with those?” he asked, eyeing the plate of pre-made burgers. “Seeing as I’m invited to dinner. I’ll cook them on the barbecue.”

“Sure,” I said, handing him the plate. 

He set his laptop down on the kitchen table and headed out back to put the burgers on the grill. Mom came back downstairs. She had changed into shorts and a blouse. 

“About this Jensen guy, hopefully we’ll hear back from the police,” she said as I took condiments out of the fridge. I then cut some slices of cheese for the burgers.

“Yes, I’m curious about him too now. Clarke wouldn’t tell you where he knows him from.”

“No,” Mom said with a sigh. “He’s being very reticent—.”

Suddenly a loud whoosh could be heard and a shriek from the backyard. 

Matt!
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Chapter 2
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I DROPPED THE CHEESE onto a plate and raced outside. Matt was lying on the ground beside the barbecue, which was on fire! I pulled my cell phone from my pocket and dialled 911. I spoke to the dispatcher, who said an ambulance would be there in a few minutes.

Mom had gone inside to grab the fire extinguisher and gave it to me while she knelt beside Matt to make sure he was OK. Soon the barbecue fire was out. 

Matt stirred and tried to sit up. “W-what happened?” he moaned. His face was black with soot, and his hair was singed.

“The barbecue blew up,” I muttered, looking at its smoking remains.

“I just opened the top and placed the burgers on the grill, then, whoosh, a fireball flew out at me,” Matt reported, getting to his feet. “I feel OK now, just had the wind knocked out of me,” he said, feeling the singed part of his hair and beard. “Guess I’m going to need a haircut. I always wanted a buzz cut. I was thinking of getting rid of the beard anyway. And who really needs eyebrows?”

“Oh, have a seat, Matt,” Mom admonished. “The paramedics will be here soon.”

Matt sat down on a patio chair and sat back, still trying to catch his breath. 

Dad came out onto the patio at that moment. “What’s happened?” he asked with a concerned look. Then he spied the burned-out barbecue.

“It blew up,” Mom said, coming
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