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They stand on opposite sides halfway down the ten-foot-long conference table, leaning forward and yelling like five-year-olds fighting over a Tonka truck.

"You think he walks just because he testified in Watson's trial?" says prosecutor Nathan Sloan, staring at Kendall and jabbing his right index finger at me.

“He doesn’t deserve jail time,” says Kendall.

“You do the crime, you do the time,” says Sloan.

"I’ve got to write that down,” I say, patting my jacket with the palm of my hand as if searching for a pen.

Sloan twists his upper body toward me but holds his tongue. I smile and shrug.

I eye the two combatants who’ve barely taken a breath for the hour we’ve been here.

Nathanial Q. Sloan, the Fourth, and Kendall J. Earp, no relation to Wyatt, are bookends, but not matching. Both are in their late thirties, are five foot eight inches tall, are members of the same country club, attend the same church, and work out at the same gym.

Sloan has black hair neatly parted on one side, wears a white shirt, a black tie, and a black suit that matches his black heart.

Kendall wears a gray suit, a white shirt, a gray tie, has mussed blond hair, and a close-shaven beard that’s actually a week of stubble.

Both are members of the second-oldest profession, which I believe came to be when its charter members convinced the women in the world's oldest they needed a “mouthpiece” to protect their interests. I can do without either, but if forced to choose, I’d take the hooker. At least the act would be consensual and pleasing, and easier on my wallet.

It’s 7:45 AM. I sit at the end of the table, facing the hallway and unable to contribute anything more than an occasional snarky remark to an argument that should have ended at my sentencing hearing a week ago.

That hearing was held in abeyance until I testified in Sloan’s case against crime boss Jake Watson, where his high-powered defense team hammered me like a five-pound flank steak to break my testimony, but couldn’t overcome my photo of their client with a knife in his hand standing over a bloody body as it took its last breath.

It was convicting evidence that wasn’t photoshopped or created through artificial intelligence as they claimed, leaving them with character assassination as their only defense.

The jury was out two hours before returning a guilty verdict that put Watson behind bars so long his future family tree will be a stump.

Unfortunately, karma came to call on the very day I busted Watson. I was arrested and stuffed into the back seat of a police car while Watson went on the lam, triggering the largest manhunt the small town of Cross Creek, Texas had ever seen.

Unlike Watson, my offense was minor and didn’t deserve jail time, but my attempt to cover it up did, according to Sloan.

I intended to go before the judge, plead guilty, and accept my punishment until Sloan offered me an unsolicited promise of misdemeanor charges and no jail time if I postponed my hearing until after I testified in the Watson trial.

I hadn’t asked for a deal but accepted his offer, which went down the crapper after the verdict when Sloan waltzed into the clerk’s office and filed creatively crafted felony charges against me before Watson’s butt hit the seat of the prison van.

The local paper described my objection as “a table-banging tirade that insulted Sloan’s heritage all the way back to the Mayflower.” It abruptly ended when the judge dangled keys to a jail cell on the end of his forefinger.

Enter attorney Kendall J. Earp, for the defense.

Since I waived a trial by jury, the judge ordered us to meet in person at the courthouse the next morning to negotiate an agreement on the charges, but those negotiations sank into a quagmire of legal arguments, so we’ve been ordered back each morning until we agree.

To add misery to misery, we’re huddled into a claustrophobic upstairs room the size of a public toilet, made worse by an oversized mahogany conference table that is squeezed between oak wood shelves containing legal regulations and citations that surely cite a precedent to rescue me from Sloan’s clutches.

I tug at my collar to loosen my tie. Boredom and lack of sleep have taken their toll, all part of Sloan’s plan to beat me into submission.

The local newspaper with photos of three dead bodies displayed on the front page above the fold lies on the table in front of me. I’d never met the first one, witnessed the brutal death of the second, and shot and killed the third.

I flip it over and push it aside.

The argument reaches a crescendo.

“Gentlemen, please!” says our mediator, who sits to my right.

“We will never reach an agreement by shouting our differences.”

Their nostrils flare as they upright themselves and ease into their chairs with bowlegged arms like gunfighters ready to draw.

“Thank you,” he says.

The judge ordered mediation after the “tit-for-tat” negotiations stalled at the first “tat,” but he’s not the imposing figure I would have chosen had anyone asked my opinion, which they did not.

Henry Pratt is an attorney who gave up his practice to mediate cases. He’s short and round, has chubby jowls, three chins, thick eyebrows, and sprigs of brown hair. He wears a brown suit and a white shirt that is neatly pressed and would fit nicely, but for the midriff bulge that stresses the thread anchoring the buttons to the material.

He could double for Otis on The Andy Griffith Show but lacks the drunk demeanor and alcoholic stench.

I’ve never heard of mediation in a criminal case, but it’s small-town politics according to Kendall, who advised me not to object.

“You don’t have to let him off scot-free,” says Kendall, stretching his hands out, palms up. “Just drop the felony charges.”

It’s a path to reconciliation. An appeal to Sloan’s human side. An olive branch of peace.

Henry smiles. I give him a reassuring wink.

Sloan inhales, then virtually whacks Kendall about the head and shoulders with a string of expletives, shredding the branch of peace to a twig.

“Will you calm down for God’s sake?” says Kendall.

He spins a piece of paper with the list of charges toward Sloan and pins it down with his index finger.

“We’ll never agree to these charges,” he says, repeating the same argument about the same felony charges on the same piece of paper Sloan presented a week ago.

Sloan shakes him off as he regurgitates an argument I’ve heard so often I can repeat it in my sleep.

And so it goes, just as it has every day before.

I casually sip my Earl Grey as if it’s teatime in London, absent the extended pinkie finger, while Henry fidgets with his Montblanc pen and eyes the two.

In front of him is a brown folder. Inside are the motions and notices filed by Kendall and Sloan. The tab reads Texas vs. Mitch Morgan.

My cell phone vibrates. I accept the call as I stand and walk toward the window behind me.

“This is Mitch,” I say as I cup my hand around my mouth.

“Don’t talk and stop texting me,” says the voice on the phone.

“You’re leaving an evidence trail I don’t want to explain.”

“It's been a week," I say in a whispered voice.

"Play your part while I work this out.”

"But..."

“Just do it!” he says.

The call drops.

“Okay. Ah...when will she get out?” I say, making a half turn back toward the table.

I pause as if listening.

“Okay.”

“How are mom and dad?”

Another pause.

"Give them my love. I'll see you soon."

I end the call.

“Sorry. My aunt Gert’s in the hospital. Poor old lady’s eighty-six, but she’s hanging in there,” I say.

I lay my phone on the table, turn sideways, stick my arms straight out like I’m demonstrating an alligator chomp, and clap my hands together.

“Scene three, take two hundred. Action!” I say, pointing at Sloan.

“Does he have to keep doing that?” says Sloan to Kendall.

“No, he doesn’t,” says Kendall, glaring at me.

Henry calls for a break. Sloan pokes at his cell phone as he follows Kendall to the end of the hallway and down the stairs to the right.

Henry goes into the restroom on the left.

The floor is quiet except for the hum of the compressor of a small refrigerator in the back corner to my right, and the ringing in my ears from the boom of gunshot blasts on the day of my arrest.

The air conditioner kicks on, blowing a moldy smell from the floor vents. The summer heat will outpace the BTU capacity of the twenty-year-old unit before noon.

I lean back in my chair and interlace my fingers behind my head. It’s my second week of captivity.

I've casually strolled through the process as if unconcerned, but my insides are a tangled mess. If I go to jail, I’ll lose my PI license, the job I moved here to take, and the love of my life, who’s unaware of my feelings.

But I’m not without hope. Unbeknownst to Sloan and Kendall, I hold the card to trump the all-in push Sloan will eventually make to force my hand.

An influential savior wrote his private cell number on his business card the day of my arrest and told me to call if I needed anything, which I did the day Sloan reneged on his offer.

He assured me the felony charges would be dropped, and I would go free, but it would take a few days. I thought the day had come when my phone rang, but his tone said otherwise.

My impatience got the best of me. My last desperate text may have been one too many.
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I lean my forearms on the sill of the second-story window. Ominous green clouds hang so low I could scoop them in my hand. Thunder rattles the panes of glass. Dime-size raindrops fall so hard it stops traffic around the courthouse square.

Henry returns, followed by Kendall and Sloan. They settle around the table.

“Gentlemen,” says Henry, “the hearing is at 10 AM. I have a progress meeting with the judge at 8:30, but neither of you has moved from your original position.

Mr. Earp, your client refuses to accept anything more than misdemeanor charges with no jail time.

Mr. Sloan, you will accept nothing less than felony charges and a month in the local jail. Can we compromise?”

Kendall reels off a hundred-word summation as if he’s arguing before a jury.

"And that’s why your charges won’t stick,” he says to Sloan, “and why he should be sentenced on misdemeanor charges, which you voluntarily offered, and he agreed to before you knifed him in the back.”

“Mr. Sloan?” says Henry.

I watch Sloan through his reflection in the glass.

He steeples his fingers in front of his face. He pauses for an effective length of time.

“I believe I’ve stated my position,” he says.

Kendall doesn’t react.

“Mr. Morgan, do you have anything to add?” Henry says to me.

I pause too long.

"Are you just going to stand there?” says Sloan as he swivels his chair toward me.

I studied Sloan during Watson’s trial. He was fast-paced and rapidly fired one question after another before the witness could finish a sentence. Long pauses disrupt his cadence, so I do it for that reason.

“The judge will hear this today. The felony charges will stick, and you will go to jail. We can agree on a short sentence, or you can risk a couple of years in prison. Makes no difference to me," says Sloan as though it doesn’t.

"Kendall," I say, “will you kindly tell Mr. Sloan where he can stick his felony charges?"

"Dammit Mitch!" says Sloan as he pounds his fist on the table.

He also has a short fuse, which I’ve lit a half-dozen times.

"Can we please afford this meeting the decorum it deserves?" says Henry.

I turn toward the table.

"I wore my best tie. Even shined my shoes," I say as I lift my left foot for all to see.

Kendall shakes his head.

In truth, it's my only tie, which I bought specifically for this occasion, and my shoes glisten because I stepped in dog crap in the courtyard yesterday when I walked onto the grass between two signs that politely asked that I didn't, requiring a trip to the basement for a shine.

“What if I agree to the offer you made before Watson’s trial?” I say. “You remember Watson. The guy you couldn’t put behind bars without my testimony?”

Sloan’s face reddens, but he holds his temper.

“You drop the felony charges, and we’ve got a deal,” I say.

“I’ll drop one,” he says.

“No,” I say.

“What do you mean no?” says Sloan.

“It’s a common word, meaning don’t wanna do it, not gonna do it, can’t make me do it. Take your pick.”

He blows the air from his lungs, leans forward, and massages his temples with the thumb and forefinger of his left hand.

“Mr. Sloan, do you have a counteroffer?” says Henry.

“No,” he says, sparing us his usual rant.

Henry waits as if expecting one of them to speak, but they don’t.

“Well, we’re out of time for today. I’ll assure the judge you’ll continue negotiations until the hearing this morning,” says Henry, eyeing Kendall and Sloan as if displeased with the progress of the case.

He lifts his briefcase, plops his hat on his head, and shuffles to the door, passing the court clerk on his way out.

“The hearing has been delayed until three this afternoon,” says the clerk.

She didn’t await a response.

"Mitch, we've been at it for a week. How do we resolve this?" says Sloan, trying the gentle approach that failed Kendall not fifteen minutes earlier.

"Dinner and a movie would be nice. Dessert afterward, but I must be home by ten," I say.

"Cute. How about you take my offer, or Big Eddie will take you to dinner on your first night as his new cellmate,” says Sloan.

I take most of Sloan’s threats in jest, but Big Eddie is not a fictional character, he’s a frequent flyer at the county jail, and while the grim images are persuasive, they’re not enough.

“I’ll bring flowers,” I say.

Sloan stands and walks from the room.

“So, it’s a no on dinner?” I yell as he struts down the hall.

Kendall stares me down.

"Problem?" I say.

"Do you have to antagonize him?" he says.

"Does he have to be a consummate ass?

My testimony put Watson away. I stuck with him despite the threats and being imprisoned on the top floor of that fleabag hotel on the east end of town, and he wants me to give in?"

"He was protecting you," says Kendall.

"And I protected him and the whole damn county when I testified.”

“You did,” he says.

“Where are my thanks for that?”

“I’m on your side,” he says, “but you’re only forcing him to stand his ground. He won’t be told what to do.”

“Neither will I,” I say.

We pause in uncomfortable silence.

“So, where are we?” I say to break the tension.

"He won’t drop the felony charges.”

“What should I do?”

“As your attorney, I advise you to take one felony charge and a month in the local jail rather than risk prison time,” he says.

"He made an unsolicited promise to only pursue misdemeanor charges if I postponed my hearing until after Watson’s trial. I didn’t ask for a plea deal, I took him up on his promise. Why can’t anyone understand that?” I say.

“But you didn’t get it in writing.”

“So his word means nothing?”

“Apparently not,” says Kendall.

“I’m not doing his job. If he wants me in jail, he’ll have to put me there.”

"That’s it?”

“It is. Tell Henry to tell the judge, and let’s get on with it.”

“We’ve got until three o’clock. I’ll see what I can do, but in the meantime stop antagonizing him.”

“He started it,” I say like a toddler being sent to time out.

“I’ll talk to Betty. She’ll calm him down,” says Kendall.

“I think she thinks I’m cute,” I say.

“You’re not going to ask her out again, are you?”

“I can’t have a relationship?”

“Sure you can, with Big Eddie.”

“Funny.”

“By the way,” says Kendall, “twenty of Watson’s men are in jails across the county. You get stuck in the wrong cell, you might wake up dead."

“Working on your motivational speaking skills?”

“Think about it,” he says as he leaves the room.

It’s 8 AM. I turn back to the window to watch the storm. My face reflects in the tinted glass. There are dark bags under my eyes, and red lines branching out from my pupils like rural roads on a map. I’ve aged five years over half as many months.

I consider Sloan’s offer. A month in local jail wouldn’t be so bad, but a felony charge would end my career and a relationship that hasn’t begun, but not for lack of trying.

Sloan’s a master at wearing down his opponents until they crawl to him for a deal, but my name will never be on that list.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Three

[image: ]


I take the stairs to the first floor and walk toward the courtroom, but the sweet aroma of pastry provided by the “Friends of the Court” summons me to the breakroom. I don’t know who they are, or why they want to be, but I’m in court and can use one.

The breakroom was once a storage closet but has since been decorated with pine wood cabinets mounted above a green Formica countertop along the left wall. A black microwave and a Bunn Airpot coffee maker sit at the far end. Two boxes of pastry are on a table to my right.

I fill a mug with hot water and drop a Twinings English Breakfast tea bag inside. I wrap a napkin around the last two slices of banana nut bread and turn to leave just as Betty, Sloan’s paralegal, walks in.

We exchange a glance as we pass. I stop, turn back, and consider her for a moment.

She wears a white crew-neck shirt beneath a black single-breasted blazer and black straight-leg pants that appear tailor-made for her svelte five-foot-ten frame. She has straight shoulder-length brown hair, symmetrical facial features, and a wide smile.

“So, what’s with him?” I say.

She lifts the coffee decanter from the warmer and fills a blue ceramic cup. She leans back against the cabinet, wraps her hands around both sides, purses her lips, and blows across the top.

“Him who?” she says after taking a sip.

“Abe Lincoln. Who do you think?” I say.

The corner of her mouth twists up in a sly smile. 

“What you meant to say was, why won’t Nathan let you off the hook, cut you some slack, give you a key to the city?”

“I can do without the key, but why not?”

“You’re a criminal. He puts criminals behind bars. He’d throw his own mother in jail.”

“Great. Bring her down. She can take my place.”

She smiles and peeks inside her cup as if something floats on top.

“Nathan can be compassionate,” she says.

“Nathan couldn’t pick compassion out of a lineup if it had a neon sign around its neck.”

She rolls her lips inside like women do after applying lipstick. She slowly rocks her head in a pondering fashion.

“If asked, I’ll deny I said it, but I’ve gone to bat for you twice and struck out both times. I’d work on him, and just as I gained enough ground to ask a favor, you’d do something stupid, and back I’d go.”

“Why would you help me?” I say.

She takes a slow sip.

“Let’s say you did me a favor.”

“What favor? We’d never met before Watson’s trial.”

She pushes off the cabinet, lowers the cup to her waist in her left hand, and strolls toward me. She stops on my right side.

The seductive aroma of jasmine perfume wafts beneath my nose. She places her right hand on my left cheek and presses her velvet-smooth lips against the side of mine.

“Let’s say what you did changed some lives, and I’ll never forget,” she says.

I gaze into sultry blue-green eyes that radiate a calm inner peace I’ve never known.

She smiles with closed lips and leaves the room.

I stand in place, unsure if I should follow her out, but the moment passes.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Four

[image: ]


I open the wooden door at the front side of the courtroom with my left pinkie finger, the only digit unencumbered by the banana nut bread and cup of tea I got from the breakroom.

The room is empty except for the man in the black suit who sits against the wall at the end of the last pew in the gallery behind the prosecutor's table.

He arrived the first day I took the stand in the Watson case and has sat in the same spot every day reading newspapers while sipping from his quart-size Yeti cup. He has never acknowledged my presence despite us being the only two in the room each morning. I’m suspicious, and rightfully so.

I place my muffin and tea on the defense table next to a copy of last week’s paper with the contradicting headline: CRIME BOSS WATSON SENTENCED TO LIFE AND DEATH, a play on words for the man who got life in prison without parole and will likely die there.

Below that, P I Mitch Morgan Avoids Trial by Jury: Opts for Judge’s Sentencing on Unrelated Charges.

I nudge the paper over the table's edge into the trash can below, drape my jacket over the back of the chair, then sit to wait.

The judge has ordered Kendall, Sloan, and me to remain in the courthouse negotiating each day until we reach an agreement, another unusual order for a criminal case. It’s been my temporary jail cell for the past week. I didn’t bother to object.

The secondary courtroom is small in comparison to the main one, and is smothering when the gallery is full, but it’s better than the conference room.

The hundred-year-old structure has the ambiance of scenes from Inherit the Wind, where Spencer Tracy masterfully defended his client in a case with far greater implications than mine.

Dark oak wood rises three feet from the floor on each wall and is capped by a rounded oak rail. Twelve-inch crown molding runs from corner to corner along the twenty-foot-high ceiling. The judge's bench and dais are grandiose and span three-fourths of the wall in front of me. A wood carving of the Cross Creek city seal hangs on the wall between a pole on the left with the U.S. flag, and one on the right bearing the Texas state flag.

The center aisle of highly buffed wood leads from the eight-foot-tall double doors at the back of the courtroom through swinging saloon gates and up to the judge’s bench. Five rows of church pews sit on each side of the aisle behind the banister.

I sit here each day, occasionally moving for short preliminary hearings of other defendants, while Kendall and Sloan work on other cases and sporadically discuss mine.

The bailiff enters the front of the courtroom holding a cup of steaming coffee out in front of him in his left hand and carrying a donut wrapped in a napkin in his right. A folded newspaper is pinned between his left rib cage and bicep.

He steps softly, staring at the top of his cup as if the liquid will leap from inside. He shoots me a manly chin-wave as he passes.

He sits in the first seat at the far end of the jury box on my left. He wrinkles his brow and nods his head toward Black Suit as if I should know him by now.

I shrug.

Sloan and Betty enter. He throws a meaningless wave toward the bailiff, who forces a smile. He glances at Black Suit but ignores me. They settle in at the prosecutor’s table on my right.

Rich Callahan walks in through the double doors at the back of the courtroom and meets Sloan at the rail behind his table. He was my boss and assigned me to the Watson Case.

He suffered collateral damage from my crime and is only here for reparations. We don’t make eye contact and haven’t spoken since my arrest.

He sits two pews back and reads the digital news. He’ll tire of it after an hour, go to his office across the street, and return before my hearing.

It’s like a scene from the Bill Murray movie, Groundhog Day. The same people appear in the courtroom in the same order at the same time each day.

We’ll go through the motions to prep for a hearing, which will again be continued. I’ll go to my night security job at the mall, work until midnight, report back at 6:30 in the morning, and do it all again. It’s an exhausting process that bores me to the bone.

I lean back and look up at white ceiling fans that slowly rotate in a clockwise motion. I close my eyes to get a minute's peace from nights of restless sleep.
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“Sorry I’m late,” says Kathryn as she bumps the back of my chair, startling me awake.

She rolls the chair to my left from beneath the table.

“How do you do that?” she says.

“Do what?”

“Sleep sitting up.”

“Practice.”

Kathryn Elizabeth “Don’t call me Kate” McKinney is dressed in jeans and a long-sleeved white cotton shirt. Her dirty-blond hair is pulled back into a collar-length ponytail. She has bright blue eyes, a slanted smile, and little makeup. She was raised on a cattle farm and has a tomboy appearance, but swap the working garb for a formal dress and updo hairstyle, and she’s a natural prom queen.

She’s a college student writing a true-life story as a thesis for her master’s degree in journalism.

While my crime was of little interest to the media, Watson’s was not, so I was unwillingly written into the articles of every paper in Texas. She wants the inside scoop on the Watson investigation and every aspect of my personal life I refuse to tell.

She’s here only because her dad is a state senator, and she’s the niece of Mrs. Kendall Earp, who badgered her husband to hound me to cooperate. I finally agreed, but it cost Kendall half his hourly rate. He choked at my demand but gave in since the pressure at home was more painful than the hole in his wallet.

I laid out the ground rules at our first meeting. I’ll tell the story, she will not get ahead of me, and we will not discuss my personal life. She broke every rule within the first hour.

She stands her wet umbrella against the rail. She unloads a top-bound spiral notepad, a pen, and a digital recorder from her pink and black backpack. She flips through pages of handwritten notes that resemble hieroglyphics a team of Egyptologists couldn’t translate.

“It’s coming down out there. Thought I’d have to swim to the courthouse,” she says.

She clicks on her recorder and lays it between us.

“We left off with Rich, who you haven’t talked to since your arrest,” she says.

“That’s right.”

“Have you tried?”

“I tried through Stell, but Rich refused.”

“Stell is Rich’s wife, right?”

“Yes.”

“Will you try again?”

“Nope.”

“You say he doesn’t know the whole story. What if they haul you to jail before you explain?”

“Then they do, and I don’t.”

“Doesn’t he have the right to know?”

“He has the opportunity.”

She scribbles a note and places a giant asterisk beside it as if we’ll discuss it later. It’s the fifth one so far.

“The guy in the black suit looks shifty,” she says as she continues to write.

“He does.”

“You gonna find out who he is?”

“Haven’t decided.”

“Aren’t you curious?”

“I am.”

“Why not ask?”

“Ask Black Suit?”

“Who else?”

“He’ll lie.”

“So have your friend Mack check him out.”

“Mick.”

“What?”

“Mick. His name is Mick, Mick Nolen, not Mack,” I say.

“Can Mick ID the guy?”

“Maybe.”

Black Suit stands five foot ten, has wide shoulders, a square jaw, and dark hair neatly combed to one side. He couldn’t have drawn more attention if he dropped onto the courthouse lawn by parachute.

I assumed he worked for Watson, but assassins usually slip into town, “off” their target, and slip out before the body reaches room temperature.

I finally laid a couple of twenties on the hotel desk clerk, who learned he works for an Austin newspaper. He had followed the Watson case online. He drove over to witness the verdict, hung around to get in-person interviews with the jurors, but stayed on to tie up loose ends on my hearing.

He gave a name I assumed to be as fake as his cover story. I’ve never seen a crime-beat writer dressed in a Canali suit and Partlow Cowboy boots, but he could be a new breed.

Kathryn writes a note in the margin of her last page.

“I’ve got the shortest biography in the history of journalism,” she says, “which I could have gotten off social media if you had an account.

You leaped through a time portal from your last job in Kansas City to the day you landed in Cross Creek to work for Rich. You say the gap is irrelevant, but we’ll come back to that. How did the interview with Rich go?”

“It was routine and uneventful.”

“As interesting as that sounds, it won’t win me points on my dissertation. Care to elaborate?”

I take a bite. I sip my tea and mentally rewind past the bloody images of murder, gunfire, and the run for my life that invade my mind when it’s not otherwise occupied, to my first meeting with Rich.

“It was the best of times, it was the worst of times,” I say.

Kathyrn moans. 
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I walked up to the front desk at Callahan Investigation Agency. It was a bright, windy Monday in April of last year, as I recall.

The place was deserted except for a muffled voice from the other side of a door on the back wall to my left.

I leaned over the top tier and peeked down at a computer with a blank Word document displayed on a twenty-four-inch flat panel monitor. Steam rose from hot coffee in a yellow cup on a coaster next to a mouse and keyboard. The swivel chair was facing away from the computer.

I parked myself at the end of a leather sofa in the reception area and surveyed the room.

The décor was upscale. Photos of the staff with local officials, plaques from city leaders, and investigation articles hung on the hunter green walls to my left. Artificial Ficus trees stood in the corners on each side of the door. A numbered lithograph of Dali’s Melting Clock hung on the wall above two leather accent chairs across from me. The flowery scent of Lavender flowed from a cylindrical diffuser on the coffee table.

I picked up a three-month-old copy of The Private Investigator from the coffee table. I scanned articles for twenty minutes before the door on the back wall opened.

A tall dark-haired man wearing snakeskin cowboy boots, jeans, a white shirt with an open collar, and a dark gray sport coat walked toward me carrying a manila folder in his left hand.

“Mitch?”

“Yes sir,” I said as I stood and tossed the magazine onto the sofa.

“Rich Callahan,” he said, reaching toward me with his right hand as he closed the gap between us.

“I’m sorry to keep you waiting. Got stuck on a call.”

“Not a problem, Mr. Callahan,” I said.

“It’s Rich. We’re not very formal around here.”

He extended his hand with the folder toward his office and followed me inside.

“Did you get moved in?” he said as he rounded the corner of his desk.

“I did. I’m in the hotel down the street until I find something permanent.”

“Have a seat,” he said, pointing at one of the two chairs in front of his desk.

He sat and plopped open the manila folder.

His office was as decorative as the reception area. Shelves atop custom-made cabinetry ran the length of both side walls and were meticulously decorated with books, trophies, and art.

Family photos hung on the wall behind him. The credenza below had two stacks of files neatly arranged in the center. A five-by-eight photo of a lady with short blonde hair was in a gold frame on the back right corner.

I’d had two interviews with a Kansas City headhunter, and one call with Rich, before our meeting. The personal interview was a formality. I felt confident and had already moved from Kansas City, with no plans to return, job or not.

I had done my homework on Rich. He was a transplant from Cleveland, having left a high-level vice president’s job after fifteen years as risk manager for a manufacturing company. He had been in Texas for five years.

He was forty-five, ten years older than me, and stood an inch taller at six-four. He was heavier, but in the right places. The sedentary life from the unexpected time off after my last job had added pounds above my belt. I quietly sucked in my gut, but it had nowhere to go.

“Mitchell Morgan. You go by your middle name?” he said.

“Yes, and Mitch is fine.”

Every male family member in my ancestral line shared a common first name which had been handed down for generations. I despised that name and had considered a legal change. It’s on my list.

“A family of Morgans settled this county. We have over a dozen files with that last name. There must be hundreds of them between here and Dallas,” he said.

My dad was raised in this county and had two ne’er-do-well brothers living twenty miles east of Cross Creek who produced five sons who were no better. They were the “scam clan,” according to my mom, who spent more money on bail than food. They were my family, but I saw no reason to share that.

“You were VP of security for Kansas City Construction. It was your only job since graduating from college. You worked there for thirteen years. You must
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