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  Chapter 1


Billy reached underneath the bar and came up with the Florida Times-Union, removing it from the plastic sleeve, and tossing it on the bar. “Here you go. Last delivery from the paperboy.”
“Last delivery?” I opened it up and glanced over the day’s news. “I don’t think they call them paperboys anymore. Probably some old lady working the morning shift just to pay her medical bills.”
Billy stuffed a stack of cocktail napkins in the black plastic holder. “Well, whoever delivered it... it’s the last one.”
I looked up from the paper. “What’d you, cancel it?”
“Kind of a waste of money to pay for news that’s old by the time it lands at my door, don’t you think?” He stepped toward the coffeepot and poured himself a cup. “You’re the only one who reads it.” He turned to Earl, the old man seated down at the other end of the bar. “Well, besides Earl. But he doesn’t own a phone, so he’s excused.”
There weren’t any headlines that caught my eye, so I pushed the newspaper aside.  
Billy said, “So where’d you go last night? I thought I’d see you in here with the team. A bunch of ’em were here celebrating the end of another losing season.”
“I was out and about,” I said, and left it at that. “I gotta admit, I was pretty happy when they lost. I’m looking forward to having the time off after such a long season.” I looked down toward the other end of the bar. “So how’s it going down there, Earl?”
He shrugged, raising his glass. “Well, I woke up on the right side of the ground.” 
Billy laughed and walked toward him. “Did you hear what Henry just said?”
“Which part?”
“He’s happy they missed the playoffs. You would think the director of security would at least—”
“He’s right,” Earl said. “They wouldn’t have gone past the first round. Not with a team like that. They don’t deserve it.” 
Billy sighed and looked up at the TV with the night’s replays on Sports Blast, the local sports show. 
Earl stepped off his stool and walked toward me, reaching for the newspaper. “You mind?” 
I pushed it toward him. “You hear Billy’s not getting it delivered anymore?”
Earl tucked the paper under his arm as if he didn’t hear me. I was never really sure if he was hard of hearing or if he just chose to ignore half of what people said. I watched him walk back to his stool with a limp that was more pronounced than usual. He opened the paper. “I gotta be honest, I thought your boy Lance was going to finally get the big hit last night. Wishful thinking, uh?” 
“I don’t remember the last time he had a hit,” Billy said. “August, maybe?” 
I looked up at the TV when the reporters were discussing the game, as if right on cue. They mentioned Lance Moreau, the local kid who came home after a trade, and showed footage of his last at bat. 
I watched him at the plate, coming out of his shoes with his last big swing. He connected—something he hadn’t done at all lately—and drove the ball deep to left. Men on second and third were off with the crack of the bat. 
But Lance didn’t hit it deep enough.
Warning track power.
Third out. 
Season over.
Earl waved his hand at the TV in disgust. “Kid can’t hit to save his life. Another one with all the tools, but never figured how to use them. Or, I should say, he forgot how to use them. I just don’t understand how the brain trust over there at the Sharks organization thought he’d be worth more than the bag of balls they gave to the Pirates for him.”
Billy poured himself a coffee and leaned with one hand on the bar. “The trade just didn’t work out. It didn’t help that he’s not the most likable kid.” He held his coffee up to his mouth and looked at me. “I hear he’s not the most popular guy in that clubhouse.”
I looked up at him but didn’t respond.
Earl said, “Some don’t think chemistry matters on a team. But I remember living up in Boston, back in the late seventies. The Sox were good, had a lot of talented players. But one of the guys on the bench—I forget who—told a reporter up there, ‘Twenty-five men get off the plane; we take off in twenty-five cabs.’ Didn’t matter how good they were as individuals, no team can win when nobody gets along.”
I looked at my watch and thought maybe I’d order a drink and join Earl for one. It wasn’t quite noon, but it was close enough. And, for the most part, as far as I was concerned, I was close enough to being on vacation that I could at least enjoy a quick drink.
Before I said a word to Billy, he placed a Bloody Mary in front of me. "Fresh batch." He walked away when the phone at the back of the bar started to ring. “Billy’s Place,” he said, turning to look my way. “Yeah, he’s right here.” He handed me the phone. “Alex.” 
Alex was the associate director of security with the Sharks. On paper, she was my assistant. But I’m not afraid to admit she was the brains behind our little operation.  
I put the phone from the bar to my ear. “Hello?”
She said, “Why haven’t you answered your phone?”
I reached into my pocket for my cell phone and looked at the screen. “Oh, sorry. The ringer’s off.” I’d missed a handful of calls, including hers. 
Alex was quiet on the other end. 
“Alex?”
It took her a moment before she answered. “It’s Lance Moreau,” she said. "His body was pulled from the St. Johns, off the pier behind Riverside Grille.”
I heard exactly what she said, but it didn’t sink in. “Lance?”
“He’s dead, Henry.”
I looked at the game replays on the TV. There hadn’t been a mention of what Alex had told me. “Are you sure?”
She paused on the other end. “Yes. I’m sure. I'm sorry.”
I gazed at Billy as he stood watching me across the bar, like he knew something was wrong. I said to Alex, “Let me call you back. Where are you?”
“I’m still home. But I’m leaving now.”
I hung up and handed Billy the phone. “I gotta go.”
“What happened?” he said.
I tossed a couple of bills on the bar. “Lance Moreau is dead.” I turned without another word and headed out the door and called Alex right back.
She answered on the first ring. 
“What happened?” I said.
“I don’t know yet. Mike said a couple of fishermen pulled Lance from the water early this morning.”
Mike was a friend of Alex’s and a detective with the Jacksonville Sheriff’s Office.
“I’m heading over to Riverside now,” I said, the door on my old Camry squeaking as I pulled it open. My heart raced, partly from the thoughts going through my head, but also, without a doubt, from the dehydration after one too many drinks the night before. “I’ll see you there,” I said, and tossed the phone onto the passenger seat. I slid the key into the ignition and paused, feeling somewhat numb. I took a moment to let it all sink in. 
I pulled from the parking space and slammed my foot down on the gas, hooking a U-turn and heading in the other direction. I reached for my phone and saw Bob Campbell’s face on my screen. 
For whatever reason, I decided not to answer.
Bob Campbell was the owner of the Jacksonville Sharks baseball team. My boss. He was also the only person who gave me a legitimate job when nobody else would after a dozen years out of law enforcement.
What I did for the twelve years before Bob gave me a shot? 
I’m not sure I remember.
Bob had been a friend of my dad’s and presented me with a good opportunity to take over the security staff for the Jacksonville Sharks baseball team when the man before me had retired. I jumped at the chance, considering it was my only real opportunity to get my life back on track. And when he traded for Lance and all the baggage that came with him, it was part of my job to keep the young man out of trouble.
Turns out, I didn’t do a very good job.






  
  Chapter 2


The sun broke through the morning clouds after a quick shower left thick humidity behind in the air. I walked across the Riverside Grille’s parking lot past the clashing of red and blue lights coming from the fire trucks and rescues and seven or eight sheriffs’ vehicles. A man with a TV camera resting on his shoulder stood at the edge of the river, the lens pointed toward a female reporter holding a microphone, her back to the pier. 
I ducked under the yellow crime tape stretched across the entrance to the pier. But as soon as I came up on the other side, a hand landed on my arm.
John Lang was a young officer I knew from his occasional details at the stadium, who stood about six feet tall and had to’ve weighed at least two fifty, although he had a chubby, freckled face that made him look like a boy.
“Oh, hi, John,” I said, and tried to continue under the tape.
“You can’t go over there, Henry. Detective Stone actually mentioned your name, specifically.” 
I glanced down the far end of the pier at what I knew was Lance’s covered body. Without a word, I started toward it.
But John grabbed me by the arm. “Henry, come on, man. I’m serious. You’ll get me in trouble.”
I yanked my arm from his grasp, not wanting to show the kid any disrespect. “Can you at least tell me what they know so far?”
“It’s Lance Moreau. That’s all I know.”
“That’s all you know?“ I said. “Or is that all you’re going to tell me?”
“Well, a couple of fishermen pulled him out of the water early this morning. All I was told was to keep everyone out of the way. Like I said, Detective Stone mentioned you. He said you’d be showing up.”
Detective Mike Stone and I had what you might call a little history. He never asked for my side of the story, but as far as I knew he held what happened to me with my career in Rhode Island against me. And I didn’t care enough what he thought to explain. To say he gave me little respect would be an understatement. 
There was also Alex. She and Mike both had family in law enforcement up in Virginia, where Alex was an officer before an injury forced her out of the job and she relocated to Jacksonville. Whatever their relationship—and I never really came right out and asked her for specifics—I always felt Mike didn’t like the idea Alex and I became as close as we had.
I looked out toward the street when I heard my name called. It was Alex, stepping out from her Jeep. I watched her flip her hair back and pull her Sharks baseball hat down tight on her head, adjusting the bill with both hands. 
I headed toward her and we met in the middle of the parking lot. “I’m so sorry, Henry,” she said, giving me a hug. “I still can’t believe it.” 
We walked back to the pier.
Detective Mike Stone turned and looked toward us. He was the tall, good-looking detective with graying hair and a chip on his shoulder the size of New York. 
“I’m not allowed over there,” I said. “At least, according to Mike. But maybe you can get something out of him.” 
I caught another glimpse of Lance’s covered body, surrounded by at least fifteen or so officers and paramedics. As much as I wanted to walk over there and get the story, part of me did not. The truth was, it had been a long time since I had seen a dead body. And it didn’t make it easier knowing who it was.
Alex said, “I’ll see what I can find out.” She ducked under the yellow tape and walked across the pier toward the scene. 
Officer John Lang started running toward me. “Where’s she going?” He lifted the tape so he could step under. “Alex! Hold up! You’re not allowed over there!” 
She glanced back at John but kept walking toward the scene, ignoring him.
I followed the two, went under the tape and onto the wet pier. 
John looked back, pointing at me. “Henry! I’m serious. Get out of here.” He turned from me to Alex, like he was unsure what to do, then continued after her. 
I was behind John by a few steps but froze when I caught a glimpse of Lance’s hand sticking out from under the cover they had over his body. I stared at his pale, damp hand… the same hand he used to hold a baseball the night before.
Detective Stone turned to Alex but quickly went past her and started toward me. “Ohhhh, no,” he said. “This is official police business. And unless something’s changed, you’re far from being a law enforcement official.” 
“I work for Lance’s employer,” I said. “And this has as much to do with me as it does with you. Maybe more.” I looked straight into his eyes without flinching.
“Take another step closer, and I’ll see to it one of these officers escorts you down to the station, if that’s what I need to do to keep you out of my way.” 
Alex came over and grabbed me by the arm, whispering into my ear. “Just do what he says. I’ll find out what happened.” But I didn’t move. She tugged at my arm and tried to pull me away from Mike. 
I kept my stare on him for a couple more seconds, then finally gave in. 
We walked in silence until we got to the yellow tape. 
Officer Lang followed.
“I’m sorry about that, John.”
He removed his sunglasses and wiped the sweat from his brow with the back of his hand. “Me too, Henry. I’m just doing what I’m told.” 
I stopped and looked out at the entrance from the street as Bob Campbell drove his BMW into the parking lot and pulled into a parking space. He stepped out of his car and looked around until he spotted me and Alex. I could see it in his face from across the lot that the news had shaken him as much as it had me. 
As Bob got closer I could see his eyes were fixed past me and Alex, on the depressing scene at the end of the pier. “So, what have you heard?” he said.
“We don’t know anything yet,” I said. 
Alex said, “Mike’s going to let me know as soon as he has some valid information.”
“Who’s Mike?” Bob said, pulling at the collar of his shirt. 
“Detective Stone. With the Jacksonville Sheriff’s Office,” I said.
Bob nodded, looking toward the other far end of the pier. “And why won’t he tell you anything? Does he know who you are?”
“Yeah, he knows exactly who I am.” And without another word, I turned from Bob and Alex and ducked under the tape. I could see Mike staring at me as I hurried with determination along the pier, headed in his direction. 
He put both hands up, signaling for me to stop. “You want to spend the night behind bars, Walsh? I’m not going to tell you again.”
I looked at Lance’s covered body. “That kid there is a ballplayer on Bob Campbell’s baseball team. Lance is, technically, property of the Jacksonville Sharks. Therefore, I demand you tell me what you know at this point in your investigation. And don’t tell me you don’t know anything. Because I don’t believe it.”
Mike looked down for a moment, shaking his head. “All right, I’ll tell you what we know, which isn’t a whole helluva lot right now. But the kid was hit with something. We don’t know what or how. Clearly blunt-force trauma to the head. We haven’t ruled out a fall into the river. Maybe too much to drink, hit his head on the edge of the pier. Or maybe even struck the side of a boat, after he fell in. I don’t know what kind of stomach you have, Walsh. But you don’t want to see him.”
I looked away from Lance’s covered body and out toward the blue sky reflecting off the St. Johns River. The clouds had mostly cleared. I crouched over the body, lifted the cover, but couldn’t believe what I saw.
I wished I’d listened to Mike. I stood, clearing my throat. “Any witnesses?”
Mike huffed. “Christ, Walsh. We’re interviewing people. You think we just push a button, witnesses come out of the woodwork?” What’s this look like?” He shook his head and stuck a cigarette in his mouth but didn’t light it. 
“You’re going to smoke? At a crime scene?“ I said.
“Why don’t you mind your business,” he said, taking the cigarette from his mouth. “I wasn’t going to light it, you jerk.” He stuck the cigarette back in his mouth. “I think you’re done here, so why don’t you just move along.”
I looked around at the boats on the water. “How long was he in the water?”
Mike cracked a condescending smile, shaking his head. “You’re unbelievable,” he said, walking away from me, toward the end of the pier where Alex and Bob were still waiting. He stopped and looked back at me. “Walsh, I know you think you’re some hotshot now, for some reason, but I’m warning you right now: stay out of this. Steer clear, and leave this investigation up to the professionals.”






  
  Chapter 3


I was back in my office at the ballpark the next morning, exhausted and tired from a night spent sipping Jack Daniels on the dock outside the boat I lived on, at the Trout River Marina. After Alex had left, I spent most of the night alone, deep into my own thoughts. I don’t think I slept more than a couple of hours, most of it in the lawn chair on the dock next to the boat. 
I thought a few drinks would’ve helped with the guilt I felt about what had happened to Lance. It’s not that what happened was my fault, but I was the one who was supposed to somehow keep him out of trouble.
Not that it was ever an easy task.
Lance was far from a perfect kid. But he’d come a long way from what some might call the wrong side of the tracks. He turned himself into a pro ballplayer, something most people will never be able to say. 
I stared out the window from my desk, my feet up, looking out over the busy street outside the stadium. I sat up when I heard my phone buzz from somewhere under the mess on my desk. I had just started cleaning out the drawers and emptied what was in them on top. I moved the papers around and found my phone. 
Alex had called, and she had a hint of what I’d describe as panic in her voice. “Henry? You have to get down here right away.”
“Down where? Where are you?”
“In the clubhouse. They’re arresting Jackie Lawson.” 
I jumped from my chair. “Jackie? What for?”
There was a brief pause. “Lance. They’re arresting him for Lance’s murder.”

      ***I hurried down to the clubhouse where Sharks’ players and coaches were standing around on a day they were supposed to be cleaning out their lockers and stalls. Each one stood, quietly, watching Detective Mike Stone and two officers with the former starting third baseman, Jackie Lawson, in handcuffs. Another officer was pulling items from Jackie’s stall, placing them in a large plastic storage container.
The clubhouse wasn’t like the old locker rooms, furnished like the lobby of a five-star hotel with leather sofas and wide-screen TVs on the walls. It smelled of coconut tanning lotion, BENGAY, and coffee.
I rushed across the room, past the players watching me, to the far side of the clubhouse. Mike stood next to Jackie and his six-four frame, giving the man a couple of inches on both me and Mike. “What do you think you’re doing?” I said.
Mike looked at the two officers with him and gestured for them to lead Jackie from the clubhouse. “Get him out of here.” He didn’t answer my question but followed the officers, one holding on to Jackie’s muscular arm.
I glanced at Alex standing near the doorway with the same look of shock on her face as everyone else had. “Is he going to answer me?”
Mike turned to me. “What’s it look like we’re doing?”
“What evidence do you have? Where’s the warrant?”
Mike pulled a piece of paper from his back pocket and handed it to me. “Here’s the warrant. Suspicion of murder.”
I skimmed over the warrant. “You think Jackie killed Lance?”
“We have the murder weapon. A baseball bat. And it’s got Mr. Lawson’s prints on it.” He gave me a smirk. “And we have our witnesses, just like you were asking for.” 
I looked at Alex. “Is he serious?”
She stared back at me but clearly didn’t know what to say.
The two officers had Jackie on his way out the door and he turned to me, shaking his head. “I didn’t do it, Henry.” His arms bulged from his sleeveless Sharks shirt. “I swear. I never killed nobody.”
“We’ll take care of this. Don’t worry.”
He looked back at me over his shoulder as the officers led him out the door. “I didn’t do it. I swear. I didn’t...”
His teammates and coaches all looked at each other in silence, the only sound coming from the AC vents blowing in cool air. 
One of the players finally spoke up. “Isn’t there something we can do? There’s no way Jackie killed Lance. No way.” 
Bob Campbell walked through the door with his phone in his hand. “Our attorneys are on their way.” He turned to me. “Henry, this isn’t right. They can’t just come in here and arrest an innocent man.”
Mike had gone back to the other side of the clubhouse, and stood with the other officer removing more items from Jackie’s stall. 
I walked up behind him. “I don’t know how the hell you’ve already come to such a conclusion. It’s barely been twenty-four hours.”
Mike turned and stepped around me. “Out of my way,” he said, heading for the door. He stopped before he got to it to turn and shot me one last look I was sure he’d perfected in front of a mirror. He walked out the door without another word.
I walked over to Alex and Bob. “We have a right to know what’s going on.”
The last officer left the clubhouse, carrying the large plastic box.
Bob looked around at the other players. He cleared his throat. “Every man in this clubhouse knows Jackie would never do such a thing.”
The players all nodded in agreement. 
Bob started out the door but stopped and turned to me and Alex. “After I speak to the attorneys and someone from the PR department, I’d like to meet with you both.” He looked at his watch. “Meet me in my office; give me about an hour.” He walked out the door.

      ***Alex and I walked into Bob’s office, where two executives from his PR department sat across from his desk, frantically taking notes. 
He held his finger up for me and Alex. “One more minute. We’re just trying to craft the right message for the press.”
We waited in the doorway until both executives got up and walked past us, leaving the office. 
“Come on in, and have a seat,” Bob said, taking a sip from a Sharks mug. He made a face as he seemed to force down a swallow. “Coffee’s already cold.” He pushed the mug aside and folded his hands. “I’m going to need your help proving Jackie is innocent. I’ve already discussed it with the attorneys, because it’ll help them build the case.” He looked from me to Alex. “I’d like both of you involved, starting immediately.”
I said, “Don’t the attorneys have private investigators they work with? Law firms usually—”
“I’d say you both have what it takes,” Bob said. “I mean, to do something like this. Wouldn’t you agree?”
Neither one of us really answered. I wasn’t sure what to say. Not only had it been twelve years since I wore the badge, but I was nothing more than a glorified security guard for a professional baseball team. “I don’t know, Bob. Investigating a murder is—as much I hate to phrase it this way—a whole different ball game.
Bob said, “I’m surprised, Henry. I thought you’d jump at the chance to investigate this. You’re a trained detective, aren’t you?”
I nodded. “Trained, yes. But I was never really… I mean, it’s just been a long time. I’m being honest here, Bob. I don’t think—”
“You don’t think you’d know what to do?” he said.
I glanced at Alex, but she kept her eyes on Bob. She hadn’t said a word. 
“I’m lucky to have the two of you on my staff,” he said. “Two of the brightest people I know. Smarter than most cops, if I’m being honest here.” He looked down at his hands, studying them for a moment. “You know as much about Lance as anyone, Henry. Between what your parents did for him when he was younger and, well, it doesn’t hurt you both grew up in Fernandina Beach. I’d think you know plenty of people over there who know a little something about him, don’t you think?”
I said, “But what about the sheriff’s office? Aren’t they—”
“If you really believe they got it right, and Jackie is a killer, then I guess you’re right. We’ll just let the sheriff’s office continue down this same road.” He stared right at me. “He didn’t do it, Henry. I promise you: Jackie did not kill Lance Moreau.”
I glanced at Alex but couldn’t get a good read on what she was thinking.
Bob continued, “I don’t know what kind of plans either of you have for the off-season, but, well… I’ll, of course, pay you on top of your regular pay. We can discuss the details of that later.”
I stood from the chair and looked around the office. It was five times the size of the boat I lived on, the walls covered in photos of Bob with Sharks players and famous athletes from other sports teams. There was a photo of Bob with Tom Brady, and another of him and Joe Torre. A photo of Jackie and Bob caught my eye, the one that was in the paper when they won the championship.
I sat back down and looked across the desk at Bob. “It’s not easy, Bob. Not when we’ll be up against the sheriff’s office.”
Bob leaned back in his chair and took a moment before he responded. “Henry, is anything worth fighting for ever easy?” He looked at Alex. “You’ve been quiet, Alex. Don’t you have anything to add?”
“It’s just, well… Henry’s right,” she said. “The sheriff’s office will do whatever they can to keep us from getting to the information we’ll need to clear Jackie. It won’t be easy at all.”
“But aren’t you and, what’s his name... Mike? Aren’t you and Mike supposed to be friendly?” Bob said. “Henry claims the two of you—”
“I’ve known Mike for a long time,” she said. “He’s a friend. But, I can promise you he’s not going to help me, or anyone else, try to prove him wrong.”
Bob sat quiet for a moment. 
I said, “None of us want to believe Jackie could kill Lance, or anyone else. But what proof do we have? They have the bat Lance was killed with. And it allegedly has Jackie’s fingerprints on it.”
“If I had proof, I wouldn’t be asking the two of you to help, would I?” He stared back at me, stone faced. “Henry, I remember when we first talked about you coming to work for me. I asked you what was most important to you. After you said your friends and family... do you remember what you told me?”
I stared back at him and waited for him to tell me, even though I knew the answer.
Bob looked me right in the eye. “You said it was honesty. The truth.”






  
  Chapter 4


It was after midnight by the time I’d finally left the ballpark. I hadn’t eaten a thing all day, and headed to Billy’s Place hoping he’d have something left over for me to eat from his kitchen. 
The bar was busier than I would have liked for being so late, although most of the patrons were all down at one end. I sat alone at the corner, where there were plenty of empty stools.
I watched a middle-aged couple halfway down, clearly getting a little too intimate for a public establishment. Each had wedding rings on their left ring fingers, but I knew they weren’t a married couple. An affair was always more obvious once the drinks were flowing.
Billy walked out from the kitchen and wiped down the bar. “You look a little rough.”
”I feel rough,“ I said.
He put a glass down and dropped in two ice cubes, pouring a good shot of Jack Daniels over the top. “Alex’s not around?”
“She went home, said she needed rest. Turns out we’re not getting the off-season break we were hoping for.”
“Uh-oh,” Billy said. “This have to do with Lance and Jackie Lawson?”
“I guess you’ve heard?”
“Heard? You’d have to be living under a rock to miss it. It’s all everyone’s talking about.”
The whole day had breezed by, and news traveled faster than it ever had at any other time in my life. “Bob Campbell wants me—me and Alex—to see if we can dig into Lance’s death, see if we can help the lawyers prove that Jackie’s innocent.”
Billy’s eyes widened. “You think he is?”
“Innocent?” I nodded. “Until proven guilty.”
“But do you really think the sheriff’s office would’ve moved so fast with his arrest if they didn’t have substantial evidence?”
I stared into my glass, thinking. “Everybody makes mistakes. Especially the cops.”
Billy turned to look along the bar. “Be right back.” He walked away and poured two draft beers, placing them on the bar for two men dressed in suits, their ties pulled loose from their necks. He filled a few more glasses and finally made his way back over to me.
“I assume you’re getting paid a little extra?” 
“If I do it,” I said.
“You didn’t commit to it yet?”
“Well, the thing is, it’s been a long time. And I think Bob forgets my stint as detective up there was short-lived. Not even two weeks, to be exact.”
“But you trained for a year. And that was after being a cop for five years,” Billy said. He cracked the top off a glass bottle of sparkling water and took a sip. “You ever think maybe this is your chance to prove to yourself you’re not just some washed-up cop?”
“Everything is different now. The processes. The technology... The way crime scenes are investigated are entirely different.”
“I doubt it’s that much different,” Billy said. “You still gotta have a brain, right?” He leaned on the bar with both hands. “You gotta give yourself more credit. And if you and Alex are working together, as a team?” He shrugged. “I think it sounds like a good opportunity not only to help Jackie—assuming he’s innocent—and maybe open up some doors for you. It’s no secret, working security isn’t your dream job.”
Someone down the other end of the bar called for Billy.
As he walked away I sat wondering what exactly I was afraid of. I’d been hesitant to give Bob my definitive word that I’d help. 
Billy came back over and filled my glass, dropping in two more ice cubes. “Lance was in here last night, you know.”
“You didn’t tell me that.”
“You didn’t ask. But I think I told you, this morning, a bunch of guys from the team came in, didn’t I?”
I nodded. 
“He wasn’t here long,” Billy said. “
“Was he drinking?”
“Maybe a drink or two... looked to me he’d already had a few when he walked in. Seemed to keep to himself, like he usually does.”
I said, “Was Jackie here?”
“Yeah, of course he was.”
“Did you notice anything between the two?”
Billy shook his head. “Jackie was doing his thing, walking around, talking to everyone at the bar—especially the ladies—acting like he owns the place.”
I smiled, nodding. Jackie was one of the more likable players on the team. Everyone liked Jackie, especially the women.
Chloe, the only other bartender Billy would trust to work with him, walked out from the kitchen carrying a plate she put down for me. “Jake made this special for you, Henry.”
“Tell him I said thanks,” I said. She started to walk away but I called out for her. “Hey, Chloe?”
She stopped at the swinging door to the kitchen. “Yeah?”
“Did you see Lance Moreau when he was in here the other night?”
“I saw him, but I didn’t talk to him. We were so busy. He had a couple of drinks and left.”
“Did you see him talking to anyone else? Jackie? Or—”
“I don’t think so.”
My phone buzzed and I saw I had a text from Alex. 
Call me.
I got up from the stool. With the music going and the crowd at the bar, I wanted some privacy to call Alex. “Billy, mind if I go up and use your office?” I showed him my phone. “Alex wants me to call her.” I nodded toward my plate. “Don’t let anybody eat my dinner.”
I walked around the bar and headed up the stairs. When I walked into Billy’s office I had to step around the boxes and supplies he kept up there. He called it his office because there was a desk with an old computer on top of it, but it was mostly used to store his supplies and old, broken restaurant tables and chairs.
I moved a pile of folders from his desk chair to the floor and sat down to call Alex. I leaned back and put my feet up on his desk, looking up on the wall at a framed photo of me and Billy on a fishing trip. I remembered when it was taken: out on a boat with Billy holding on to a fish a little more than half his size. The fish I’d caught looked like a piece of bait that dangled off the end of my hook.
Alex answered on the first ring. “Where are you?”
“At Billy’s, upstairs in his office. I thought maybe you’d show up for a late-night drink.”
“I told you, I was too tired. But I’ve been up, looking online. I went through Lance’s social media. Although he wasn’t that active, I found something I thought you should see.”
“I still haven’t committed to Bob. So don’t go crazy with
“Are you serious?” she said. “What are we going to do? Tell him we can’t help him? How well do you think that’ll go over?”
I said, “I just think we need to be sure it’s something we can handle.” 
Alex was quiet on the other end. “Can I at least tell you what I found?”
“Okay, sure.”
She said, “Well, it might not be much of anything, but… Do you know the name Kate O’Connell?” 
I thought for a moment. “Kate O’Connell? From Fernandina Beach?”
“That’s the one,” Alex said. “But, her name’s Kate Bishop now. She’s married to Andrew Bishop.”
“From Bishop Security?”
“Exactly.”
“I haven’t heard that name in a long time,” I said. “But I do know who she is. She’s a lot younger than me, maybe still in her twenties.”
“Well, she knows Lance. He didn’t post a lot on social media, but when he did, she seemed to comment on whatever he’d say.”
I said, “All right, so she knows Lance from Fernandina Beach. Is there more to this so-called connection?”
“I’m just trying to connect some dots,” she said. “What about Dr. Jess Ardrey? What do you know about her?”
“Yeah, I know who she is too,” I said. “She used to be Lance’s girlfriend. All the way back when they were in high school, and I think up until a few years ago.”
Alex again went quiet on the other end.
“Alex?”
“Oh my… I just… I didn’t even realize she’s… Kate Bishop is deceased,” Alex said. “She died a few months ago.”
I was surprised to hear it. “Can you find what happened to her?”
“I don’t know. I’ll see what I can find.”
I said, “Kate and Jess Ardrey were friends. I assume Jess is still around?”
“She runs a place called Ardrey Animal Welfare Clinic. And it looks like Kate worked there with her. She has it listed as her employer on her profile.”






  
  Chapter 5


Penny Jenkins sat behind the desk inside the Fernandina Beach Police Department’s station and looked up when I first walked through the door. With a serious look on her face, she stared for a moment until I got closer, and I had a feeling she didn’t know who I was. 
But her expression quickly changed with the way her eyes opened wide and she jumped from her chair. “Henry Walsh? Is that really you? She came at me, arms straight out until she threw them around me and kissed me with wet lips pressed against my face. “It’s been so long!”
“How’ve you been?” I said, trying to wipe the wetness from my cheek without it looking obvious.
She leaned back and looked me over. “Look at you,” she said. “You’ve aged!”
Peggy had aged a bit herself, with her once blonde hair now mostly gray. 
“You look good,” I said. 
She leaned against her desk. “Does Charlie know you’re here?”
“I hope so. I left him a message early this morning.”
She looked at the clock high up on the wall. “He went out to get a haircut, what little he has left.” She laughed and nodded toward the row of wooden chairs along the wall by the door. “Why don’t you have a seat?”
“I’m okay, thanks. Hopefully Charlie will be back soon.”
We both went quiet for a moment, as if we’d run short on small talk.
“So,” she said. “How’s Mom and Dad? Enjoying the good life, I hope?”
“They’re doing all right,” I said. “I don’t see them as much as I’d like.”
“Do they miss Fernandina Beach? I bet they do.”
I looked at the door, wondering when Charlie would show up. It wasn’t like him to leave someone waiting. “I’m sure they miss it. It’s hard to leave the place you’ve lived for a good part of your life.”
Peggy said, “Did I hear right that they live on a golf course?”
“They’re near a golf course. Lots of them. But they can walk to the beach.” 
Peggy nodded as I spoke but her eyes seemed to gloss over, like she wasn’t exactly listening. “So, Charlie tells me you’re working for the Sharks?”
“I am,” I said, but didn’t want to go into any details. My job wasn’t one I often felt compelled to talk about. “What about you? Is everything good? You’re still running the Fernandina Police Department, huh?”
She laughed. “I wish.” She looked over her shoulder at the top of her cluttered desk. “I’ve had the same job since I was nineteen years old. I married the only boy I dated in high school, and now back living in the house I grew up in.” She looked at me with what looked like a forced smile. “I guess you could say everything is as you’d expect.” 
“And Kenneth’s doing all right? Is he still running the shop?”
She shook her head. “I thought maybe you knew. That’s why I said I’m back to living in the house I grew up in. I had to move home. Kenneth and I are no longer together. Caught him messing around with my little cousin at a family party. We’ve been divorced for two years now.”
I swallowed hard. “Your little cousin?”
“Oh I don’t mean anything like that. She’s twenty-nine.”
There was a brief moment of uncomfortable silence. 
Peggy turned and looked at the clock. “You sure Charlie knew you were coming?”
I said, “I left him a message on his cell.”
“His cell phone?” Peggy laughed, shaking her head. “Sweetie, that phone’s probably dead and buried somewhere in his office.” Peggy grabbed a stack of folders from her desk and walked around to the filing cabinet behind her desk, a few feet away. She stood on her toes with her back to me, peeking into the top drawer, “Hard to believe the news about Lance Moreau, isn’t it?” 
I was about to respond when I heard an engine outside. I looked out the window and saw Charlie’s truck pull up out front.Good timing, I thought, because I didn’t want Peggy to start asking me questions about Lance. Whatever I’d say would be shared at the hairdresser’s by midafternoon. 
Charlie Senecal, chief of the Fernandina Beach Police Department, walked through the door of the lobby, arms out like he was holding a couple of basketballs, hands loose like he was ready for a draw. He cracked a slight smile and gave me a nod. “I was wondering who parked that chunk of metal in my spot.” 
It had been quite some time since Charlie and I had seen each other. But from what I could tell, he hadn’t changed all that much, other than a touch of gray crawling up each side of his head. He was a big man, six four and if not three hundred pounds, then close to it. Built like a lumberjack, he was clearly past the age of trying to stop his big stomach from hanging over his belt. “How many miles you got on that car of yours?” 
“One hundred and seventy eight thousand,” I said. “But it’s a Toyota. I’ll go another hundred thousand, at least.”
He laughed. “Whatever that’s supposed to mean. My truck’s got two hundred twenty-nine thousand.” He pointed to the ground with his thick finger. “Made right here in the U.S. of A.”
I’d known Charlie since the third grade. His personality was just as big as he was. And unless you got on his bad side, he was one of the nicest guys you’d ever meet. 
We shook hands and he pulled me toward him, wrapping me up in a big bear hug, slapping me on the back.
He said, “So what brings you out from the big city?”
I glanced at Peggy and she said, “I told you.”
Charlie looked at both of us, wondering what she meant.
“You didn’t get my message?” I said.
Charlie turned to Peggy. “You never told me Henry called, did you?”
“Henry made the mistake of calling you directly on your cell phone. I told him you never even know where it is.”
Charlie shrugged. “She’s not wrong.” He waved for me to follow him. “Come on back.”
I followed him into his office and he closed the door behind me, then walked over to his desk. He said, “Are you still living on that boat?”
“Where else would I go?” I said.
Charlie sat in the full-sized leather chair behind his desk. “I thought you said your friend was coming back to get his boat?”
“He was supposed to. But it’s been a couple of years since he left. I’m not sure he’s ever coming back. Until he does, I’m not planning to go anywhere. I like living on a boat.”
“No lawn to mow,” Charlie said. “So, how’s the job?” 
“Actually, that’s why I’m here.”
“You need a job?” he said.
I smiled. “Not exactly.”
Charlie got up from his desk and walked over to the round table in the corner, covered in papers he picked up and placed on one of the four chairs. On the table, where the papers had been, was a cell phone he picked up. He tapped the screen and pressed the buttons on the side. “It’s dead. I guess that’s why I never got your message.”
We both sat down and Charlie said, “So, if you’re not happy with the job, I’ve told you at least a dozen times my offer’s always open... you want to come work for in Fernandina Beach, I can—”
“I’m actually… well, I’m going to be looking into what happened to Lance Moreau.”
He raised both eyebrows. “‘Looking into?’ What’s that supposed to mean?”
I told him as much of the story as I had up to that point, and Charlie sat with his arms folded, staring back at me.
“It’s not exactly part of my job, working security,” I said. “I guess you could say it’s above my pay grade.”
Charlie laughed. “I would think so. Bob Campbell wants you to go from keeping streakers off the field to investigating a homicide?” The smile left Charlie’s face. “Oh, I’m sorry Henry. I didn’t mean that’s all you do over there. I just—”
“No, you’re right. I’m a security guard. There’s not really a way to sugarcoat it. But, for whatever reason, Bob wants my help.”
Charlie stared at me for a moment without a word. “You prepared to deal with the Jacksonville Sheriff’s Office? I could see the problems they’ll cause you, knowing you’re on the other side of the fence. Don’t you see that as a problem? And I understand Mike Stone’s the detective on the case? Is that right?”
I nodded.
Charlie continued, “I don’t know him very well, but from what I do know of him, I can’t imagine he’d cooperate with you in any way whatsoever.”
“That’s a fact,” I said.
Charlie said, “So have you started this so-called investigation already?”
“Not exactly. Just some preliminary steps, although I guess you could say I’m starting right now.”
“So, the goal here is to clear Jackie Lawson? Is that what you’re looking at?”
“For the most part, yes. I guess if, in the process, I find the real killer, then—”
“You’re assuming already that Jackie didn’t do it? I mean, word out there is they moved mighty fast, bringing him in the way they did. But…”
“The media hasn’t helped either,” I said. “All they talk about is the tension between Jackie and Lance, and how it’s been building up ever since Lance got traded and took Jackie’s position. But it’s just not true.”
“What’s not true? That there was tension? You know that for a fact? How can you be so sure?”
“Because I am.”
Charlie repeated what I’d said, “Because it is?” He nodded with a smirk on his face. “Okay, if you say so…”
“I’m here looking for your help, Charlie. Not to be chastised like a little kid.”
“Just making sure you’re not walking into this blind, Henry. You know you gotta be real prepared for what you’re going to be up against.”
“The truth is, I almost told Bob I didn’t want to do it. I’m well aware of the risks if this all goes wrong.”
Charlie stood from the chair, walked over to the tall window and looked out toward Lime Street. “If you need my help, I’ll do what I can. But I gotta stay in the background.” He turned from the window. “What I mean is, I can’t have the JSO coming after me, asking questions if word gets out I’ve helped you in any way. So whatever I can do—it’ll have to be hands off. I hope you understand.” He walked to the door and pulled it open. “Did Peggy tell you she saw him, not too long ago?”
“Saw who?”
“Lance Moreau.” Charlie stuck his head out into the hall. “Peggy?You mind coming over here, tell Henry about that night you saw Lance Moreau?” 
I heard heels as Peggy marched on the hardwoods and into Charlie’s office. “I saw him… couldn’t have been more than a month ago. It was raining out at the time, one of those real hard rains, so it was hard to see. But I’m sure it was Lance I saw leaving the Ardrey Animal Welfare Clinic.”
I nodded. “His old girlfriend’s place.”
Peggy said, “Well, I thought they hadn’t been together like that in a long time. But, I’m sure it was him, leaving the place a little before midnight.”
Charlie looked down at Peggy. “What on earth were you doin’ out over there that late at night?”
“Playing high-low-jack. Every Thursday night.”
Charlie smiled. “Thanks Darling.” He closed the door behind Peggy and walked back to the table. He said, “You know Jess Ardrey?”
“Sort of,” I said.  
Charlie grabbed a mechanical pencil from his shirt pocket, wrote on a yellow legal pad and ripped the top sheet from it. “Here’s the address,” he said, handing it to me. “If by chance you don’t already have it.”
I already had it programmed into the map on my phone, but I thanked Charlie anyway.
“So what about the bat?” he said. “Covered in Lawson’s fingerprints? Blood spots. Not too smart, if it was him, use a bat with your name etched right there on the side of it.”
I stood up from the table and walked to the window. “He’s smarter than that,” I said. “Which is why it sounds to me like he was framed.”
Charlie said, “I heard he’d had enough drinks, claims he doesn’t remember the whole night. Says he took a woman home, but never got her name.”
“Not a great alibi,” I said. I shook his hand. “You hear anything, Charlie, please give me a shout. I know you can’t be front and center helping out, but…”
“Whatever I can do, I will,” he said, opening the office door ahead of me.
“One more thing,” I said, stepping out into the hall. “Do you remember Kate O’Connell?”
“Of course I do. She was a lot younger than us, but I know she married Andrew Bishop. Not sure I’ve heard much about her since.”
“Do you know how she died?” I said.
Charlie nodded. “Cancer got her. Poor kid.” 






  
  Chapter 6


I was on North Fletcher Avenue driving toward the beach. The truth was, it felt strange being back in Fernandina Beach. Although I only lived less than fifty minutes away, I’d avoided going back since my parents had moved away. But as I drove around, every turn I made brought back a memory. 
I turned the Toyota into Main Beach Park and stopped looking toward the water. I thought about all the time I spent there as a kid, starting with the very first day my parents moved us to Florida. I thought about  the time I spent there when I got older... the parties and the girls and the fights Charlie and I got into when kids from out of town would show up on our turf. 
But even the good memories seemed tainted.
A mom got out of her Subaru station wagon—a few spaces down from me—with a young boy pushing his little sister in a stroller. I thought about my little sister Abi. She was younger than me by thirteen years. I even called her “Oops” when she was a baby because that’s what my uncle called her one time and it made me laugh. I was sitting in middle-school health class when it hit me why he’d called her that.  
Abi would’ve been twenty-seven. Same age as Lance.
Before my emotions got any more of me I grabbed my phone and tapped the screen to call my parents.
After seven or so rings, their answering machine picked up: 
This is the Walsh residence. Sorry we missed your call. Please leave a message after the beep. Thank you.
I started my message. “Hi, Mom and Dad. It’s me, Henry,” which I always say when I leave a message, as if they wouldn’t recognize their own son. “I’m just calling to...”
My father picked up the phone. “Hello? Henry? Don’t hang up, let me shut this machine off.” I heard him say to himself, “How do I shut this thing off? There’s a button...”
I heard a long beep.
“Henry? Are you there?”
“Hey Dad,” I said. 
“How are you doing?” The pitch of his voice got slightly higher each time we spoke. I guessed it came with age. He always seemed happy to hear from me. “Is everything all right?”
“Yeah, good. I just thought I’d check in. I’m at Main Beach Park.”
“What are you doing there?” he said.
“I was just driving by... wanted to see how much things’ve changed.”
“Not much, I’m guessing?”
“Oh, I don’t know,” I said. “Everything changes at some point.” It felt weird when I said it, throwing wisdom at my dad, as if I had any. “Is everything good with you and Mom? Is she doing all right?”
“Yes. We’re good. Your mother’s sitting right here. Why don’t you say hi? She’d love to talk to you.”
I heard a whistling scream in the background. Dad said, “Water’s boiling. Here’s your mother.”
Mom came on the phone. “Henry? Is that you?”
“Yes, it’s me. How are you?”
“Are you playing baseball?”
“No, Mom. I don’t play baseball.”
She was quiet for a moment. “I thought you did. Are you sure? Dad said—”
“It’s all right,” I said. “I actually work for the baseball team. The Sharks. But I’m just the director of security.”
Mom laughed, but I didn’t think she did because I worked security. Or maybe she didn’t believe me. It wasn’t the first time we’d had the same conversation.
“Are you and Dad doing anything today?” I said.
Mom paused. “Well, let me think. I guess we’re just hanging around for now. We’ll head to the beach later. Dad’s making some tea. I’m just relaxing, reading a book.”
“What are you reading?”
“Let me see,” she said. Her voice trailed off. “Okay, here it is,” she said. “A book about Abraham Lincoln.”
“Is it any good?”
“It’s okay, I guess. Dad got it for me from the library.”
“Tell him to get you something more fun. Have you read any fiction?”
There was quiet on the other end. Then she changed the subject as if she hadn’t heard a word I said. “Did Dad tell you he’s taking photography classes? He’s got some nice photos of the beach. I’ll have to have him send them to you.”
“That’s great. I didn’t know that.”
“Well, you know how he is. He keeps his hobbies to himself.”
When Mom and Dad left Fernandina Beach they moved to a fifty-five-plus community in Naples. Everything they needed was a golf-cart ride away: doctor’s office, pool, golf course... even the beach was right there for them.
“What else have you been doing?” I said.
“There’s a party this weekend.”
“What kind of party?”
She said, “I don’t know. They have them all the time. But they don’t put enough liquor in the drinks, I can tell you that. And there’s a lot of sex going on around here. With the single ones, I mean. You’d be surprised at the way these old people act.”
I thought: I didn’t need to hear that.
Talking to my mother always made me realize where my unfiltered mouth came from. If it was on her mind, she’d usually say it. Unless it truly offended someone. 
I heard my father in the background. “Can I talk to Henry?”
“Okay, well, here’s your dad,” she said.
Dad came on the phone. “Hello?”
I said, “Is she doing okay?”
He paused, lowering his voice into the phone. “Good days and bad, I guess.” He lowered his voice. “She remembers everything on some days, other days she forgets what she had for breakfast.”
We both went quiet, as if neither of us knew what to say. 
I spoke up. “Lance’s funeral is tomorrow.”
What a way to break the silence.
Dad said, “I know it is. I’d like to go, but—”
“It’s not necessary. It’s a long way to go. It’s not like he’s going to be there.”
“It’s sad, Henry. Isn’t it? It’s been a long time since we even heard from him anyway. I feel like he forgot all about us. Funny, I was thinking about the first time I watched him out in the backyard. He was tossing rocks in the air and hitting them with a thin stick... sending one after another deep into the woods.” He paused. “You had a good swing, too, you know.”
I don’t know if I had a good swing or not. I’d hung up my cleats before my thirteenth birthday and broke Dad’s heart in the process. But I never had the love for the game, the way he did. 
I said, “You never got credit for putting that baseball bat in his hands.”
Dad laughed. “I didn’t need any credit.”
“He’d never even picked up a real bat before that night you took him to Yulee field,” I said.
“You’d never know it, the way he hit the ball,” Dad said. “Did you talk to his brother?”
Another car pulled into what was mostly an empty lot. But for some reason, this driver parked right next to me. All the parking spaces, and he had to park right next to me? I turned and stared at him until he noticed, then drove away and parked a couple of rows behind me.
“Yeah, I called Peter and left a message, but didn’t hear back.”
Peter was Lance’s twin brother. My parents tried to reach out to him the way they did with Lance, to help him, but he wasn’t interested. He wanted to be out on his own and kept to himself.
“Lance asked about you and Mom,” I said. “A couple of times.”
“Did he?” I could hear the joy in his voice.
“He said he still had the first glove you gave him. So don’t think he ever forgot what you did for him.”
The phone again went quiet.
I said, “Do you remember Jess Ardrey?”
“Jess Ardrey?” Dad said. 
“She was Lance’s girlfriend in high school,” I said.
“Oh, okay. I know who you mean. She’s the vet now?”
“That’s her.”
Dad said, “She didn’t go to Fernandina Beach High. In fact I think she lived in the historic district, went to one of the private schools.” 
“I think I might go see her.” I looked out at the water. 
“Henry?”
“Yes?”
“Why are you asking questions about Lance’s old girlfriend?”
I hesitated to tell him, knowing he was the kind of dad who worried more than he should. “I’m doing some work for the team to help prove that Jackie Lawson’s innocent.”
“Innocent? What makes you think he’s innocent?”
I heard my mom speak in the background.
Dad said, “Hold on, Margaret. I’ll ask him in a moment.”
Their voices became muffled as my father covered the mouthpiece with his hand. “Your mother wants me to ask you if you have a girlfriend.”
“Tell her I have a few.”
My father laughed. “Hold on. You can talk to her; tell her that yourself.”
Mom got on the phone. “Henry, where’s your friend Alex? Do you still see her?”
“Yes,” I said. “We work together. I’ll see her later today.”
She said, “I always liked Alex.”






  
  Chapter 7


The carved wooden sign in front of Jess Ardrey’s house read Ardrey Animal Welfare Clinic and Free and Low-Cost Services under it . I parked on the road and walked up the driveway, admiring the architecture, an example of the Queen Anne influence common in the Historic District. Fernandina Beach was a place with great respect for history and its architecture; something my mother always said was missing in other parts of Florida.
Another sign with an arrow under the word Clinic stuck out of the ground and pointed toward the back of the house. I followed the walkway, walked around and stopped at a solid wood door with multiple layers of chipped white paint over it. I turned the knob and the door creaked open.
The smell inside was clean and sweet. Maybe cinnamon. It didn’t smell like I expected a vet’s office to smell. Calming classical music played through a set of small speakers hung on the wall, and blended with the sounds from a miniature water fountain that gurgled from a table in the corner. 
An old woman sat in one of six green vinyl-covered chairs. She had a small animal carrier on her lap, but I couldn’t see an animal inside. She smiled and showed off her yellowed teeth; one of them missing.
A woman with long and stringy gray hair sat behind the reception desk. She smiled, “May I help you?” 
I stepped up to the desk where a flea-prevention brochure caught my eye. Next to it was a printed flyer for an upcoming fundraising gala. I grabbed one and stuck it in my pocket. “I’m here to see Dr. Ardrey?”
The woman stood up so I could see her tie-dyed T-shirt with a silhouette of a dog and Ardrey Animal Welfare Clinic printed across the chest.  She leaned over the counter and looked down at the floor. “You’re alone?”
I nodded. “Just me, but...” I looked back at her. “Oh, do you mean... why am I here without a pet?” 
She pointed to a sign just over her shoulder that read Sorry, No Sales Visits Without an Appointment. “If this is a sales call, I’m sorry but I’d need to schedule you in.” 
I laughed. “Do I look like a salesman?” I shook my head. “It’s somewhat of a personal visit. Tell her it’s Henry Walsh.”
“Henry?” she said. “Does she know who you are?”
I thought for a moment. “She might.”
“One moment,” the woman said, and walked through a doorway behind the reception area.
I looked at the woman behind me, still seated with the crate on her lap. 
A young woman turned the corner and came through another doorway wearing a Jacksonville University sweatshirt. I wasn’t sure at first if it was Jess Ardrey. But she held a small black-and-white dog in her arms. He looked like a large rat, something grown in a laboratory, the way his ears stood up on his head.
I stepped closer, but the dog tensed up and showed me his teeth. An ear-piercing bark followed a growl. “Sorry,” I said, backing away.
The young woman smiled. “He’s actually really sweet,” she said, petting the dog’s head. “He just doesn’t like men.”
“Can’t say I can blame him,” I said, turning from the woman and her dog. I picked up a Cat Fancy magazine from one of the chairs and sat down. 
I heard a voice from the other side of the wall. “Give him one, two times a day for five days. I think he’ll be fine.”
I watched as the woman paid her bill at the reception desk and walked past me without even half a glance my way.
I looked up when I heard my name.
“Henry?”
Jess Ardrey leaned in the doorway, watching me as I stood. 
“You work for the Sharks... with Lance?” She cracked half a smile as her face turned a slight shade of red. “I remember you, from when I was little.” She looked at the old woman seated in the chair with the crate on her lap. “Mrs. Carver, we’ll have Herbert looked at in a little while. Just wait there, I’ll come out to get you shortly, okay?”
The woman smiled and nodded at Jess. “Okay, thank you doctor.”
I said to Jess, “If you don’t have time, I can—” 
“I have a few minutes before my next appointment,” she said, walking ahead of me through the doorway. “We can go talk in my office.” She stopped as soon as we got around the corner, out of view from the waiting area where the old woman was seated. “Don’t worry, Mrs. Carver comes in and sits out there every day. There’s not even a cat in that crate.”
We continued down a hall past two open rooms with steel-topped exam tables and into a modest-sized office. The walls were covered with paintings and framed photos, mostly of dogs and cats. There was a Norman Rockwell painting I recognized; the one with the young boy holding his dog on the examining table as the vet in a white doctor’s coat looked into the dog’s eyes.
Jess sat behind her desk and I sat in one of two chairs across from her. The only thing on her desk besides a closed laptop and a phone was a mug with a picture of a cartoon-like dog. The white paper label from a tea bag hung over the side.
I said, “You don’t charge people to bring their pets here?”
“Free or low cost. We’re here to help those who can’t afford the high cost of vet care in the area.”
I looked around the office. “How do you pay for everything?”
“We’re supported by our donors. Aside from regular donations, once a year we have a gala where we raise a good amount
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