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"I told her it may not have been such a good idea, but she still insisted."

"Let's back it up a bit Mr. Walker, you were a police detective for thirty years and now you are a private investigator?"

"Yes, that's correct."

"So what do you do now, look in motel windows trying to catch the deceitful husband with his secretary," chuckled the lawyer.

"Well first off that's nothing to make fun of, especially when there are children involved. Secondly, I specialize in cold case missing children," rebutted Walker as he felt his blood pressure was rising.

"Well then can you tell the grand jury panel how your client ended up in the river with her throat cut?"

"I'll admit it's not all that clear, events got out of hand pretty fast," admitted Walker.
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"Hello, this better be good it's pretty late," said Ed Walker rolling over in his bed to answer his cell phone around 11:30 PM during an abysmal summer rain storm.

"Ah...Mr. Walker?"

"Yes?"

"I am so sorry to bother you but I had nowhere else to turn to at this point."

"Should I be happy I'm the last resort."

"Sorry didn't meant it to sound that way. I really do need your help, can you meet me?"

"What, now?"

"Yes, please, I'm so scared!"

"Perhaps you should just call the police."

"No Mr. Walker, I don't need them sticking their condescending noses into my business."

"I was one of them you know."

"Yes, no disrespect, I mean I need someone who will listen and keep it confidential, you know what I mean?"

"Where?"

"Bert's 24 out on 16 by the airport."

"I know it, in an hour?"

"Thank you."

"Your name?"

"Tall blonde, black rain coat, aged thirty-seven, not too hard on the eyes," she giggled.

"OK, tall blonde."

"Diane," said the voice finally.

"OK, Diane, see you about 12:30."

After ending the call Ed's mind was racing, thinking of over two thousand cases he handled, then about a dozen old black and white movies he'd seen over the years. His half asleep personality became jovial. "Perhaps I should pack some heat in case the dame is being followed for her falcon statue," he said with a Bogey voice. After turning the nightstand lamp on he had a wave of sadness seeing Nancy's side of the bed still made up. "I hate it when she has to work so late."

His phone rang again as he was making his way to the bathroom. "Yeah."

"Yeah. Nice thing to say to your overworked wife."

"Yes my dear, but I am busy."

"With what? Are you and Teddy raiding the frig again."

"No, I am getting dressed to go have a meeting with a very mysterious blonde and our son is sleeping on his bed."

"What at this hour?"

"Yes, she's in full blown panic mode and I agreed to meet her over at Bert's Diner. I'll make it quick."

"See that you do, I'll be home in about two hours and I want to snuggle."

"Teddy will be here."

"Just let that lumbering overgrown puppy sleep. I want my husband in my bed not that smelly chocolate Labrador."

"He's not smelly."

"He is since he rolled in the neighbor's garden this morning," said Nancy.

"He does love his manure."

"Just make sure you give him a bath tomorrow or take him over to Posh N Pamper, that'll save your back a lot of grief."

"Love you," mumbled Ed ending the call.

Fortunately the streets were very empty, the storm causing most drivers to hurry to a safe harbor. With each tap of the windshield wipers Ed got more annoyed that he was even outside on such a night, much less going to meet a new client.

The over lit diner was a surreal sight contrasted against the black night and monsoonal like team of wind and rain drenching Walker's car as he came to a stop in an empty parking spot. He sat for a moment attempting to peer through the rising fog on his windshield into the diner's interior, try as he might there was no blonde to be seen. The reflection of neon blues and reds from the 'Bert's 24' sign bent and distorted with the sheets of falling water leaving the mirror image just a color rich design upon the car's hood with nature providing the talent. "Hell, guess I gotta get wet." groused Walker as he readied his raingear and reached for the interior door handle, pushing against the wind, his driver's seat got soaked before he could close the door.

A quick jog passed four parked vehicles, up two concrete steps, then Walker pulled open the exterior door against the unyielding gusts of the storm. He kept his hood up until after entering the interior door, suddenly he was assaulted by the cold air being circulated about the diner, then taken back by the high level of lighting which bounced off the varied chromed surfaces. Adjusting his eyes, Walker spied two men several feet away, busily attacking home fries, bacon strips and over-easy eggs while occasionally taking a breath and sipping from their coffee cups. As it didn’t concern him he continued his periscope like scan of the eatery.

There was a man and woman at the furthest booth, the man was slouched down with his back towards Ed. While the woman grasped a coffee cup with both hands held in mid-air in front of her mouth. She was saying something which Walker couldn't make out but he did notice her occasionally glancing in his direction whenever she took a sip. Walker heard the door behind him open as a gush of trapped outside air blew in against his back. "Mr. Walker?"

"Diane?"

"Let's get a table over there," she pointed towards an empty section in the main dining area used for service when the restaurant was extra crowded or for large groups, but now it sat empty and dimly lit.

"Excuse me, but that section is closed," came a voice from behind the counter.

"Ah shut up and go make us some fresh coffee, not that leftover supper swill," said Walker's mystery woman.

"Diane, hell ain't you scheduled for the 6 AM?"

"Don't worry Burt, I'll be here, for now get us the coffee."

After taking off their wet outer garments then taking seats in the closed section, Burt brought the coffee with a silent smile and left them alone.

"So why have you dragged me out of my nice quiet and very dry bed in the middle of the night," smiled Walker warmly.

"Can I trust you?"

"That's my middle name, but what would I say, no you can't."

"I'm just scared."

"I can understand that, just make like you're talking to your priest or minister."

"Oh hell I'd never tell them anything, don’t believe in any of that mumbo jumbo. Oh, no offense," grinned Diane relaxing a bit.

"None taken, after all the years of vile human behavior I've witnessed, I'm not such a big fan either," grinned Walker.

"Well I guess I have to trust someone. When I was a teenage girl, I ah..."

"Got pregnant, adoption or abort?"

"Adoption. You've heard this one before?"

"A few times. What's the kid's name?"

"I don't know."

"Ah huh, and now you want me to find her?"

"Yes."

"Why?"

"I need to see her."

"Not good enough."

"How's that?" snapped Diane.

"Listen, it don’t matter the why or the how of what happened. The point is now you are not talking about a five or six year old that maybe could get to know his or her real mother."

"Her."

"OK, her mother. She's what twenty, twenty-one years old, she's been through whatever she had to in order to grow up. A young adult trying to get started in life. Do you think it is really fair and respectful for you to crash her world just because you are what? Getting dying eggs syndrome or some old repressed guilt."

"You're pretty harsh, not what I expected you to be like."

"I am sorry, perhaps if you'd caught me during the daylight hours but at this time of night raw honesty is what I bring to the table," said Walker.

Diane grabbed her purse off the table as Walker drank his coffee half expecting her to bolt for the exit door. She placed the purse into her lap and retrieved a wad of tissues. While she wiped several tears away, Walker regretted giving her both barrels as it were but then his cop instinct kicked in and he knew he was actually doing her a favor not to mention the kid. Putting the tissues back into the purse Walker watched as she pulled out a small manila envelope and tossed it onto the table in his direction. "Perhaps this is what you need."

"Ah, from the shape of it I'd say you're wrong. Sure I like money as much as the next joe, but I'm in this for the internal feeling of reward, helping where I can. I have a fair pension for risking my life for thirty years and my lovely wife owns a cop bar/restaurant. We do OK. I don't need to gouge clients, put that away before I get angry."

"So I can't get you to take the case?"

"What case?"

"Mr. Walker I do understand where you're coming from, I haven't always worked at this diner. I finished college, married an asshole and had a good job as a operations manager for a mid-sized pharmaceutical company. My ex-husband got me into cocaine and alcohol, I lost my job, my house and he took whatever else wasn't nailed down before he abandoned me. I pulled myself up, got clean and Bert took me in, I used to be one of his best lunch customers."

"So those big tips paid off," chuckled Walker. 

"Something like that, he's a grumpy fuck to work for but has a heart of gold, like the father I always wished I had."

"OK so you're not some flakey dame who calls detectives in the middle of the night just because she is curious about a past mistake. So what is it?"

"I have this overwhelming fear of dread about my daughter, something is terribly wrong but I don't know what."

"Alright, it's against my better judgment but I usually find betting against a mother's instinct is a loser every time. Do you have anything for me to go on?"

"All I have is this paperwork for when I signed the baby over in the hospital and I did some research over the years, I'm pretty sure she is in the Mechanicsville area."

"Pretty thin."

"This two-thousand is all that I have in the world but I can try and raise some more," said Diane.

"Put your money away. Making phone calls and surfing the Internet will cost you about ten dollars an hour. If I travel out there, which I will eventually, then you pick up my gas, food and miscellaneous. I'm not going to waste your money or my time. If I find something interesting I'll talk with you before I pursue it. Fair enough?"

"Yes, very and thank you."

"Don't thank me yet, it could be a big dead end, twenty years is a long time," winced Walker as he finished his coffee.

"So what happens now?"

"Well I'm going home to be with my good lady wife and I suggest you go grab some shuteye so you don't piss off old Bert by being half asleep for your 6 AM shift."

"Oh, hell, I didn’t realize it was already 12:45."

"Good night Diane, ah?"

"Carpenter."

"Good night Miss Carpenter," said Walker as he zipped up in preparation of facing the storm once again.
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"So that was your first meeting with the dead woman?"

"Yes."

"Why did you take the case, it would seem to me like a lost cause to me."

"That's probably why I'm a detective and you're a prosecutor, you see the bucket as half-empty."

"And you saw it as half-full?"

"Let's just say I saw a potential of a full bucket, maybe some melodious string inside me was twanged and I hoped for a tearful and joyous reunion between mother and daughter."

"Pretty risky attitude for a businessman."

"That's your take on it. Besides, I'm not a businessman, I'm a seeker of truth," smiled Walker proud of his years of usual successful dueling with lawyers.

"Well we seek the truth also Mr. Walker, like how your client ended up dead."
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Ed Walker sat on his front porch with his small carafe of coffee, morning newspaper and a pack of cigarettes while soaking up tiny bits of the early morning August sun, eyes half closed letting the heat penetrate his aging bones.

"In your favorite spot again I see."

"Is there something wrong with what I'm doing?"

"Certainly not my dear husband, I'm just busting you," smiled Nancy all dressed for work.

"Off to the happy place already?"

"Yes, I have to meet up with Marty G., he's going to give me a estimate for replacing the felt top on the pool table."

"What the hell happened?"

"George Stents spilled a beer and a plate of spaghetti on it, it's ruined."

"You going to charge him?"

"Nope, insurance covers it but I'd wish you'd ask your old cop buddies to have a little couth, he was standing up bullshitting with a group of guys when the plate slipped out of his hand onto the pool table, then he spilled the beer trying to grab the plate of food. He should have sat at a damn table."

"Now you know why he's divorced, he's always been a big slob. I don't think he ever cleaned any of the three suits he owns," chuckled Walker remembering his years in the detective division.

"Well let me run, try not to get too tired out doing all this resting stuff. I need you to be at your best for dinner tonight," chuckled Nancy leaning over to give Ed a kiss.

"What dinner?"

"With the McBrides."

"Oh hell, is that tonight?"

"Yep, be ready by 6:30 PM."

Walker sank back into a dream state as he heard his wife's car pull off. There was a slight rustling of the leaves and he looked up to see the sun trying to pierce through the thick leaf canopy of the hundred year old oak tree that shrouded the front porch with cooling shade on hot summer afternoons. When the breeze blew, the leaves parted allowing the intense sunlight to wash his face with warmth. He reached to pour another cup of coffee and grabbed his pack of cigarettes, an old habit he would never break or felt he should ever have to do so. Then his cell phone rang. "Ed Walker, can I help you?"

"I don't know, do you ever move off of that front porch?"

"Oh I really hate hearing that voice, it's like so many fingernails on a blackboard," replied Ed with a smile. "Let me guess you're watching me right this minute."

"Yes Ed I am."

Walker looked up and down the street and finally spotted the black unmarked FBI car up on the right facing away from his house. "You still can't park worth a damn, your ass end is hanging out."

"I beg your pardon."

"The car," laughed Walker. He watched as the vehicle came to life, did a U turn, roared back down the street then parked in front of his home. "Brandy Barrows, the scariest FBI agent I ever worked for."

"How the hell are you Ed," said Brandy as they hugged.

"What have you been up to lately?"

"This and that, actually the only exciting cases not to mention dangerous, are the ones working with you," laughed Brandy.

"So I take it this is not a pleasure call?"

"Afraid not."

"Why the hell do you always come to me with all the resources the FBI has at its disposal."

"I trust you, there is your thirty plus years experience as a police detective, you're best friends with my uncle and when the agency doesn't want to tackle a case I take it on and think of you."

"I can't figure if I'm just a sucker or you're desperate," chuckled Walker. "You want to go have some lunch and fill me in on the details?"

"No need, we can talk about it over dinner," smiled Brandy.

"Oh how come I smell a set up, you're going to be at Bill's house tonight."

"See, nothing gets past you."
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"Fine dinner, even if the company makes me nervous," chuckled Walker.

"Ed, be nice," groaned Nancy.

"Oh you don't know?"

"What?"

"This was set up. When my old boss invites us over for dinner there is usually an ulterior motive."

"Whatever are you going on about?"

"It was no coincidence that Brandy happened to drop by today."

"Hold on there Ed, you and I have been together for decades and we've been through some tough times, both professional and personal. With you running around doing investigating, my stressful life as Police Chief, Carol running her hospice and Nancy throwing out drunken cops from her bar every night, we only get to see each other a few times a year socially. When Brandy called the other day and asked how you were doing, I did mention you guys were coming over for dinner. So if anyone sneaked one passed you it was my beautiful but conniving niece," grinned McBride.

"My my, do I feel like a pariah or what?" snickered Barrows.

"We are just busting you as you are well aware," smiled Walker.

"Alright let's all go out onto the patio for coffee and after dinner drinks then we'll let Brandy tell us all how she is going to try and get you killed this time," laughed Carol McBride.

After settling in on the covered patio, "OK, let's give it up, what do you have in store for me," asked Walker turning serious.

"Well as you all know, human trafficking is out of control worldwide and it has become the number two money making industry in the United States. The politicians and government leaders are quite happy to let the American public live with their collective heads up their asses as usual and don't give much play to the statistics in the corporate controlled media. Every year close to one million children, teens and young adults disappear right here in the good old U.S.A.," explained Brandy.

"My god, I'd never have thought it was that high a number," said Nancy.

"That's a conservative guess," remarked Walker. "It's probably a lot higher."

"Correct and of course the two despicable things that come out of those numbers are sex trafficking and slave labor," said Barrows.

"We going after some sex traffickers again?"

"Not this time Ed, we have located a large network of enslaved people, foreigners and Americans being systematically worked to death in sweatshops across the country. Two large ones are up in New Jersey and Pennsylvania."

"So why do you need an old southern gentleman from Richmond," grinned Walker putting on his drawl.

"Because we found a perfect set up in the Airways Industrial Park and have a phony factory all ready to go. We need you to pretend to be the CEO looking for labor to run his factory."

"Not dog food again I hope," said Walker referring to a past case involving diamond smuggling.

"No, jewelry making. Remember when we went after those slave traders in Germany, very similar."

"What the hell, do I look like a guy who buys slave girls?"

"Seriously it has to be an older gentleman in order to look legitimate, otherwise they will instantly be wary of some young fast talking entrepreneurial type. A lot of our agents leave after twenty or twenty-five years. They are burnt out, take their pension then fade into the sunset. You are in fairly good shape, have a wealth of experience and can keep your cool in dynamic situations, especially with bad guys."

"So because I managed to survive thirty years as a police detective I get rewarded by being a stalking horse for the FBI. What's the plan Brandy?"

"Well, before you ask, yes you get your usual Special Agent status and pay, as well as expenses. You can begin next week, first by learning the business plan for your sham operation. We have hired a bunch of college kids who will actually be doing work. The low cost jewelry is being made for a well known big box retailer, any profits will offset the wages we are paying to the students."

"So that's how you got this wild hair approved, it's sort of paying for itself. Let me ask, is this a punishment assignment," laughed Walker.

"You would think. I told my boss after our last case with Prophet Sarah that I deserved to pick out my own assignments and she agreed. So from the mostly unpopular stack, I picked this one," smiled Barrows.

"Because if anyone else chose it, that might be their last assignment if they failed," remarked Bill McBride.

"Yes, pretty much, they let me take on the high risk cases because I have half a chance to solve them."

"Well it is nice to see you have made your bones for the agency, but no offense, you ain't getting any younger. Do you want the solving of long shot cases as your legacy?" asked Walker.

"Well let's say I've resigned myself to the fact I'll never have any children or a husband that would put up with my gallivanting around the world all the time. So this is my life," grimaced Barrows.

"You can still have a baby at forty my dear, modern medicine has lowered the risks quite a bit," smiled Nancy.

"Thanks, but this is in my blood, I need to know I'm trying to make it a better world more than I need to have a child. Mom always said I was wired differently."

"My dear departed sister may have pushed you too hard to become a career woman," remarked McBride.

"No regrets Uncle Bill, really. Having my head filled with all those exciting cases you and Walker solved, I knew by age ten I wanted to be a cop, but not riding around in a black and white writing tickets, I knew it had to be the FBI for me. My mother was happy I was going for a career but she had more the corporate
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