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Prologue

	Solitude, isolation, are painful things and beyond human endurance.

	—Jules Verne

	 

	Perhaps in the past they would have opened the front gate for me and let me leave wearing a cheap pair of sweats, with my possessions in a brown paper sack. Nowadays, they provided me with a cheap vinyl drawstring bag for my possessions and gave me jeans, a gray button-down shirt, a flimsy windbreaker, and a bus ride from Phillips State Prison to nearby Buford.

	My grandfather’s home health aide, Ebony Greene, picked me up at the bus station. She drove southwest along I-85 headed for Atlanta in silence for a while.

	“Well,” Ebony said at last, “you got older, Granville.”

	“Just call me Cash. And no shit. Fourteen years in prison will do that.”

	About ten miles farther southwest, Ebony said abruptly, “Hell, they could lock me up for the money they’re about to give you.”

	“Money won’t buy back the fourteen years I did inside.”

	“It doesn’t hurt, either,” Ebony said.

	“Good point,” I said. We were silent for another fifteen miles.

	Ebony hit the button to lower her window and lit a cigarette, batting the ashes out into the humid Georgia air.

	“My Pop Pop allows you to smoke in his car?”

	“I thought you knew,” she said with the gravest face. “Kennesaw died last night. He so wanted to see you, though. I’m so sorry.”

	No tears came, as I’d cried them out long ago. The pain did strike at me and nearly took my breath away.

	“He didn’t want a funeral. He wanted to be cremated. The house is yours, of course,” she said. “I’ve already found a new job.”

	“Oh, okay,” I mumbled. “They goin’ to pay you well?”

	“Enough.”

	“I’ll add another few hundred a week to do…”

	She looked at me. “To do what?” She then snorted a laugh.

	“I didn’t mean…” I said blushing. “You can help me around the house. Get Pop Pop’s things in order. You know.”

	“Sure.” She snorted again. “So, what are your plans now that you are out?”

	“Well, have to settle up my Pop Pop’s estate, make sure my lawyer has all the paperwork complete for my money and freedom, and I always wanted to buy a fishing cabin. Then maybe do something good with my life.”

	“Do something good,” she said and smiled. “Kennesaw would’ve been happy to hear that. He feared you would have this rage inside. So, what kind of good do you want to do?”

	“Thought I would help those who need it,” I began. “Those who have been wrongfully convicted like me. Some of the guys I met in prison could use a fresh set of eyes on their cases. That sort of stuff.”

	“You goin’ to be some sort of PI?”

	“Nothing official or licensed. You don’t have to be licensed to do the sort of investigating I’ll be doing. Let me worry about that.”

	Ebony exited off the interstate and headed more south. “You want to stay at Kennesaw’s place tonight?”

	“Nah, maybe a motel or someplace cheap until I get my bearings.”

	She looked at me and smiled. “Sure, hon.”

	“I’m going to need to borrow my Pop Pop’s car tomorrow and thought if you need it, too, you could pick me up on your way into your other job. I’ll pick you up in the afternoon. Then we can go over the plans for Pop Pop and drive to the house after.”

	“Who doesn’t love a man with a plan?”

	 


Chapter 1

	All happy families are alike; each unhappy family is unhappy in its own way.

	—Leo Tolstoy

	 

	Four months later

	 

	“When got home from our cruise down in Miami, Katrina cried the whole time. She would attack us, even made Brent bleed on one occasion. She was only happy in the hotel room or our cabin with the shades drawn.” Lynne was in her early forties and looked as if she had not had a decent night’s sleep in years.

	“We had a feeling something terrible was wrong with her,” Brent added.

	Their daughter, Katrina, was three years old and suffered from a rare genetic disease called Rett Syndrome. I could not tell anything was wrong with the cute little girl as I watched her playing happily on the front porch of their home, and the news hit me hard. Since being released and having suffered the loss of my Pop Pop, I was becoming more sentimental, I guess.

	“She looks fine to me,” I said offhandedly. “Sorry. Does she know?”

	“We haven’t directly told her,” Lynne said. “But I’m pretty sure she knows something is off. She has seen enough doctors. But she is still very young.”

	“It occurs primarily in girls,” Brent began. “It leads to severe impairments affecting nearly every aspect of her life—her ability to speak, walk, eat, and even breathe easily.”

	I noticed Katrina’s hands making nearly constant repetitive movements. I must have been staring as Lynne spoke up. “That is one of the hallmarks of the syndrome.”

	“Sorry. Didn’t mean to stare,” I muttered.

	Brent was a big man, big in every sense, nearly three bills, and hardly an inch of him could be considered fat. His eyes were a pale blue, and what little hair he had was thinning or graying. Since I first met him back at Walker State, I had seen him only in prison garb. Today he was wearing his best as if he were going to church—black boots, clean jeans, and a button-up dress shirt. He was freshly groomed and showered. He lived in a two-story house that needed some work, but it was home. Compared to our cells it was a mansion. He got out four years ago, and we kept in touch via letters. This is how I’d learned that something was wrong with Katrina.

	“What do you want me to find for Katrina? Are there donors out there that can help her?”

	“We want you to find our older daughter, Celia,” Brent said.

	“Celia,” repeated Lynne. Her voice was soft, almost a whisper. She was wearing a yellow floral print dress. She was nearly two feet shorter than Brent and a third of his weight, but her hair was just as gray as his. She sat in a rocking chair, her hands folded neatly in her lap, and watched Katrina. She never took her eyes off the child.

	“Oh, before we continue…sorry it took so long to get over here,” I said.

	Brent held up his hands. “No apologies necessary. Sorry to hear about your grandfather. Just glad they finally figured out that you were innocent, man.”

	“Thanks.”

	Lynne was all business. “We had…um…we have another daughter. Celia. She left home the day after she turned eighteen. That was four years ago.”

	“A week or so after I was released,” Brent muttered.

	“Celia left and never came back. We tried to find her, even thought about hiring a private investigator, but it is so expensive. I’ve not been able to work because of having to take Katrina to so many doctor appointments and all. Brent is working two jobs, sometimes more to make ends meet.” Lynne looked as if she were about to cry.

	Brent rubbed her hand. “We figured, well, that’s the way Celia wanted it. To be on her own. Only now…”

	“Could Celia be a compatible donor?” I asked.

	“Probably not. But what if she were to have children of her own? We want her to know the family medical history. And…”

	“You want to know she is okay,” I finished for Lynne.

	Most missing persons are missing because they want to be, and rarely does anything good come of finding them. Still, little Katrina was three years old, and she was suffering. Her long blonde hair was tied in a ponytail. Her eyes were vibrant green, and her smile was bright enough to melt snow. I couldn’t possibly imagine the pain and anguish Lynne and Brent must have experienced as they watched their daughter, knowing she was literally being tortured every day before their eyes. When I was one, my father was killed in Vietnam. I never knew him. My mother lost her mind and left not long after. I’ve never known her. My grandfather died just four months ago, yet his passing, too, was fairly quick, although we both had seen it coming. This was something else. Losing a child either by disease or disappearance…

	“Tell me about Celia,” I said.

	“You’ll look for her?” Lynne asked, somewhat surprised.

	“I won’t promise you that I will find her.” I made this clear.

	Lynne squeezed my hands as if I had promised her. “Oh, thank you.”

	“Brent, I’m not a private investigator. I don’t have a license. I have no legal authority or standing. I’m just someone with a ton of time on their hands.”

	“I remember you reading every legal and law enforcement book you could get your hands on in the joint,” Brent said. “I figure you’re as good as any investigator we could hire.”

	“Why are you doing this?” The question caught me off guard.

	I looked at Lynne. “I want to help those who need it. I was incarcerated for a good portion of my life because no one would help me…at least for some time. I met a lot of guys in prison, and some I feel were also wrongfully convicted. Others have no one to help them. I want to be that someone.”

	“I can’t tell you how much we appreciate it,” Brent added. “Only, we’re not asking you to do this out of charity. We will pay you what we can.”

	“Nonsense,” I said. “I will not hear of it. Money is not a problem for me. I have plenty, even after the bloodsucking lawyers took their cut.” I smiled.

	“We aren’t charity cases,” Brent said, and I saw he was serious.

	“We will work something out, then.”

	“If you need anything done at your grandfather’s house, I’m your man,” Brent noted.

	“We will work something out.”

	Brent nodded.

	“Is her name spelled C-E-L-I-A?”

	“Yes.”

	“What is her middle name?”

	“Marie.”

	“Celia Marie Baldwin.” I wrote it down. “Pretty name.”

	Lynne smiled slightly and looked down at her hands, which were folded in her lap again.

	Brent sat in an old wooden chair that had carried too much weight for too long and looked as if it would break any minute. He stared at a spot on the wall that no one else could see.

	“The day after her birthday,” Lynne said, “she just took her clothes that could fit in a backpack and left. We thought she would come back when her money ran out. She’d worked her senior year and saved every penny. She didn’t. When she didn’t come back, we went to the police. They weren’t much help. They said since she was no longer a minor and there was no indication she was taken by force—no foul play—well, there was nothing they could do.”

	“Why do you think she left?” I asked. “Were you all fighting?”

	“No. Since I’d come back home, she was always at school or working. She avoided me. I barely saw her,” Brent admitted.

	“She didn’t seem unhappy,” Lynne said.

	“Truth is we don’t know why she left. She didn’t leave a note. One day she was living here perfectly fine, then, poof, she was gone.”

	“Boyfriend? Girlfriend?”

	“No!” Lynne was adamant. It was the first time she had raised her voice. Brent even looked unnerved. “My Celia is a good girl!”

	“Just trying to figure out a reason she left,” I quietly explained.

	Lynne stared at him for a moment before speaking again. “She didn’t like it here. She said there was nothing for someone her age to do here.”

	Brent shook his head in disbelief.

	“Crazy. Atlanta is a huge city. Plenty to do,” he insisted.

	“Celia is young, pretty, and smart. She was bored. She wanted to leave here, and she knew you…um…we disapproved.”

	“We do disapprove,” Brent threw in. “But leaving without saying good-bye, without a note…that shit isn’t right.”

	“And she hasn’t tried to contact you, not once in four years?”

	“No,” they answered together.

	“Where do you imagine she went?” I asked.

	“She only knew this area. I suspect she’s close or at least still in Georgia,” Lynne answered. “Where else?”

	People get lost in Atlanta and big cities like it all the time, I thought.

	“I will take any and all information you have on her. Driver’s license number, Social Security number, phone numbers, email addresses, whatever you have.”

	As I left I turned and asked another question. “You said she was talking about going to college after high school. Did she have a college in mind and a major?”

	“She wanted to be a nurse,” Lynne said, barely above a whisper.

	I made a note of that, then said, “Do you have a photo I could take with me?”

	“Yes, I’ll get you one.” Lynne rose from the chair and went inside.

	Brent watched her leave, then whispered, “You might wanna try Phoebe Burney.”

	“Who is that?”

	If I had trouble hearing Brent, Lynne had not. A second later she was standing in the doorway which separated the porch from the entry to the house.

	“Phoebe? Why in the world would you mention that name?”

	“Who is this Phoebe?” I asked, already writing her name in my notepad.

	I came back to the porch feeling our conversation was not over.

	“A friend of Celia’s,” Lynne volunteered, still watching her husband.

	“Shit,” Brent muttered under his breath. “Friend, my ass.”

	“Okay, perhaps friend is stretching it,” Lynne admitted as she turned away from her husband. “But they knew each other. Phoebe ran with a bad batch, not the usual crowd Celia hung out with. I don’t think Phoebe received much parenting from home. Her father was out of the picture.” Lynne’s eyes went to Brent. “Her mom worked a bunch of jobs until she died. It wasn’t much before Celia left. How long?”

	“A month and a half,” Brent said. Lynne seemed surprised that he knew the answer.

	“There was something between those two,” Lynne continued. “But I don’t think Phoebe had anything to do with Celia leaving. Do you, Brent?”

	“I didn’t say that.”

	“Then why did you suggest her name?” I asked.

	“They both left at practically the same time.” Brent was getting agitated. I’d seen this look back in the pen. “Maybe they ran into each other or planned to meet up.”

	“Phoebe was a criminal,” Lynne blurted.

	This time Brent didn’t argue. Instead, he found a spot on the porch rail and stared off in the distance. Lynne sighed in resignation and went back to watching Katrina.

	“How so?” I asked.

	“Phoebe worked as a waitress at a small diner,” Brent said. “She did until she and the tech boy, Tobe, ran off with the money she or they stole from the diner. Didn’t take the police long to catch them, neither. They didn’t even get as far as Marietta. Oh, they swore they were innocent, said they didn’t steal the money, said they were just eloping, as his family did not approve of her. But the money was sure enough gone, and they were in an awful hurry to leave town. After she was arrested, Phoebe called Celia. Our daughter used her own money to bail Phoebe out.”

	“Why would she do that if she was saving it to run off on her own?”

	Neither answered nor looked at one another.

	“This boy, Tobe, his father is big into computers,” Brent continued. “The police went easy on him once the old man replaced the money that was stolen from the diner. They told Phoebe to get out of town and leave their son alone. So, off she ran.”

	I nodded. It was typical of many smaller police forces in the South. Whenever rural forces have a problem that isn’t worth their time and aggravation or if the fix is in, they just tell the suspect to grab the next Uber out of town and not come back.

	“That was the end of May,” Brent said. “Week or so before Celia left.”

	“I don’t think they planned this,” Lynne whispered.

	“I didn’t say they did,” Brent said.

	Lynne shook her head at her husband, then gave me the picture of Celia. It showed a young woman posed against a fake woodland background—a school picture. She was pretty. Bright blue eyes, hair shiny and long, skin clear without so much as a hint of a blemish. I looked from the picture to the Baldwins to the little girl playing quietly on the porch and then back to the picture.

	“I will let you know what I find.”

	Lynne squeezed my hand. Again she said, “Thank you.”

	I shook hands with Brent and went to my Pop Pop’s Ford Explorer, now mine, parked in their driveway, then drove off.

	 


Chapter 2

	Any man who can drive safely while kissing a pretty girl is simply not giving the kiss the attention it deserves.

	—Albert Einstein

	 

	Fifteen minutes later I was parked outside of the Center for Puppetry Arts on Spring Street at 18th in downtown Atlanta. The building was rectangular in shape and painted two shades of greens in a diamond pattern. Speaking of Greene, Ebony was leaning against the building, waiting for me.

	“I know I’m runnin’ late.” I gestured toward the museum. “Enjoy it?”

	“Sure,” she answered without enthusiasm. “No strings on me,” she laughed. I reached for her hand. She pulled it away and grabbed her bulky purse, making it seem like a casual gesture instead of the deliberate snub it was. She moved quickly to the passenger door of my Explorer, opening it before I had the chance to be a gentleman.

	Visiting the museum had been Ebony’s idea, an alternative meeting place besides my Pop Pop’s home, which brought back painful memories to her. Ebony didn’t approve of my wanting to enter into detective work and said so. She thought it was going to lead to trouble for me. I reminded her that I was not looking for trouble.

	The state of Georgia had agreed to pay me for the time I served for my wrongful conviction. After my lawyers took a small fee, I was left with approximately $882,000. Ebony reminded me that my Pop Pop would have wanted me to act like I had that kind of money. Only I had been unable to cast off the shackles of my incarceration and my desire to help others.

	“What did he want from you?” she asked when we started driving. I told her. “You said you would look for this girl, didn’t you?”

	“I did. Why shouldn’t I?”

	“You don’t need to get involved.”

	“You’re right. I could just do nothing, loaf around my grandfather’s house in my underwear every day all day, and just live off the interest of the money given to me.”

	“Why not?”

	“I’d be dead within six months of extreme boredom. I was trapped inside a six-by-eight-foot cell twenty-three hours a day for fourteen years. I want to be out.”

	“You could get a job, a real job if you’re bored.”

	“Doing what? I’m not exactly qualified to do much. I don’t need money.”

	“Money is always needed no matter how much you have.”

	I scoffed and shook my head.

	“It’s not about the money.”

	“Seems to be.”

	“I’m talking about getting a job that makes you care, that gives you something to look forward to, that gives you happiness. Like, I don’t know…”

	“Like helping those who need it?”

	“Ebony, I lost fourteen years of my life. I vowed once I got out that I would like to help my friends and others anyway I could. I studied investigation and police tactics. I want to help. I like helping others. This is what makes me happy.”

	She did not reply. She sat in stony silence staring out the passenger window. I didn’t push, yet I felt she wanted to tell me something and was having a difficult time getting to it. I also decided I probably did not want to hear it.

	Ebony pointed to The Metro Diner, where we could stop for lunch. I pulled off and parked along the street in front of the place.

	“Aren’t you hungry?” Ebony asked.

	I closed my door and locked it with a button on my key chain. Cars had advanced in technology during my time away.

	“Are you dying?”

	Ebony’s mouth hung open for a moment, and I thought I had guessed right. I was actually disappointed—not really—when she finally shook her head and said, “The fuck?”

	“What is eating at you, then?”

	“What? Nothing.”

	I rested my hands on top of her shoulders, leaned in, and gave her my most reassuring smile. “You can tell me.”

	She stepped back until her shoulders were no longer within reach. My hands fell away.

	“Like we’re suddenly the best of friends.”

	I was surprised by the sharpness of her words. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to pry.”

	She huffed and folded her arms.

	“Ebony?”

	“It has nothing to do with you. It’s my thing.”

	“What thing?”

	“Not sure I want to talk about this right now.”

	Ebony stepped away from the diner and walked to the antique shop next door.

	“Things are moving fast,” she said.

	“Again, what things?”

	“Things.”

	I shook my head dumbly, my mouth open. I felt numb except for my stomach, which was like a newborn baby moving and kicking.

	“You spent too much time in the pen, Cash,” she told me at last. “The people you associate with, they’re convicted felons. They aren’t what you consider…”

	“Consider what?”

	“Normal. They’re drug dealers, rapists, crooks, thieves, and violent men, some of whom have killed.”

	“Most have served their time. I know they’re not saints, but they’re still people.”

	“I know that.”

	I took a few steps back toward the Explorer without realizing I had done it. The vehicle was within reach. I looked over at Ebony.

	“I don’t want to deal with those types anymore,” she announced with a voice as hard as the look in her eyes.

	“What if I was a lawyer? Would that make you happy?”

	“Sure.”

	“But I would still be dealing with those same types of people.”

	I had made a solid point, and she did not like it. She moved to the Explorer, leaned against it. Her arms stretched up toward the roof.

	“I thought we were getting to know each other,” I whispered. “Are you wanting to see other people?”

	“You sound like such a guy right now.”

	“Well, I am.”

	Ebony smiled. “I care for you, Cash. It’s just that I spent most of my adult life trying to distance myself from those types. In my neighborhood there were two ways out, prison or death. Yet I found another way.”

	“But…”

	“Your attention is elsewhere right now. The world is new to you. I get that.”

	“Still, it feels like you are dumping me.”

	Ebony didn’t answer, and I found myself gazing at the office building across the street. Suddenly, the sounds of the city and traffic disappeared.

	Ebony called a friend to pick her up. She kissed me goodbye. Not one of those quick pecks that I deemed brotherly. This one lingered long enough to heat my insides.

	Breaking up with someone sure changed a lot since I went away, I thought. Of course, Ebony insisted that she wasn’t ending things with me, that we would talk more later.

	I wasn’t sure if that was code for something more ominous and decided not to worry about it. Yeah, like that was going to happen.

	 


Chapter 3

	Love is the joy of the good, the wonder of the wise, the amazement of the Gods.

	—Plato

	 

	Half an hour later I was back at my Pop Pop’s place, my home now. I parked out front and entered the house through the back door.

	The first thing I did even before switching on the light, grabbing a drink, and going through the mail I’d thrown on the kitchen table earlier was turn on my CD player. Although I was not old enough to have experienced Beatlemania in the 1960s, it had gripped me in prison. Their music incorporated classical elements, traditional pop forms, and unconventional recording techniques in innovative ways. I’d heard their music before I had been imprisoned, yet never truly appreciated it until I had the time to do so. The first song I chose was She Loves You. I read in an article that Paul McCartney said the idea for the song first started with Bobby Rydell’s Forget Him with its call and response pattern. It was unusual for a love song in that the lyrics are not about the singer’s love for someone else. Instead, the singer functions as the helpful go-between for estranged lovers.

	I poured myself a Big Shanty Graham Cracker Stout. My Pop Pop had some left over when I got out, and I fell in love with the beer. Named after the original city of Kennesaw, Big Shanty was not a little beer by any means. Made with real graham crackers and honey, its sweetness was only challenged by its strong roast and hop bitterness. I drank it far too fast. I poured myself another. I figured I had two choices. I could sit around and feel sorry for myself, or I could get busy. I chose feeling sorry for myself but was interrupted by a phone call. I was still getting used to the new-fangled cell phone Ebony had helped me pick out.

	“Just checking to see how you are doing,” Ebony said.

	I was so surprised to hear her voice I could not form a word. I was completely out of my comfort zone, with women having been out of the game for a long time.

	“Um…yeah…I mean…I’m good…and you?”

	“Oh, okay. I was just worried that you might be…” After a long pause she added, “I figured you would be just fine. Not sure why I called.”

	“Thank you for thinking of me,” I replied stoically. Sure, like it was suddenly okay for men to tell a woman how they really felt.

	“Cash?”

	“Yes?”

	“Cash, you’re not like other guys I’ve known. All the guys I’ve known, they don’t care. They think they can treat women like lesser people. You don’t. You don’t seem to have any hidden agendas.” She paused. “Well, that’s not exactly true. You do. You want to help everyone.”

	What are you trying to get to? I thought but didn’t ask her.

	“You are a really good guy,” she added. I may not have played the game, but that sounded like the beginning of the end. “You are certainly one of a kind.”

	“Um…thanks.”

	“We will talk later. I have to go now.”

	“Okay. Me, too.”

	She was gone, and that was the end of that. I listened to the song a little more, then said, “Fuck this.” I went to the CD player and chose another song, We Can Work It Out.

	Hopefully, we could.

	I poured a third Big Shanty, promising myself it would be the last, and settled in with the contacts in my cell phone. Ebony had helped me with them, too. I shook my head to focus on the missing girl. It’s rarely that easy, but you have to begin somewhere. After four years maybe Celia wasn’t trying very hard to hide. It was just after seven when I started making calls, eight-thirty by the time I was done. Everyone had answered. Everyone had a cell phone these days. There was one Celia Marie Baldwin I found in Atlanta by conducting an Internet search, only this one was fifteen years old. Her father was not pleased at my call and refused to give the phone to her. Instead, he insisted he would find me if I persisted. I hung up after apologizing for a wrong number. There were at least ten C. Baldwins in Atlanta and just about the same number of C. M.s, but I could not pinpoint any as Celia Marie. None of them was the woman I was looking for.

	I went back on the Internet and accessed the Georgia Department of Public Safety. I found the page for motor vehicle registrations and completed the request form, asking for Celia’s driver’s license information. The request cost ten dollars and would take a minimum of twenty-four hours to complete. I was left wondering where to go from here.

	Looking for someone, as I’d learned reading everything I could the past fourteen years on this subject and more, isn’t as hard as it once was thanks to social media. Having a social media profile is probably bad news if you’re trying to stay off someone’s radar. It’s a goldmine of information. People like to document their entire lives. I read where people who were supposedly injured at work posted pictures of themselves exercising. I also saw that investigators could figure out what vehicles a person owns because of photos online. And even deleting things doesn’t mean they aren’t still retrievable. Nothing goes away.

	For intel, nothing beats friending a case subject on Facebook. Since they probably won’t accept a request from a PI, I read that some investigators opt for creating fake accounts. Because posting pictures of my past few years was not going to attract many friends on social media, I decided to create a fake one myself. Some guys like blondes, some guys like redheads. I didn’t care. Whatever gets me in. I was sure my fake account would be exponentially more popular than my real account.

	Social networking sites are some of the best places to look. Facebook is usually one of the first stops. With nearly eighty percent of American Internet users registered, odds are whoever you might be looking for is on it. It’s free, and all information is publicly available, which makes it a great starting point. I read that it was making finding people much easier.

	I could perform a more detailed search, as I wasn’t restricted to using someone’s name. I could narrow the search down by adding identifying details such as location or group, like Celia’s graduating class. In order to perform a more thorough search, it was best to look at all the major social networking sites: Twitter, LinkedIn, and Instagram.

	I was no computer expert but had used the computers in prison, especially after the Innocence Project picked up my case. My access to information was far greater than it had been the first few years locked up.

	I wasn’t worried that Celia may have been careful enough to hide her social media profiles, as it was still possible to obtain information on her legally from relatives, neighbors, or friends who may not have their security settings set as high. From what I learned, investigators were able to collect a list of persons close to the one they were looking for and still be able to use the search function on that particular social network in order to gain information.

	I was hoping I would get that lucky.

	Whether we know it or not, we leave little bits of our identity online whenever we sign up for membership at a website, post a comment at a forum, or perform an online transaction. A private investigator only needs to properly utilize the search engines in order to find these little bits and piece them together for a more complete picture.

	If I were in law enforcement, I could tap into the National Crime Information Center or the Georgia Bureau of Criminal Apprehension’s Criminal Justice Information System.

	But I wasn’t.

	I had made a few contacts when my case came up for review. One of those contacts was Duncan Quarles of the Georgia Bureau of Investigation.

	What the hell? I thought. I called. The phone rang a few times when a man answered, “Hello.”

	“Um…hi…Duncan?”

	“This is Jude.”

	“Hey, Jude.” There was a moment of silence, then we both laughed.

	“Cash,” Jude said. “The Beatles fan. Hey, I’ll get Duncan.” He paused again, then added, “When are you going to take me away from all this?”

	“From what? What’s goin’ on?”

	“Dunc’s in one of his moods again. Right now he’s upstairs lecturing the boys because they didn’t shut the back door.”

	“Yikes. Sounds like fun. Can I speak to him?”

	It was a few minutes later when Duncan related to me what he told his sons.

	“How many times do I need to remind them? Keep the doors shut once you have walked through them. Electricity isn’t cheap. And not to mention the fact that burglars or killers could just waltz right in a door that is ajar. Do they need to see pictures, ’cause I have pictures?”

	“You’d show your boys, both under the age of twelve, crime scene pictures?”

	“Scare them straight.”

	“Duncan, that’s awful.”

	“Maybe.” He took a breath. “You’re right.” Slow exhale. “This new case I have been assigned is just… How could someone do that to another human being? It isn’t something you forget or erase from your mind, let me tell you.”

	“Spare me the details,” I pleaded.

	He paused for a moment, then asked, “Hey, what did you call for, anyway?”

	“I was going to ask a favor, but I don’t want to be lectured or shown crime scene pictures.”

	“You’ve seen worse, I imagine.”

	Of course I had. I told him the reason I called, and he recited the department line concerning unauthorized use of criminal records or equipment along with a lecture centering around the fact that he was far too busy with his case load to do my favors. I apologized for wasting his time.

	“Ugh,” he grunted. “I will call you when I get a moment to look up the name.”

	“Dunc?” I asked before he hung up.

	“Yeah?”

	“Would you mind looking up Phoebe Burney, too?”

	“You’re pushing it, Cash.”

	He hung up before I could say another word. Probably best he did.

	 


Chapter 4

	Hide nothing, for time, which sees all and hears all, exposes all.

	—Sophocles

	 

	Duncan Quarles’ call caught me just as I was beginning to dry off after a shower. I was still dripping water over my bedroom carpet as he informed me, “I got that information you requested.”

	“Thanks, Duncan.”

	“If you can come to the office about one, I will give it to you. And, bonus, you can buy me lunch, Daddy Warbucks.”

	“Um…sure,” I said. “As long as you never call me ‘Daddy’ anything again.”

	“Sure. I have a favor to ask of you, too.”

	“Sounds good. What’s the…?”

	He had already hung up.

	The Beatles were on the CD player, singing about playing in a garden of strawberry fields. I hummed along while I drank a Red Bull and looked at the news on my phone.

	The big local story was about the vicious killing of Beatrice Spencer. The news stressed that she had been a pretty woman. Some of the articles commented on the several businesses she owned. They also mentioned that she was the only female among The Fraternity, one of the major professional and business organizations in Atlanta, which was very prominent in economic and political arenas. It was no-frills reporting, but there was an interesting if not sinister edge to it that disturbed me. The articles seemed to suggest that Spencer had been raped, tortured, and murdered because of her good looks, the fact she was a female business owner, and her connection to The Fraternity. The stories implied that her brutal death was retribution for having the courage to excel in a male-dominated world.

	Of course, it just could have been my overactive imagination.

	Instinctively, I reached for my cell phone. I was going to ask my buddy, Corey Wheeler, if he had the same read on the articles and murder as I did. Then I remembered that we don’t have a good relationship anymore. I cursed softly and put my cell phone down.

	I was surrounded by a new bay window and breakfast nook that I had added to the house. The window overlooked the backyard, which was about a hundred feet in depth. At the back of it was a small koi pond with a fountain my Pop Pop had installed. He was a man who liked to do things on his own. Birds and a few ducks were frolicking in the pond.

	The ducks had arrived just about the time my Pop Pop died. They had somehow discovered the pond despite the trees that shaded it. I thought about expanding the pond and knew that might be something Brent would be willing to do for me.

	I had begun to feed the ducks from a distance, not wanting to scare them away. Eventually, they took bread and dried corn out of my hand. I called them Lennon and Yoko. I know, but the group had broken up pretty much before her arrival. They seemed quite content
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