
  
    [image: Grave Truth]
  


  
    
      GRAVE TRUTH

      A SYDNEY BRENNAN NOVEL

    

    
      
        JUDY K. WALKER

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            GRAVE TRUTH

          

          A SYDNEY BRENNAN NOVEL

        

      

    

    
      Hired to track down a teen runaway, Tallahassee PI Sydney Brennan knows that staying on the right side of law enforcement won’t be easy. When she also agrees to help a dying man investigate a long-shuttered juvenile detention center, it becomes downright impossible. But she’ll soon discover that losing her PI license is the least of her worries.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Titles by Judy K. Walker

      

        

      
        The Sydney Brennan PI Mysteries

        Back to Lazarus

        Secrets in Stockbridge

        The Perils of Panacea

        No Safe Winterport

        Braving the Boneyard

        River Bound

        Grave Truth

        Memory Lane

      

        

      
        The Dead Hollow Trilogy

        Prodigal

        Founder

        Heir

      

      

      
        
        Copyright © 2019 Judy K. Walker

        All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission of the author.

        This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

      

        

      
        Cover design by Nicole Lecht Design, and cover image by Dave Hoefler.

      

      

      ISBN: 978-1946720146

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Chapter 43

      

      
        Chapter 44

      

      
        Chapter 45

      

      
        Chapter 46

      

      
        Chapter 47

      

      
        Chapter 48

      

      
        Chapter 49

      

      
        Chapter 50

      

      
        Chapter 51

      

      
        Chapter 52

      

      
        Chapter 53

      

      
        Chapter 54

      

      
        Chapter 55

      

      
        Chapter 56

      

      
        Chapter 57

      

      
        Chapter 58

      

      
        Chapter 59

      

      
        Chapter 60

      

      
        Chapter 61

      

    

    
      
        Get a Free Copy of End of the Road

      

      
        Acknowledgments and Historical Note

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Judy K. Walker

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For all the children who weren’t believed, and the adults they became

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Author’s Note on Time: This story take place in the spring of 2005, after the events of River Bound.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      “I didn’t realize you were a woman,” said the man in his late forties sitting on the other side of my heavy, wooden desk.

      I knew what he meant—in my occupation and with a name like Sydney, it was a common mistake—but I waited to see if he’d dig himself a deeper hole. He’d come in asking if my boss was around, so it could only get better.

      Deaf to his own verbal missteps, he continued, “I don’t think my wife knows you’re a woman, either.”

      He abused the hat in his hand, twisting it and tapping it against his leg. (Since when did men start wearing hats again? Men other than hipsters, that is, who aren’t exactly thick on the ground in Tallahassee.) I wondered if there was a pile of gray lint beneath the chair, cast off when his hat struck the leg of his matching pants and gathering like dryer filter fuzz.

      I tucked my red curls behind one ear and asked, “Is it a problem? That I’m a woman?”

      The man blushed, looked at my face just long enough to confirm that yes, I was watching him blush, then looked back down at his hat. “No, I don’t guess so. I mean… no.”

      I considered offering him a drink, but feared it would confuse him even more about my gender and vocational identity. “Why don’t you tell me what brings you here. Mister…?”

      He glanced up again, momentarily relieved to have a question he could answer. “Clint. Clint Spencer. I, uh, I actually live over by Ocala, but I had to come to Tallahassee on business. My wife figured while I was here, I might as well drop in…”

      His voice trailed off. There’s not much to look at in the front room of my office—some filing cabinets, bankers boxes crammed with additional files tucked under tables, my computer and printer, a couple of framed prints—but he was doing his best to find something.

      Here on business, huh? His short, dark hair was simply cut, buzzed up the back and sides in what might be the #3 in a 1950s barbershop poster. The outdated style combined with his graying temples to make him look older; I revised his age down to mid-forties. He didn’t have the confident demeanor or the wardrobe to be a lobbyist (his suit was well cared for, but definitely off the rack). This was personal.

      “Mr. Spencer, what do you need from me?” I asked, sharply enough for him to focus on me instead of the cobwebs in my windows. (Note to self: clean the windows.)

      “I’m sorry, Mrs.—Miss—Brennan. It’s my niece. We need you to help us find her.”

      “How old is she?” I asked.

      “Sixteen.”

      “Have you contacted the police?” I asked.

      “No,” Mr. Spencer said, and his hat fidgeting escalated to mangling. “It’s complicated.”

      “How so?”

      “We’re not her guardians. And the people who are—the person who is—her foster parent… Well, let’s just say she’s not exactly doing a helluva job.” There was a slight creaking sound as he dealt his hat a twisting, potential death blow, but I don’t think he noticed.

      “Mr. Spencer, why don’t you start at the beginning.”

      He told me his sister-in-law had long been estranged from her family. “She died several years ago, and by the time Debbie—that’s my wife—found out, our niece had already been taken into foster care. We had our hands full with our own kids, and they’d placed Addy with a real nice older woman, so we figured maybe it was for the best.”

      “Addy’s your niece?” I asked.

      He nodded. “But we contacted Addy’s foster mother and started visiting. You know, just trying to get to know her because she’d never even met us before. This probably went on for a year, and things were going well. But Debbie has some health issues, and they flared up bad for a while. It took us close to six months to get her straightened out.”

      Mr. Spencer sighed, and for a moment I fancied his breath had made the Spanish moss sway in the live oak outside. Instead, a breeze had picked up. Whether it was the last gasp of winter or first of spring, I couldn’t tell.

      “Once Debbie got back on her feet, we realized we hadn’t heard from Addy’s foster mother in a long while. She didn’t answer her phone, the house was empty, and there was a different caseworker that wouldn’t talk to us—it was a mess. We finally found out the poor woman had fallen and broken her hip, and Addy had been placed somewhere else, with us none the wiser.”

      Mr. Spencer rubbed his nose in that I’m-a-man-with-allergies-not-feelings way. I pretended to make a note on the yellow legal pad next to me to give him a chance to recover himself. He pulled a handkerchief from somewhere and honked into it once, loudly, before continuing.

      “It’s all such a bles-sed mess,” he said, pronouncing the word with two syllables like a proper Southerner. “We got a lawyer that didn’t do us any good. Addy’s been through three families and just as many caseworkers in the past two years. The woman who has her now won’t let us see Addy, and she’s got so many kids in her house she must have to do a head count every night. Except she doesn’t, apparently, because Addy’s gone.”

      “How do you know she’s gone?” I asked.

      He bowed his head, as if he’d done something nefarious. “One of my wife’s friends is a substitute teacher, sometimes at Addy’s school. She lets us know if Addy misses, and she gave me a call last week. I went by the house, and the foster woman told me Addy had chickenpox. But she was lying. I know because we almost didn’t visit Addy when our youngest was spots all over, but Addy said it was okay, that she’d already had them.”

      Now it was my turn to sigh. I felt for the man, but… “And she hasn’t been reported missing? What about truant by the school?”

      “They’re off this week, so it’s only been whatever days she missed last week.”

      There went that potential out. “Mr. Spencer, don’t you think it would be better to hire someone who lives closer to Ocala? I could recommend someone⁠—”

      “My wife wanted you,” he said.

      I couldn’t imagine why, since I’d never met the woman.

      “And we’re pretty sure Addy came to Tallahassee,” he continued. “So far as we know, she’s still here.”

      The Spencers had done some legwork on their own. A neighbor of the current foster mother didn’t much care for the woman. Between talking with the neighbor, the substitute teacher, and a couple of Addy’s friends (thanks again to the teacher), Mr. Spencer and his wife pieced together that Addy had been seeing someone. Someone older.

      “Addy said she was moving to Tallahassee with this guy. One of her friends took a picture of them together. I don’t know anything about that stuff, but she said she could email it or whatever,” he said.

      “Do you have a name?” I asked.

      “Troy Cantrell. That’s got everything we know about him,” he said, sliding a few sheets of paper across my desk. The top page looked printed from a home computer. “And I put Addy’s friend’s phone number down at the bottom. The rest is anything else I thought you might need—birth certificate, foster mother’s address…”

      I skimmed quickly, trying to find anything that would justify me not taking the case. There was no father listed on the birth certificate. “What about her biological father?”

      “He’s dead. I think somehow he caused the split in the family, but I don’t know any of the details. My wife’s family never talks about it.”

      So no immaculate conception, which meant I couldn’t object on religious grounds. Were I religious. That still left me one solid area. “Mr. Spencer, since she is a minor, and you aren’t her guardian, and her disappearance hasn’t been reported to the authorities, I’m concerned about some of the legal issues. I’ll need to speak with my attorney before I can agree to look for your niece.”

      He nodded. “I understand, Miss Brennan. And I know Addy probably just sounds like one more runaway, one more kid who finally found the trouble she’s been looking for. I’m not going to lie; she can be disrespectful—never to us, but so I’ve been told. I don’t think she’s into drugs, but there’s a good chance that loser she took off with is. But her life doesn’t have to be like that. My wife and I would like to give Addy a home, a real honest-to-God family that’ll stick with her until the day she dies.”

      He leaned across my desk with his secret weapon, a four-by-six photo of a lanky girl in denim shorts, squatting in the grass. She looked familiar, the way all kids look familiar until their faces set into adulthood. Long, brown hair hid half her face as she leaned forward, hand hovering over a cat with its paw extended in play. The camera had caught the moment she realized she was being watched, and the transition from an expression of innocence to wariness was unsettling. I tried to hand the photo back to Mr. Spencer, but he backed away.

      “That was taken three years ago. We don’t have anything more recent, and I didn’t have time to make a copy. I’m in town for another day, so if you could let me know by tomorrow afternoon, I'd appreciate it. I’d rather not leave her photo behind if you won’t be needing it. Thank you, Miss Brennan,” he said. Then he rose and exited my office with his mangled hat in hand.

      I stood to watch him walk down the front steps, then pause and look both ways for his vehicle on the street. He never put his hat back on his head, just threw it on the passenger’s seat when he reached his car, a light-blue sedan. I sighed, fanning the picture back and forth in my hands as if it were just another piece of paper, a flyer from the mailbox.

      But those eyes… those haunted brown eyes.

      “Well, shit,” I said to no one in particular, picked up the phone, and dialed a familiar cell phone number.

      The voice of my attorney and friend Roger Weber greeted me brusquely with, “Sydney, I hope you’re not in jail, because I’m really not in the mood.”

      He was in a mood all right, one consonant with the gray skies and the increasing wind outside. “Not this time. Do you have a few minutes to touch base today, say around six or six-thirty?”

      He was silent for a moment, presumably consulting his calendar. “I’ll be at the office at six-thirty, but I can’t stay long.”

      “That’s fine,” I said. “It won’t take long. I just need a little advice about how to take a case without losing my PI license.”

      His sigh resonated over the phone. “Of course you do.”
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        * * *

      

      “I hope you’re going undercover as a homeless person,” were the first words out of Roger’s mouth that evening.

      Head bowed over his desk, scribbling notes in the margins of a thick, binder-clipped document, I’m not sure when he’d glanced up long enough to see what I was wearing. (For the record, a faded navy-blue T-shirt I couldn’t recall buying peeked from beneath my jacket, over gray sweats with no holes.)

      “I’m going from here to self-defense class,” I snapped, feeling defensive already. I’d failed to grab a late-day snack, which meant I’d either drop to the floor or kill someone in class. “And I’m dressed fine. It’s not at one of your fancy gyms with key cards and saunas and… juice bars.”

      I had no idea whether Roger had a gym membership, but if he did, it would be a fancy one. Of course, I also didn’t know what benefits fancy gyms actually offered, since I avoided gyms in general. And fancy things, come to think of it.

      Roger glanced at me sharply. “You mean you have class with the outlaw?”

      Outlaw was his way of referring to my friend Glenn. “You know he’s not an outlaw. I mean, he might have been,” —I wasn’t sure what biker gang he’d been in back in the day, and The Outlaws wasn’t out of the question— “but he’s not anymore. He’s a respectable businessman.”

      Roger rolled his eyes. Okay, Glenn owned a bar. But as a criminal defense attorney, most people would say Roger had no room to talk.

      “What’s on the schedule for tonight, advanced shiv technique?” Roger asked. “Molotov cocktails made out of Schlitz bottles?”

      Hands on hips, I bit my lip against my first response, instead saying, “I’m not sure Schlitz ever came in bottles. So what crawled up your butt and died, counselor?”

      Roger ran his fingers through his dark hair, worn a little longer than usual, before raising the fat document and waving it like a challenge. “A lying bastard of a witness. And a particularly ambitious and amoral assistant state attorney.”

      Flopping into a chair, I said, “I thought all the best ASAs already lived up your butt.”

      An almost-smile flickered across his face. “In their dreams.” He tossed the paper back on his desk and added, “Sorry, Sydney.”

      I shrugged. “You’re allowed. It’s Monday.”

      “I should not be ‘allowed’ to be an asshole to you anytime,” he said, meeting my eyes like a good adult. “And it’s Tuesday.”

      “Whatever. You’re forgiven,” I said, sliding lower in my chair as my blood sugar continued to drop. Roger’s loosened tie hung awkwardly, and the circles under his eyes matched his elegant gray suit. I asked, “Anything else have your boxers in a bunch?”

      Roger and I have worked together for years, but he is a very private person. I’d only recently gotten a head count on his ex-wives (three). I wasn’t surprised when he shook his head and asked me, “So what’s the case that requires my considerable expertise?”

      I told him about the Spencers and their tangled road to establishing a relationship with, and the safety of, their niece. When I finished, he leaned back in his chair, making it rock even though it wasn’t designed to do so.

      “The only thing worse than criminal law is family law,” he said. “You have to deal with just as much dysfunction and drama, if not more. There’s still a strong likelihood of somebody’s life becoming irrevocably messed up. And your clients aren’t in jail or prison, so you actually have to see them.”

      “Most attorneys have to see their incarcerated clients, too. They haven’t learned that’s what investigators are for,” I observed, earning another almost-smile. Roger’s refusal to see clients was legendary, and anyone who worked as a second chair attorney or investigator quickly learned what it was to become the Voice and Face of the Man.

      “I’ll need to talk to someone who specializes in family law,” he said. “My instinct is that you’re right to tread carefully. It’s illegal to aid a runaway without notifying law enforcement.”

      “What if the niece were emancipated? How would that change things?” I asked.

      Roger’s mouth twisted and he shook his head. “Again, it’s been a while since I was exposed to any of this stuff, but my recollection is that it’s a lot harder to do in Florida than you might think. For a minor to be cut loose prior to the age of majority, generally, both parents have to consent. If the minor is orphaned… I don’t know, I guess there’d have to be a guardian ad litem.”

      That meant someone appointed to specifically represent the child’s best interests, and even more time spent in court to make that happen. “I hate to be a pain,” I said, face squinting in anticipatory apology, “but the guy asked me to get back to him tomorrow afternoon.”

      “That’s fine. I have to be somewhere,” —he checked his watch and rose— “now, actually. But I’ll make some calls after. Theoretically you should be okay looking for her, but if this girl is a runaway, things will get complicated when you find her.”

      “Of course they’ll get complicated,” I said, reluctantly standing from what had become a comfortable chair and following Roger to the door. “She’s a teenager.”

      But I’d soon discover her hormones would be the least of my complications.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      “You’re not doing it right,” Glenn observed, gruff voice emotionless.

      For some reason that annoyed me. Not that Glenn was critiquing my technique, but that he was doing it so calmly.

      “It worked, didn’t it?” I demanded, feeling a sudden impulse to grab the large man by the reddish-brown braid hanging down his back and swing him around the dojo like I was some bad-ass ninja superhero. I grinned at the image.

      Glenn’s eyes twinkled in response, either because he read my mind, or because he was teasing that he had other athletic pursuits in mind.

      “It worked on Doug,” he said, in the same tone of voice one might use to say you beat Charlie Brown. He pushed the cuffs of his long-sleeved T-shirt up to reveal fuzzy, golden arm hair, then reached down and pulled my chunky classmate to his feet. “That doesn’t mean it’ll work when you really need it to. No offense, man.”

      Doug had lost a few pounds since we’d started this small special class together last year, but it’s true that he still was not the most physically adept person I’d ever met. He paused on one knee on the mat to catch his breath.

      “No offense taken,” he said, standing, face flushed. “I’m here to learn. And after all, she is a PI.”

      Doug believed my job was like an 80s television show with a catchy theme song. Bless his heart.

      Our sensei Vince approached with another student, Maria, and said, “Glenn’s right. Sometimes poorly executed technique is worse than no technique at all.”

      He motioned for the former biker to join him on the mat, and I felt a thrill of anticipation, as I always did watching the two men spar. Glenn had half a foot of height and fifty or sixty pounds on our pale, dark-haired sensei, but Vince always came out on top in the end. Sometimes it took some time, and a fair bit of trash talk, for him to get there, though. I wished I had popcorn.

      This time was disappointing, all methodical demonstration of technique. Glenn and Vince faced each other, Vince in his black martial arts uniform and Glenn in dark-gray sweats. Glenn grabbed the smaller man’s arm.

      “You’ll want to soften him up first,” Vince said, slowly thrusting the heel of his hand toward Glenn’s nose. “Head butt, kick, strike to the face. Whatever you can do in the situation. Then the wrist lock.”

      Vince moved from the strike to grab at Glenn’s hand on his arm. “As you peel his fingers off, you’re moving into the wrist lock. You need to get a feel for this. Your hand’s probably gonna be sweaty, and it’s probably gonna be smaller than your attacker’s.”

      Glenn twisted away as Vince wrenched his wrist and used his other hand to push Glenn’s arm, and with it the rest of his body, toward the ground.

      “Be careful with the arm bar,” Vince said, pressing his forearm against Glenn’s upper arm while he gripped Glenn’s twisted hand. “You have to control him⁠—”

      Vince slid his forearm lower, toward Glenn’s elbow and then past it. Glenn demonstrated that the elbow was now free to move, flexing it first toward Vince’s face, then toward his body. Finally, Glenn dropped the elbow, regaining the upper hand as he pivoted and faced Vince with a scary smile. “Or you’ll regret it,” Glenn said.

      They walked through it again from the beginning, slightly faster, but this time Vince maintained control of Glenn’s arm.

      “Take him all the way to the ground, onto his belly. Then you can dislocate the shoulder,” Vince said, demonstrating the motion, “or⁠—”

      He executed a series of blows to Glenn’s back and head, slowly at first, then faster and faster, alternating flashing forearms, stiff hands and fists.

      Glenn blinked hard when Vince offered him a hand up, as though something may have landed. “Show-off,” he said.

      I worked with Doug and Maria and a couple of newer students a little longer, but we’d hit our usual finish time and most of our energy was spent. Class drifted apart rather than officially breaking up ten minutes later.

      “Remember, Red, this isn’t theoretical for you,” Glenn said, meeting me at the door.

      “It’s not theoretical for anybody in here,” I said, avoiding his eyes while waving goodbye to Doug. “That’s why we’re the special class.”

      “Yeah, well, you’re extra fucking special,” he muttered.

      I didn’t want to risk stinking up my jacket by putting it on over my sweaty shirt, so when I stepped outside, the cool, humid night air slapped my damp skin like a pissed-off prom queen.

      Walking next to me, Glenn drawled, “Who gets hijacked in a canoe?”

      “On a first date,” I added softly, tracing the dojo’s brick exterior with my fingertips and trying to make out the vague, sweet scent of something blooming.

      The once exuberant posters in the window of the Indian travel agent next door had faded to various shades of blue in the streetlights, making every destination look vaguely intergalactic. We’d both parked on the street, and though it was mostly deserted now, my little Cabrio, Cecil, was invisible tucked in front of Glenn’s ginormous dark tank. Glenn reached out as we drew alongside his truck and gently held my arm to stop me. “How are you holding up?”

      “Well,” I said, turning to him, “Mike and I have been out a few more times, and we have plans for this weekend, so no real harm done.”

      Glenn shook his head. “I’m not talking about your goddamn love life. I’m talking about what’s in here,” he said, tapping a finger to my temple.

      I resisted the temptation to lean into his touch, replying, “I’m fine.”

      “Uh-huh,” he said, nodding, suddenly finding the pavement beneath us very interesting. “Did you tell him?”

      “Tell him what?” It took me a moment to clue in (oh, about our relatively recent absolutely illegal excursion that resulted in a dead bad dude but a still living us). Blood and heat rushed to my face. “Is that what this is all about? You’re afraid I’ll rat you out?”

      Glenn pressed his palm against the passenger door, my instinct said to prevent him from punching it. “You’re the most goddamned, hardheaded… do you really think that? After everything we’ve been through, do you really think I’m worried about covering my own ass?”

      “No,” I admitted, my facial flush transitioning to one of guilt. Which is just as red as indignation, but not nearly as righteous.

      “I’m not even saying you shouldn’t tell him,” Glenn said, leaning against the truck. “But be careful. Always consider the consequences a step past where you think you need to. I’m just trying to watch out for you, Syd. You’re like the kid sister⁠—”

      “You had a wild night of passion with?” I asked, forehead wrinkling, voice faux confused.

      A soft laugh fought through his mustache. “Yeah. I realized that wasn’t the best metaphor as soon as it left my mouth. But you know what I mean.”

      I scooted next to him, resting my backside against the truck. “I do. Back at you, big guy.”

      We stood in companionable silence, nodding at Vince and Maria as they left the dojo together. Vince wasn’t much taller than Maria, who was in the neighborhood of my own modest height. Both had dark hair, but Maria’s tended to curl, and a few waves crossed her face as she leaned slightly toward Vince.

      “What do you think?” I asked softly. I had the impression Vince and Maria had been spending a lot of time together lately.

      “I think I maintain good relationships with my friends by not getting involved in their love lives,” Glenn said.

      His voice was even, but I thought I heard a hint of reticence that was not theoretical in nature, something specific to Maria. Maybe because she had a law enforcement background she never talked about. She was just as close-mouthed about her current job, which was probably still as a law enforcement officer. Glenn had a complicated relationship with LEOs, and the law in general.

      Come to think of it, that relationship meant he often had good insights—or actual information—about other people who shared complicated relationships with the law.

      “So I’m looking for this kid,” I said.

      “Go on.”

      “A teenaged runaway, in Tallahassee with an older boyfriend⁠—”

      “How much older?” Glenn interrupted.

      My mouth twisted. “I don’t know. I just got the case today, and I haven’t decided whether to take it or not⁠—”

      “Ha!” he boomed.

      I rolled my head on my shoulders, stretching out my neck, and didn’t bother arguing. “I haven’t had a chance to track down his particulars yet, but my impression is early twenties. He might be using or dealing, but if so, I’d say he’s a bit player. Either way, they’re up from Ocala, so he’ll want to hit the party scene.”

      “And you want to know where they’ll go,” Glenn finished.

      “The big man isn’t just a pretty face,” I said.

      “Indeed,” he replied, and I smiled as he smoothed his mustache ostentatiously, the moisture in his eyes and sweat at his temples reflecting the nearest streetlamp. “I can pretty well guarantee I won’t be seeing your guy at Cooper’s, but beyond that, it depends on whether he has connections. If he doesn’t, he’ll probably be like any other young man with more testosterone than sense and go for the flash.”

      That made sense to me.

      Bars in Tallahassee occur in clusters, like an infectious disease. Some cater to the wine-and-cheese crowd (adults associated with state government and in denial about living in a college town), but more serve the I-swear-I’m-21 crowd. Although young when I moved to Tallahassee, I’d been past the first flush of legal drinking, so I didn’t know the scene very well. Glenn suggested a couple of clusters, one almost equidistant from the Florida State University and Florida A & M campuses, and another out on Tennessee Street that made me shudder. It was an area of town I avoided.

      “Don’t suppose you’d want to go with me?” I asked.

      He leaned in and raised his caterpillar brows. “You really think anyone will talk while I’m hanging over your shoulder?”

      “Good point,” I admitted reluctantly. More than a decade older than me and much scarier (imagine that, a grizzled biker dude who’s scary), Glenn didn’t exactly fit the club demographics. I pushed off the truck to stand on my own two feet. “All right, I gotta go.”

      “I hope you’re headed for your refrigerator,” Glenn said, circling his truck as I fumbled to get in my little hatchback. He continued, “Little as you are, you still scare me when you’re hungry.”

      I tossed off a quick one-finger salute and heard his rumbling chuckle as I closed the door behind me.
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      Glenn was right about one thing. Okay, two things. I am scary when I’m hungry (though I won’t cop to being “little”). And I hadn’t admitted it to anyone other than myself, but I’d decided to take the case. Conditionally. If Roger later advised that the fires of hell would rain down upon me (or the fires of State Attorneys or ethics boards—same diff), I would listen to him. But in the meantime, some cursory digging couldn’t hurt.

      The next morning, I started by reviewing the material Mr. Spencer had given me. His niece’s good-for-nothing boyfriend was, as expected, good for nothing. Fortunately for his niece, the guy wasn’t exactly a kingpin, either. I ran a background check on Troy Cantrell and came up with a few possibilities, but only one that fit the demographics and location. He had a few arrests, including a trespassing, but nothing too serious. The only drug charge that had stuck was a misdemeanor possession.

      I explored a few more digital avenues for both Addy and Mr. Good-for-Nothing Cantrell, as well as doing a cover-my-ass background check on my potential clients, the Spencers. There were no big revelations on any front, no screen flashing SHE IS HERE or BEWARE, THEY ARE PSYCHOPATHS. When my eyes began crossing, I transitioned to abusing my phone ear instead. I checked the local hospitals and put in a call to a friend with the police department. Addy Hastings wasn’t being treated for anything catastrophic, nor was she in custody. Though I was beginning to feel like I was.

      Too much office time always makes me antsy. An agitated hum vibrated through me, knocking everything just a bit off true. I hopped in Cecil and headed to the office supply store for some color copies of Addy’s picture before making the rounds of the shelters.

      The admin types at those facilities tended to be pretty close-mouthed about their clientele, but a few people were willing to talk with me. Having a background with the Public Defender’s Office rather than law enforcement probably didn’t hurt, nor did the fact that I was looking for a minor. Still, no one on staff admitted to recognizing her. I’d come back another day if necessary to talk to the “residents” with a plan of approach and possibly some help.

      The hours slipped away without me eating lunch, and I settled for a late-day, freezer-burned burrito back at my office. The paper towel I’d wrapped the burrito in to nuke it had adhered to the last cheesy-beany chunk. I was picking at it, trying to work out how hungry I still was and whether it was worth the effort or the extra fiber, when I heard the metallic rattle of someone fighting my sticky screen door.

      Cool air rushed inside as Roger opened the front door, then wrestled the screen door behind him until it was flush with the doorframe. He moved slowly, sweeping the room with bloodshot eyes that rested atop heavy bags.

      I can count the number of times Roger has dropped by my office on one hand.

      “So,” he said, “this is your office?”

      Maybe less than one hand.

      I waved him to a chair with a Vanna White flourish before carrying the burrito bit to my kitchen trash, where it dropped with a size-appropriate thunk. “Can I get you anything?” I called out.

      He didn’t answer, but shook his head when I asked again on my return. “Are you alright?” I asked.

      “Yeah, I just—” He stopped, rubbing his hands over his face as if to get the feeling back to a numb limb. He wore his usual work attire of a stylish suit whose provenance was lost on me. But like last night, the knot of his tie had inched away from his collar, and his hand crept up to loosen it more. “Honestly, Sydney, I could use some help.”

      “Okay,” I said slowly, trying not to let my imagination get the best of me. Roger and I had worked on some challenging cases together, and it was hard not to wonder what would affect him this way.

      He took a deep breath. “First, though, your runaway. We might have to get creative, but if we’re careful, we should be able to take the case.”

      “We?” I asked. Roger rarely used pronouns—or any other words—without intention.

      “I have some ideas about her situation, when you track her down. If the aunt and uncle are interested.” I raised a brow, and he raised one right back at me, asking, “Did you tell Mr. Spencer you’d take the case?”

      I glanced at the clock, realizing I was almost out of afternoon to do so. I called Mr. Spencer’s cell phone, but there was no answer. I left a message on his voicemail, asking him to get in touch about a contract.

      “Done,” I said, turning my attention back to Roger. “So what is it I can help you with?”

      He looked away before admitting, “My father is dying.”

      I reached across the desk to take his hand, but Roger leaned back, as if anticipating comfort and avoiding it. “I’m so sorry, Roger.”

      He nodded and met my eyes, but couldn’t hold them. “It’s been coming on for a while. That’s why I had you track down Deidre’s friend.”

      Deidre was Roger’s sister and a former exotic dancer, as was the friend I’d located a couple of months ago. I’d never actually met Deidre, but I had borrowed one of her gowns for a fancy, work-related evening with Roger.

      “Do you need me to find Deidre?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “No. She’s staying with me now, and she’s seen him. I actually need you to talk with my dad.”

      I pretended not to notice when his voice cracked. “Sure, I can do that. When?”

      “Now?” he asked.

      I took a moment to survey the stacks on my desk and in my head. The latter were bigger, but there was nothing that couldn’t wait until tomorrow. “Okay,” I said, “let’s go.”
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      We took Roger’s car. He admitted he didn’t know when he’d last eaten, so I made him stop around the corner for a sandwich and we both grabbed some coffee. I offered to chauffeur, but the food and caffeine had kicked in enough by then for Roger to respond with stink-eye.

      He is very protective of his car. Even drinking coffee inside it was pushing my luck.

      Roger’s father was residing in a hospice facility toward Thomasville, on the Florida side of the Florida-Georgia state line. Traffic was sluggish in downtown Tallahassee, but the worst of the evening commuter traffic wouldn’t start for another half hour. Once we hit Thomasville Road, extra lanes dropped in and out like hungry pigeons at Lake Ella. These facilitated turning into an odd assortment of pale-brown brick office complexes, fast-food joints, and quick-oil-change parking lots nestled among ubiquitous green trees and shrubs.

      The road settled into two lanes in each direction with a crepe myrtle-lined median down the middle. We passed through walls of indistinguishable green vegetation, anchored by larger, more established trees. Occasional breaks revealed houses or churches, and power lines traced delicate lines through the branches like deadly webbing.

      Roger said, “So you know about Deidre, and you met Bridget⁠—”

      “Pixie Cut?” I asked, remembering an Amazon in boots and leggings who had once answered Roger’s door. Pixie Cut was a pretty restrained name, considering what other physical assets were first to jump out at you. So to speak.

      Roger glanced at me. “Yes, Bridget had a pixie cut when you met her. You know I have a lot of sisters.”

      “More sisters than ex-wives,” I noted.

      The rigid line of Roger’s jaw made it clear my conversational interruptions were wearing on him. Damn caffeine. “Sorry,” I said. “Go on. I’ll shut up now.”

      He clenched his hands on the steering wheel and released them before continuing. “I grew up in foster care, like your runaway. I had a few short-term placements before I got lucky and landed with Amos Weber and his wife Loretta. They adopted me, along with Deidre and Bridget and several other children.”

      “I hope they had a big house,” I said.

      Roger smiled and finally began to relax, his shoulders easing away from his chin as he spoke. “They did, but it was still packed to the gills. And everyone trying to get to the bathroom… Dad had an extra one put in, but it was still a zoo. Ten kids⁠—”

      “Ten kids?” I asked, in disbelief.

      “More than that in total, but I don’t think we ever had more than ten at one time. We lived in a rural area on well water, and Dad always complained we’d run it dry, a house full of teenagers.”

      Roger signaled before turning onto a long, paved driveway. The entrance was flanked by a couple of live oaks, Spanish moss swaying. An egret stood alongside a small, man-made water feature, and a white-columned, red-brick building was just visible in the distance.

      “Dad never yelled at us,” Roger continued. “He’s a gentle man, a softy. Mom was the disciplinarian. She passed away about five years ago. Even then, I knew there was something bothering Dad, something he didn’t want to talk about but needed to.”

      We passed the brick building and continued to a mostly empty parking area, asphalt interrupted by the occasional small tree or shrub on the verge of flowering. Roger chose a spot away from the other cars and cut the engine.

      “Now that he’s so close, it’s haunting him. Like it’s his last chance to set it right.” He unbuckled his seat belt and stared as a squirrel swished its tail on a nearby tree.

      “Do you know what it is?” I asked.

      “No,” Roger admitted.

      We crossed the parking lot to a building whose interior was as soothing as its landscaped exterior. The lighting was warm, as were the honey-toned hardwood floors and scattered rugs. An open area beyond reception had a fireplace (not lit at the moment) and comfortable furniture that could have come from someone’s home. A television flickered through a window in a room off to the right, but the closed door kept its sounds inside.

      The reception area was defined by a large, oval, wood-topped counter that reminded me of the check-in for a fine hotel. A black woman, early thirties like me, wearing a long-sleeved blouse appropriate for air conditioning, sat behind it.

      “Hello, Roger,” she said, as he signed us in.

      “Hello, Dot. How is he?”

      Her voice was kind—almost apologetic—as she said, “No change.”

      Roger nodded his thanks. “We’ll find our own way back.”

      I followed him to a tiled hallway, and we paused before a door about halfway down the corridor. Roger took a deep breath before knocking, then led me in.

      The elderly man in the bed had a face so ashen, I considered calling for a nurse, until his eyes opened and moved between Roger and me. He wore navy pajamas in a style that reminded me of old movies, button-front with a chest pocket and piped edges.  A tube ran from an IV stand alongside his bed to his left arm. Whatever was in his IV probably accounted for the veneer of puffiness that lay across his otherwise sunken frame.

      Roger pushed a button to raise his father to an almost sitting position, then brought a cup of water with a straw to his lips. His father sipped and cleared his throat.

      “Thank you, son,” he said, then looked past Roger to me. “You must be the infamous Sydney Brennan.”

      He inclined his head slightly toward a chair next to his bed, and I sat down carefully, afraid the vibrations would somehow cause his frail body pain.

      “Please, call me Sydney,” I said. “But I wouldn’t believe everything Roger tells you.”

      He returned my smile and said, “If you think he’s creative with the truth now, you should have seen him as a child.”

      “Destined to be a lawyer,” Roger said, as if he were finishing a familiar punchline.

      The elder Mr. Weber nodded. “Why don’t you see if you can find Sydney something to drink?” Roger left without objection, and Mr. Weber continued, “Damned fine lawyer, too, but his head’s too big already. Of course, I guess you know that.”

      “Agreed on both counts,” I said, folding my hands in my lap to stifle the inclination to take his.

      “Good. He needs people around him that’ll keep him grounded.” Mr. Weber paused a moment to get his breath. “He says you helped him find Deidre.”

      I hadn’t done much except track down an old friend of his sister’s at a strip club, but I nodded. “She’s been to see you?”

      “Roger brought her by yesterday. You know, he didn’t have it easy growing up, even after he came to us. He was always trying to watch over the rest of the kids.” He grinned. “We called him our little sheepdog. He still does that. Makes him a little high-handed sometimes, thinking he knows what’s best for everyone else.”

      I considered Roger’s three divorces. “I imagine his wives haven’t appreciated it.”

      He chuckled. “No, they haven’t. But it comes from a good place.”

      Mr. Weber closed his eyes against some unseen pain, and I suppressed the desire to offer him something, anything that might help. Instead I waited. Addressing the reason he’d asked Roger to bring me here would do more to ease his passing than any narcotic. Within a minute or two, he’d recovered enough to continue. He fixed his eyes on my face with the intensity of a man about to secure a promise, a dying man at that.

      “Sydney, I have a terrible secret that I can’t let die with me. But I know Roger. This knowledge will consume and destroy him. That’s where you come in. We just met, and you don’t owe me anything, but will you help Roger do what he can?”

      My tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth, and he pressed, “Will you keep my son safe?”

      A smarter woman would hedge, at least find out what this was all about. But being smart didn’t matter. Closure did.

      The parabolic glow from a tabletop lamp against walls the color of mild honey held us in a warm cocoon, as if no one else existed in the world. I reached for Mr. Weber’s hand, careful of the IV. “I’ll do my best.”

      He sighed and closed his eyes. “Thank you. Then you can get Roger.”

      On my way to the door, I heard Mr. Weber mutter behind me, “God forgive me, but we’ll finally put them to rest.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Roger folded his suit coat over the chair by his father’s head, and I took the next seat. Mr. Weber relaxed into his pillow and let his eyes drift into the middle distance. Into the past.

      “I was working for a mechanic when Loretta and I got married,” Mr. Weber said. “But my boss had a drinking problem, and I wasn’t sure how long he’d be able to keep his shop going. The juvenile facility over near Vicksburg was looking for help—this would have been the early sixties. I can’t say it was my first choice, but with a wife to support and high hopes for a family, I did what I had to do.

      “I worked there for almost four years. And I saw a lot of things…” He paused, cleared his throat, then took a sip of water Roger offered before continuing. “It’s true that power corrupts. There were men I was sure I knew, and knew what they were capable of, until they put on that uniform and proved me wrong. Now I’m not saying everybody was a bunch of psychos, but there were more people turned dark by that place than I ever would’ve imagined.”

      “What age range were the children?” Roger asked, voice soft.

      Mr. Weber glanced at him briefly before turning his gaze away again, as though embarrassed. “Almost every age. I remember a little boy there once that was nine years old, but I’d say most were around eleven to sixteen. Once they hit the top end, they were putting them in adult prisons. And it was all boys. Which isn’t to say they didn’t have a place for girls—we just weren’t it. Thank God, because I hate to think what would’ve happened to girls.

      “But I didn’t know what all was happening for a long time. Maybe I just didn’t want to know, but I do think people hid it, knew I wouldn’t approve. The duty roster, for example. They were careful about who they assigned me to work with and when.”

      “So this was something that went up the line?” Roger asked calmly, more like he was interviewing a witness than speaking with his dying father. “Not just a few bad apples rotting on the ground.”

      Mr. Weber’s eyes finally focused on his son’s face. “Oh yeah,” he nodded. “I’m pretty sure it went all the way up the line. To the top, or darn near it.”

      Perhaps Roger knew some of the background already or was just speaking a shorthand with his father. Either way, I needed the men to be more explicit. “Mr. Weber, what went all the way up to the top? What was happening?”

      He blew out his breath, then rubbed eyes that had started to tear. “We’re talking about seriously hurting kids, maybe even killing them.”

      Roger leaned back in his chair, jaw working, but I moved closer, placing a palm on the edge of Mr. Weber’s bed near his blanket-covered hip. “How were they hurting them?”

      “The whole system was set up to hurt them. There was no question of rehabilitation except on paper. It was basically a work camp, with children providing free labor. Of course, so long as they were being taken care of, back then most folks probably wouldn’t have objected to the children earning their keep.” A sad smile touched the edge of his gray lips. “At least, that’s what I told myself.”

      “But the working conditions were bad?” I asked, ignoring the voice screaming in my head, What are good working conditions for a nine-year-old?

      Mr. Weber made a frustrated noise. “It was too hot to be out in the fields in the middle of the day, they weren’t given enough water or food, and the discipline…”

      He broke off, tried to sit straighter. “See, I didn’t know. I usually worked on the main grounds around the administration building and the classroom—they did have one of those—so I didn’t see what went on at the farm. Until one day, somebody called in sick and I drew the short straw. I like to thought I’d collapse out there, and I wasn’t doing anything but standing around. My supervisor was not happy when I fetched more water for the kids, and the boys acted like they were afraid to thank me. At the end of the day, I went to the director—they never called him a warden, because that’s not a rehabilitation type word—and told him what was going on.”

      “Were you reprimanded?” Roger asked.

      “Not that time, not officially,” his father said. “The director thanked me for my input, and I wasn’t assigned to the farm again. But I heard plenty from the other officers, mostly that I needed to keep my GD mouth shut.”

      Under other circumstances, I would have smiled to hear Mr. Weber’s coded profanity, considering what I’d heard from his son’s mouth in the past. Instead, I brought us back to, “What did you mean about the kids’ discipline?”

      Mr. Weber’s eyes drifted to the ceiling. I wondered if he’d answer or he’d relived as much as his heart could take, just as a nurse stuck her head in at the door. Mr. Weber ignored her, and she left us in peace at some nonverbal signal from Roger.

      Then Mr. Weber continued. “There was another place they kept me away from, besides the farm. They told everyone the infirmary was off-limits because the sick kids could be contagious, or we could make them sick, or some such foolishness that seemed plausible enough at the time. Until that day in the fields, when I watched children bake and started looking around with fresh eyes.”

      Mr. Weber began coughing again, this time in earnest, simultaneously dry and hacking and full of phlegm. Full of pain. I winced to hear it and said, “I can come back again tomorrow.”

      “I don’t have many tomorrows left,” Mr. Weber said, shaking his head and sipping the water Roger offered. He breathed shallowly, the way you do when you’re afraid you’re going to start coughing again. “I waited about a week for things to die down before I went to the infirmary. Not sneaking, just walking in like I had business being there. No one challenged me. And that’s where I saw the bad cases—the boy who lost a toe to a piece of machinery. The one who wheezed worse than you’ll ever hear me, and I’m a dying man. And the one who… Well, there’s no other way to put it. He’d been beaten within an inch of his life.”

      “For what?” Roger asked sharply.

      “Depends who you ask,” Mr. Weber said, grimacing. “A nurse tried to tell me he’d been in an accident. One of the other officers said he’d ratted out his buddies and they’d beaten him for it. I wasn’t about to ask the child—even if he could speak, I sure as heck didn’t want to put him in more trouble than he already was.”

      Mr. Weber smiled at Roger. “Your mother always was the brains of the operation. I’d held my tongue until then, but that night I told her everything. Together, we decided that I should go to the sheriff, job or no.”

      My stomach rolled with a bit of nausea around the edges. I had a bad feeling about what came next, like I’d heard this story before. Mr. Weber read more in my face than he should have after an hour’s acquaintance.

      “Uh-huh,” he acknowledged. “You know what happened. First the sheriff said I must be mistaken. I told him I’d be happy to show him what I’d seen, and he changed tactics. Said he’d talk to the director and get to the bottom of it, nobody wanted a child punished who didn’t deserve it. When I said no child could have deserved such a beating, he said that was awfully naïve for a man in my job. And if I wanted to stay in that job, I’d best be figuring out how the world worked.”

      Roger stood abruptly and circled his chair, standing over it and gripping its back. “Bet that went over well with Mom.”

      Mr. Weber tried to smile, but his lower lip trembled slightly. “Normally I’d have been pulling her off the man’s back. But she was pregnant then. Her second time. That’s why I’d waited to tell her what was going on as long as I did. She was still teaching then, too, and it was almost summer break. We figured we’d wait, see if the sheriff would do the right thing. For a while, it seemed like he might have done. I didn’t get near the infirmary again, but everyone treated me polite enough, even if they were standoffish. I really thought it was okay.”

      Looking at his son, his eyes filled. “But it wasn’t. A couple weeks later—it was toward the end of the day—my supervisor put me in a truck and we drove to another area of the property I’d never seen before.”

      Mr. Weber paused for breath. “It was all high grasses, and when we got out, my boss handed me a shovel. He told me to dig, and keep digging because…” He choked back a sob. “Because we had a boy to bury.”

      “Did you see the boy?” Roger asked.

      Mr. Weber nodded. “Before they wrapped the sheet around for us to carry him, but I didn’t recognize him. White boy, maybe twelve years old. The sheriff and the director brought him, saying he died of the flu, and I couldn’t see a mark on him. But still… I asked if it was proper, burying him this way. They said he didn’t have any family, and who else was supposed to bury him if not the state.”

      I looked away from the man and his grief, staring at the opposite wall to keep from crying myself.

      “I might have believed them,” he added, “if they hadn’t lied to me so much already.”

      “So what did you do?” I asked.

      “My mind was racing, deciding the best way to find out who the boy was and what had happened. But it didn’t matter,” he said, shaking his head as if he still couldn’t believe it himself. “When I got back to the main building, they told me Loretta had been taken to the hospital. It was the baby, way too soon. The sheriff said he’d drive me, with lights and everything so we’d get there faster. But we were too late, she’d already lost our child. Again.”

      Elbows resting on his chair back, Roger dropped his head as his father continued.

      “They kept Loretta overnight. The sheriff took me back to work for my vehicle, and he’d been all proper concern to that point. But when we got to the parking lot, he grabbed my arm as I was reaching for the door. Instead of something comforting, he says, ‘Isn’t life tragic. So many innocent lives just disappear. But y’all have another chance for a family. So long as your wife’s still alive.’ It was obvious what he meant.”

      “Who was sheriff?” Roger demanded.

      “He’s dead now,” Mr. Weber said. “Long dead, from a bad traffic stop. When I heard, I couldn’t help thinking he’d finally got what was coming to him. But Loretta and I were gone by then. We put the house on the market, moved to Tallahassee, and never looked back.”

      The nurse who’d popped her head in earlier appeared at the door. Her hair was an odd shade of orange, but her freckled face was kind. “Mr. Roger, I think you’ve worn your daddy out enough for tonight, don’t you?”

      “He and the young lady were just about to leave,” his father said, managing a smile until she reluctantly left. Then Mr. Weber told Roger, “I’ve wondered almost every day since if that boy had family after all, people that never got to stand over his grave and say goodbye. I don’t know what can be done for him or them, after so long. But I do know if anyone can figure it out, son, it’s you.”
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      I slipped my arm through Roger’s free one as we crossed the parking lot. He didn’t object. When we reached the car, he turned and leaned against its metal body.

      Roger is not the leaning on cars type. Not even his own immaculate BMW.

      I stared at his profile, trying to make out his expression in the fading light. “Your dentist is going to have words with you the next time you see him.”

      “You think?” he asked absently, before he resumed grinding his teeth.

      Roger turned to me, dark brows pinched together, stark against his pale face. Determined. That was the word I was looking for.

      “You sure you want to be part of this?” he asked. “You don’t owe him—or me—anything.”

      “Really?” I said, trying to make my voice light. “I’ll remember that the next time I call, asking for a favor.”

      “I’m serious, Sydney,” Roger said.

      “I know,” I said. “Don’t be a dumbass.”

      He glared at me, pretending anger. Well, mostly pretending. I raised a brow, and he gave in, mouth curling. To my surprise, he pulled me close and pressed me to his chest. Roger is not a huggy person. Neither am I particularly. But for novices, we faked it pretty well.

      Face against his dress shirt, I decided Roger did have a gym membership after all, and he got to the gym much more regularly than I did (if you can properly make a comparison between any number and never). The silk of his tie was cool on my cheek. And he smelled good. Not organic hippie deodorant exactly, but not the manufactured chemical fakery of cologne, either.

      “Are you sniffing me?” he asked.

      “Would that be inappropriate?”

      “Just a little,” he said, releasing me.

      “Then no, of course I’m not,” I said.

      Once in the car, he proffered a notebook his father had given him before we left. It was thin, spiral-bound and lined, the kind you see on sale in office supply stores at the beginning of the school year. I held it to the window for better light, but only got as far as the first page. Dear Roger, it began. I slapped the thin cardboard cover closed, thankful the darkness had kept my eyes from taking in any more, and handed it back to him.

      “This is not for my eyes,” I said.

      Roger turned on the dome light to read. His breath caught, and I looked away. But I heard him flipping through the pages. A few seconds later, he said, “Here.”

      It took a while for my eyes and brain to calibrate to Mr. Weber’s cursive handwriting, slightly slanted with distinctively simple capital W’s, like inverted McDonald’s signs. Maybe because it was one of the letters Mr. Weber had to capitalize the most. It was a list of names and titles, and the first name was Wilbur something (was that a T or an F?). Wilbur was identified as the Director of the Florida Youth Reform School. Next to his title in block capital letters was noted: DEAD.

      We didn’t have a name for the boy or, decades after his death, any easy way to get one. We did have a date of death, or at least an approximate one. Mr. Weber had remembered the day they’d lost their second child, as well as the first one. “How do you want me to start?” I asked.

      He laid his head against the rest and closed his eyes. “I don’t know,” Roger said. “But we have to prioritize.”

      “Like a death warrant,” I said. I hadn’t worked many, but Roger had done plenty, and it was a shared context for a case short on time and high on stakes. Still, I regretted the words as soon as they left my mouth.

      Roger opened his eyes, calmly met mine (determined), and said, “Exactly.”

      “Okay, then. I’ll hit the newspaper archives, public records—the usual. See if I can get a line on the kid. And I’ll work my way through the personnel list, from the top down. When I do find someone, you want me to approach or wait for you?”

      “I’ll do it myself,” he said. “You just track them down.”

      Uh-huh, I thought. That’s what you think. But I nodded, and Roger drove me back to my office.

      It was true dark by the time we arrived downtown. Roger pulled off the street, up my office driveway so he was blocking my car. “You want to wait while I copy the list?” I asked.

      “No,” he said. “I have some other things to take care of tonight. I’ll get the notebook from you later.”

      I opened the door, but paused when he spoke again.

      “Listen,” he said, “about our runaway.”

      I wasn’t sure when she’d become our runaway, but I prompted him, “Yes?”

      “The next time you talk to your client, ask if they’d like to file for custody.”

      I blinked in the cool air that rushed in through the gaping passenger door. For someone with no background in family law, Roger was awfully eager to open up a big, stinking can of it. “He said they’d like to give her a home. But why file for custody now?”

      “It’s a long-game strategy, helps us cover our asses,” he said. “Gives us a little more control, or at least makes it so we’re not the ones reacting.”

      Pleadings and hearings popped into my head, each one replaced by another, and another, but there was no way I could follow them to Roger’s endgame. I didn’t need to; I trusted him. But I also knew him.

      “And what else?” I asked, leaning toward him.

      His head backed away automatically, and he came dangerously close to blushing. Or so it appeared in the harsh, artificial light inside the car.

      “And it sounds like it’s the best thing for them and the kid,” he admitted.

      I patted his retreating face a tad harder than necessary. “Roger Weber, I do believe you’re getting soft in your old age.”

      “You’re not exactly made of granite yourself,” he countered.

      I shrugged, then shivered as I stepped out into the chilly night and watched him slowly back down onto the street, probably on his way back to his office. Not that I could talk. I was now working two cases on a short clock, with two kids on my mind. It was time to find the living one.
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