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Chapter One

[image: ]


The man beside Sam’s father has been dead for eighteen years, which ought to make the photograph easier to explain.

Instead, Sam puts it on the table between us and keeps one finger on its edge, as if a draft could carry it away. We are in the public research room of the St. Louis Empress collection, on the second floor of a former freight office north of the Landing. A pipe knocks inside the wall. Downstairs, somebody is backing a truck toward a loading dock, three electronic beeps followed by silence, then three more. Sam has not taken off his coat.

“You said you found a ledger,” I tell him.

“Under that.”

The photograph rests on a dark green book. Its corners have worn through to gray board. A strip of white cotton tape holds the spine together, and a little paper flag sticks up halfway through the pages. Sam moves his finger off the photograph. There is a white crescent where he has been pressing the pad against the laminate.

“Start with why you’re here.”

His eyes lift to mine. He has been awake all night; I can see it in the shiny skin under them. Last night, when he called, I thought he had found another piece of the Alcott case. I left Gabriel turning down the stove and promised Sam the morning. Here it is, and neither of us looks equipped for it.

“The Empress records came out of storage when the receiver sold the warehouse. The curator asked us to check the old contractor names against the Sheffield invoices. That request went through the task force. I signed the visitor book at four-ten yesterday. She brought me three cartons.”

“Her name?”

“Ruthie Valez. Not Vale. With a z.”

“I wasn’t asking that.”

“I know.” He rubs his mouth. “I know, Ana.”

The name on the curator’s office door is Ruthie Valez. Through its glass I can see a woman with a short gray braid and a headset, speaking to someone while looking steadily at us. She has closed the door, not the blinds. It is a small courtesy I appreciate.

“Which carton?”

“Fourteen. Board minutes and loose correspondence. This was in the bottom, wrapped in a catering menu. She said they hadn’t cataloged it.”

“And you opened it.”

“That was the assignment.”

His tone sharpens. Then he hears it and looks down.

I pull out the chair opposite him. “I’m not interviewing a suspect. I need to know what happened before I got here.”

He nods, but it takes him a moment to speak.

“The cash journals are mostly printed reports. This is handwritten. Adjustments. Names of contractors, amounts brought forward. I started looking for the Alcott companies. There’s an index in the back.”

He does not open the book. I notice that, too.

“The index says Whitlock, Daniel. Page eighty-three. There isn’t a page eighty-three.”

“Your father.”

“Unless there was another Daniel Whitlock who serviced winches for the Empress.”

It is the first thing he has told me about his father’s work. Before this morning I knew there had been a funeral, six years ago, because I covered Sam’s shift. He brought back a tin of cookies from an aunt in Springfield. We ate them over a body-camera transcription. That was the extent of our conversation.

“Was the photograph in the book?”

“An envelope inside the rear cover. No writing on the envelope.”

“What did you do after you saw it?”

“I called you.”

“Before that.”

A chair scrapes in the adjoining room. Sam waits until the sound stops.

“I checked a newspaper archive on my phone. Edwin Kroll. Accounting manager. Went overboard from the Empress eighteen years ago. No body recovered. His wife petitioned for a declaration of death later.”

“That man?”

He points without touching the face. Two men stand on a concrete landing beside a crane. One is heavy through the shoulders, with Sam’s long eyebrows and a canvas cap pushed high on his forehead. The other wears a windbreaker over a shirt and tie. He has one hand lifted, either waving or keeping the photographer from taking another picture.

“Did you know Kroll?”

“I met him at a barbecue once. I was a kid. Dad called him Eddie.”

“A lot can change between a childhood memory and a newspaper picture.”

“The paper had the same face.”

I bend closer. There is no date on the front. Behind them, the crane’s red hook hangs over a stack of rectangular floats. A temporary safety banner is stretched across a railing. Most of its words disappear behind Daniel Whitlock’s shoulder, but the four digits of a year remain visible at the bottom. They are too small for me to read with confidence.

“Why do you think this was taken after he disappeared?”

“The crane.”

Sam sits back. He has an answer prepared, and that makes me more careful, not less.

“Dad bought it when I was twenty-one. Used, from a yard in Peoria. I helped repaint it. That stripe on the boom is where I dripped white paint and he made me sand it off. I remember the argument better than the job.”

There is indeed a pale stripe. It could be paint. It could be damage to the print.

“How old were you when Kroll disappeared?”

“Nineteen.”

He watches me calculate the gap.

“Doesn’t prove when somebody took a picture,” I say.

“No.”

“Or that the man is Kroll.”

“No.”

“But it’s enough to ask.”

He looks away then. Through the tall windows, the river is the color of an old spoon. A towboat pushes a raft of barges upstream so slowly that the only sign of effort is the white turbulence at its stern.

“My dad went to the memorial,” Sam says. “I went with him. Mrs. Kroll held his hand for most of it.”

“Sam.”

“He stood there while she cried.”

“You don’t know what he knew.”

“Neither do you.”

He means more than this room. He stood beside me while I learned what my own father had done, and what he had failed to do. Now I am sitting in the place Sam occupied, offering the same thin distinction between evidence and terror. It does not sound better from this side.

“No,” I say. “I don’t.”

Ruthie comes out of her office carrying a paper cup of water. She sets it in front of Sam, then folds her hands against her cardigan.

“Is there something I should close?”

“The room?” I ask.

“The collection. I don’t want anyone taking anything else out.”

“How many researchers today?”

“Only you. We don’t open until ten. Detective Whitlock asked if I could come early.”

“What about yesterday, after he left?”

“I locked these in my office. He asked me to. We made a list together. The three cartons stayed in the processing room.”

She looks at the book, and then at Sam.

“I didn’t know there was a missing page until he told me.”

“Will you let another investigator photograph where you stored them?” I ask. “And give a statement about the cartons?”

“Of course. Is this a murder investigation?”

“It’s an inquiry into some records. I don’t know what else it is yet.”

She considers that. “I’ll put a sign downstairs. Closed for processing. That much is always true.”

When she leaves, Sam reaches for the paper flag and stops himself.

“I could show you the index.”

“Somebody else needs to do that.”

His expression changes. He has known the answer since before I arrived, but knowing has not made room for hearing it.

“I didn’t take anything home.”

“I believe you.”

“I didn’t run a name through our system. I used the paper’s public search.”

“That goes in your statement.”

“You’re making me a witness.”

“You’re already one.”

He flattens both hands on his knees. I have seen him sit like this across from people whose accounts were falling apart. It is a pose that makes his size less threatening. Here it looks as if he is holding himself in his chair.

“I can still do the contractor comparison,” he says.

“Not on these materials.”

“There are three cartons.”

“And one has your father in it.”

“My father is dead.”

“That doesn’t remove the conflict.”

The truck downstairs finally reaches the dock. The building shudders, and a small shower of plaster dust lands on the windowsill. Sam looks toward the noise with relief. It gives him something to be angry at that can be repaired.

I take out my phone. I ask for Chief Calloway through her office, identify where we are, and describe the discovery without deciding what it means. Sam listens. I tell her he disclosed the relationship to me, and describe what he has said about his actions before I arrived.

Calloway asks to speak to him.

I slide the phone across an empty part of the table. He picks it up.

“Yes, ma’am.”

He listens for a long time. Once he says, “I understand,” and then looks at me as if understanding were an injury I had arranged.

He hands the phone back.

“Helen Cho will meet you there,” Calloway tells me. “Financial investigations. She has no history with the Empress review. You can assist with the prior-case records. Whitlock gives his account and returns to his ordinary assignment. He does not access the inquiry file.”

“Yes.”

“And Reyes?”

“Here.”

“You are not his lawyer. You are not his confessor. Remember which chair you’re in.”

The line ends. I put the phone away.

“What did she tell you?” Sam asks.

“What did she tell you?”

He almost smiles. It dies before it reaches the rest of his face.

“Cho. Statement. No file access.”

“Then we heard the same thing.”

He looks at the photograph again. “Dad used to take me down here on Sundays. Not to the boat. To the maintenance landing. He said I ought to learn what work looked like before I decided I was too good for it.”

“Did you?”

“Learn?” He considers. “Mostly I learned to hate wire brushes.”

“Reasonable.”

“He could make anything start. Outboard, generator, somebody’s mower. I thought there were people like that and people who waited for them.”

I let him talk. No recorder is running, but later I will note what he said, and I will tell him I did. Friendship does not grant me a private compartment inside a case. I have learned that badly enough already.

“Did you ever work on the boat?” I ask.

“Two summers on shore maintenance. Before the academy. Not accounting, not security.”

“Tell Cho.”

He takes the cup Ruthie brought, drinks, and sets it down precisely outside the outline of the photograph.

“My boy has a school project. Interview somebody about their job. He picked me.”

There is nothing for me to say that will not sound like a promise. I wait.

“I told him Sunday,” Sam says. “After the game.”

“You can still do that.”

“What do I tell him I do?”

“The work.”

He shakes his head. “You make it sound simple.”

“No. I make it sound possible.”

Helen Cho arrives twenty minutes later carrying a flat document case and a camera, wearing a raincoat with a broken button. She introduces herself to Ruthie before either of us. She asks permission to close the research room, asks where the visitor log is, and asks Sam not to describe the picture until she has photographed it as it lies.

He moves his chair back.

The paper flag tips when Cho turns on the overhead light. On it, in Sam’s square handwriting, are two words: Dad, 83.

Cho photographs that, too.

Then she asks him to come with her to Ruthie’s office. He stands. For a second I think he will say something to me, an accusation or an appeal, and I am ready to take either one.

Instead he takes off his coat and folds it over his arm.

“Make sure she knows,” he says.

“Who?”

“Kroll’s wife. If that’s really him.”

Sam has already arrived at the woman who held his father’s hand.

“We’ll find out what we can tell her,” I say.

He nods and follows Cho into the office. I stay at the table with the book I am not allowed to open yet, watching the towboat spend its power against the current.
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Cho leaves Sam’s chair where it is. She brings another one from the processing room and sits at the narrow end of the table, making herself part of neither side.

“The collection’s attorney has approved a temporary transfer,” she tells me. “Valez is preparing an itemized receipt. I want you to hear the transfer, then write your own account of this morning before we discuss Whitlock’s statement.”

“Did he finish?”

“Yes.”

“Is he all right?”

She looks up from the camera. “He asked to return to work.”

That is an answer. It is not the one I wanted.

Ruthie brings an old cardboard document support, a pair of foam wedges worn almost flat, and the menu that wrapped the book. She lays the menu on clean paper. EMPRESS ENTERTAINMENT is printed across it in purple script, with a gold crown above the capital E. The prices are low enough to belong to a time when dinner on the river was still something my parents might save for.

“Not all this material came from the casino,” she says. “The company bought the name from an excursion business. Different boats, different owners. People donate everything in one box and expect me to make a family tree.”

“Was the ledger in the warehouse inventory?” Cho asks.

“Not by itself. The carton was. I can give you the inventory photograph.”

“Please preserve the original file, too.”

Ruthie writes that down on the back of an envelope. “You’ll have to tell me what counts as original. The receiver emailed a link. I downloaded a folder.”

Cho explains without making her feel foolish. We need what she received, the message that accompanied it, and the copy she downloaded. We will ask the receiver for the files at their end. No one is required to remember a detail a computer might have kept.

While Ruthie goes to her office, Cho photographs the book from above. She asks me to stand clear of the light. I do. The camera clicks, and she checks the image before touching the cover with gloved hands.

Inside, the book smells faintly sour. The paper is ruled for columns but not preprinted with account headings. Someone has written those in black ink: DATE, AUTHORITY, PAYEE, AMOUNT, TRANSFER. The entries appear in several hands. A working record, probably unofficial, used often enough to wear the corners away.

Cho turns to the paper flag.

The left-hand page is eighty-two. At the right, a ragged strip of paper extends less than half an inch from the binding. The next intact leaf begins with eighty-five. Whoever removed the leaf took pages eighty-three and eighty-four together.

“Both sides,” I say.

She photographs the stub. “Both sides.”

A few letters survive close to the binding, but they belong to words cut through their middle. There is a vertical stroke that could be an l or part of an h. There is the end of a number. Nothing I could repeat to a jury without using the word might.

The index is at the rear, two columns of names written in a cramped hand. Whitlock, Daniel — 83. Only one reference. Kroll appears on six pages. Three concern travel advances; two concern reconciliation items. The sixth has been corrected so heavily that Cho photographs it with a scale and moves on.

“Do you see it?” she asks.

“The different ink?”

“The heading.”

She points without bringing her glove down on the paper. Above the entries, where a formal title ought to be, someone has written SHORE CLEARING.

“Cash moving off the boat?” I ask.

“Maybe. Or settling money owed to the shore operation. Could be dull and legitimate.”

“People rarely tear dull and legitimate out of a book.”

“People tear out grocery lists. Let’s earn the adjective.”

I like her less for a moment, which is generally how I recognize advice I should take.

By noon the ledger, envelope, photograph, and menu have separate identifiers. Ruthie signs the receipt with a fountain pen, leaving a little blot at the bottom of her surname. Cho gives her a copy and tells her which rooms can reopen. The three cartons will remain available to the curator, but access will be logged and anything related to the inquiry set aside by agreement, not confiscated in a sweep of history.

At the station, I write my account alone. I include Sam’s remarks about his father, the crane, the two maintenance summers. I put quotation marks only around words I am sure I remember. Then I send the report to Cho and tell Sam, in a short call, what I have included.

He does not thank me. I did not expect him to.

“Was there anything else before you called last night?” I ask.

A pause.

“An old business card in Dad’s tool chest. I thought of it after I got home.”

“Did you look?”

“No.”

“Where’s the chest?”

“My garage.”

“Let Cho arrange it with you.”

“I know.”

Neither of us ends the call. I can hear a printer at his end feeding paper with a soft repeated rattle.

Finally he says, “I’ve got a supplemental to finish.”

“Go finish it.”

Afterward, Cho comes into my doorway. She has found an address for Edwin Kroll’s widow, and a current telephone listing. The widow has agreed to see us at three. Cho wants me there because the Alcott has made my name familiar, which might help, and because she wants another person listening, which will.

“Not because I’m good with widows?” I ask.

“Are you?”

“No.”

“Then we won’t rely on it.”

Marian Kroll lives in a low brick house in Bevo with a front garden full of seed heads she has not cut back. She opens the door before we ring, wearing a blue work apron over a cardigan. Behind her, a television is showing an auction of kitchen appliances with the sound off.

“I have bread in the oven,” she says. “If something beeps, that isn’t me refusing to answer.”

She leads us to a square table in the kitchen. The surface is scarred with small burns and knife cuts. I recognize the kind of table people apologize for before passing down for another generation.

Cho explains that we are reviewing records from the Empress and have questions about her husband’s disappearance. She does not begin with a picture.

“What made you review them now?” Marian asks.

“A collection transfer brought us records we hadn’t examined,” Cho says.

“Hadn’t, or couldn’t?”

“Hadn’t.”

Marian takes that in. She is in her early sixties, with round glasses and a deep line between her eyebrows. Flour marks one cuff of the cardigan. When she rests her hands on the table, I can see she has taken off a ring recently. The skin beneath where it lay is pale.

“Eddie got off work late,” she says. “That was nothing unusual. They counted things after everybody else had gone home. Money, chips, paper they printed to show where the other paper went. He called at eleven-forty. Said he was waiting for somebody from maintenance. The next morning there were police at my door.”

“Did he say who?” I ask.

“No. I asked whether I should leave dinner out. He said not to bother.”

“Was that unusual?”

“He didn’t like reheated chicken.”

Her mouth twists, and I realize the question has irritated her because the answer is too ordinary to help us. She has been living with it for eighteen years anyway.

“What did the investigators tell you?” Cho asks.

“That somebody saw his coat on the service deck. They found it caught below a railing. His wallet was in the office. They searched the river.”

“Were you told anyone saw him fall?”

“Not by the detectives. A man from the company said that once. Then he said he meant they assumed it.”

“His name?”

“Patrick Senn. I wrote it down.”

She rises, opens a drawer, and takes out a fat brown envelope. It has been repaired along one side with clear tape that has yellowed. She puts it between us but does not release it.

“I will let you make copies. I won’t let you lose these.”

“We can arrange copies here,” Cho says. “If we need an original later, we’ll discuss it with you.”

Marian takes her hands away.

The envelope contains letters, newspaper clippings, a copy of her petition, and the business card of a lawyer who handled the presumed-death proceedings. I do not ask her to describe a ceremony she has already endured. I ask whether Eddie had known Daniel Whitlock.

“Everybody knew Danny. Something broke, they called him. He could be a bastard, but he didn’t make you wait if a thing was dangerous.”

“Was he a friend?”

“Eddie thought so.”

I glance at Cho. She gives a small nod.

“We have a photograph,” I tell Marian. “We don’t know when it was
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