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As the sun took its 9 AM position in the clear Richmond sky, soft shafts of light pierced through the full canopy of leaf cover that bedecked Walker's favorite oak tree. He sat in his favorite spot on the front porch drinking coffee and reading one of three daily papers he regularly consumed. As a warm June morning breeze gently pushed its way west to east, Walker reached for his pack of cigarettes. As he lit up, his cell phone rang as if a reminder that one of these years he really should stop his one major vice.

"Walker."

"I am glad I didn’t wake you. I didn’t did I?"

"No, but more to the point, who the hell is this?" growled Walker.

"Sorry, my name is John Laquesta. I really need to talk with you, it’s urgent. I'm going out of my mind."

"Well we can't have that now can we," chuckled Walker attempting to calm the man.

"So when can we meet?"

"Can you come by my house, I have a private office in the back."

"Certainly, I have your address. Ms. Brandy Barrows gave it to me when she suggested that I call you for help with my problem."

"See you about 9 AM," said Walker ending the call. "Damn Brandy, I'll get her for this one."

"What are you cursing about now," smiled Nancy as she came out onto the porch with a cup of coffee nestled in between her hands.

"Just another one of Brandy's referrals, which means her and the entire FBI could not help this poor fool, so she palms off the guy onto me."

"You should be thankful for her referral, it's a new client."

"Yes, but now that our daughter is an intricate part of my investigation business, I am thinking of slowing down a bit," grinned Walker closing his eyes and leaning back to absorb the weak sunlight.

"Who the hell are you kidding Ed, you'll never quit your work. Helping to find missing children is your calling since you retired from the police department. Unless..."

"Unless what?"

"I know how draining it can be on you when most of the kids you find are dead. I am aware of how it takes a little piece of your heart each case, maybe it is time to retire," smiled Nancy.

"Retire, hell I couldn’t do that."

"Are you bipolar?"

"No, I just know what you really meant by that little statement. If I was to let Emily run the business without me, instead of going fishing or taking Teddy for daily walks in the park, I'd end up working in your cop bar slash restaurant. No thanks woman."

"Well that's true but then you could reminisce about old cases and retired comrades while you tended the bar," laughed Nancy.

"Hey I'm in my fifties not seventies," grumbled Walker getting to his feet.

"You going to make breakfast?"

"Hey you own a restaurant, why should I cook?"

"Exactly, I need the break," snarled Nancy.

"Ok wife, you talked me into it. Cheddar cheese and mushroom omelet do ya?"

"You make any other kind?"

"I think there is some salami and provolone in the frig."

"Mushrooms will be fine," laughed Nancy as she sat back and sipped her coffee.

"You cooking again?" joked Emily coming down the stairs as Walker headed into the kitchen.

"I suppose you’re hungry also?"

"Yeah you can break a few extra eggs," smiled Emily as she grabbed the carafe of coffee up off the large antique dining table pouring herself a cup full.

"Well eat fast, Brandy sent us another loser, he'll be here around nine," said Walker talking out a medium sized black iron skillet and placing it on the professional grade six burner gas stove.

"John Laquesta?"

"How'd you know that?"

"You taught me how to be a detective."

"Ah I get it, you had dinner with Brandy last night didn’t you. Becoming fast friends with the enemy I see," chortled Walker as he turned on the flame to heat up the pan.

"Come on you like Brandy, she's like your second adopted daughter," grinned Emily taking a seat at the dining table.

"Trust me one of you is more than enough," growled Walker as he began cracking eggs into a bowl.

"Ed loves Brandy don’t let him fool you," smiled Nancy joining Emily at the table.

"I liked it better before we remodeled the house for this open concept first floor. Nothing better than when we had good old fashioned walls between the rooms," groused Walker, cutting up small chucks of cheddar from a three pound block of local organic cheese.

"He means he used to be able to tune us out," said Nancy.

"Oh I thought it was so we couldn't see when he dropped some cheese on the floor," smiled Emily pointing over towards the refrigerator.

"That's not a problem, here comes my automatic cleaning robot now," laughed Walker as they heard Teddy rambling into the kitchen, eyes still half closed. The chocolate Labrador gave a sniff then located the errand chunk of cheese, after effortlessly licking it up off the dark hardwood floor, he then turned to look at Walker who had begun to dice up some Creminis.

"Think he wants to see if there will be any more cheese before he goes back to the office to continue his nap," snickered Emily.

In response, Walker tossed a walnut sized chunk of cheese in Teddy's general direction. The dog's mouth opened with only a slight head tilt to his right, the cheese rolled across the dog's tongue. With only a second of time to sense the object's texture, the dog swallowed the cheese then returned to the office at the rear of the house.

After breakfast Walker did some quick research before his new client arrived promptly at 9 AM. "Mr. Walker, nice to meet you," said Laquesta as Walker met him at the front door. He had the man follow him to the back of the house. As they entered the small home office Laquesta spotted Emily sitting at her desk and was a bit unnerved.

"This is my partner and daughter Emily," said Walker taking a seat in front of his personal computer.

"Nice to meet you," said Laquesta a bit more relaxed.

"So how can we assist you?" asked Walker.

"Well, my wife and children have been missing for some time now, I know the police have the case in their cold files by now."

"How long are we talking about?"

"Three years last Monday," said Laquesta taking a seat.

"Are you from the Richmond area?" asked Emily.

"No, actually Petersburg. I had no luck and went to the FBI, that's how I met with Brandy Barrows, the regional supervisor. The police thought it was more a case of domestic disappearance and basically wrote it off."

"They figured she wanted to be missing," commented Walker as he mindlessly twirled a pen in between the fingers of his right hand.

"How were things concerning you and your wife at the time of her disappearance?" asked Emily.

"Good, at least I thought so, sometimes she would get depressed, even she didn’t know the why," said Laquesta.

"Did this happen often?" asked Walker.

"There were several periods throughout our marriage, especially after the birth of each child."

"You mean like postpartum depression?" said Emily.

"Yeah, that's what one doctor called it. Gave her some pills but she couldn't take them. Damn doctors always want to fix everything with a prescription."

"Bad side-effects?" asked Emily.

"Yes, couldn't sleep sometimes, anxiousness, stomach problems, she just didn’t like the feelings she got from the medications. She just wouldn't take them, finally it seemed to eventually go away all on it’s own. After our second child it didn’t go away for many months," said Laquesta.

"How old is the youngest child?" asked Emily.

"Should be almost five by now."

"You resigned to the fact that they are probably deceased?" asked Walker with his piercing eyes.

"Yes and no, I mean statistics say it's not going to be a favorable outcome, but I have to know. I can't move on with my life otherwise," said Laquesta with eyes tearing up.

"What do you do for a living?" asked Emily.

"I'm a systems analyst, I design software systems for accounting and auditing applications."

"How's business?" said Walker raising his eyebrows.

"Good, that is to say fair, the company is still turning decent profits, despite a horrible national economy."

"Been with them long?"

"Six years, ever since we moved to Virginia."

"Did your wife get worse when you switched jobs?" asked Emily.

"Why?"

"Just wondering if a life change made her better or worse."

"Well actually when we relocated from New Jersey, she was excited at the new start. The first two years were actually the best of our marriage, but then the dark clouds returned."

"After the third child did she go into the post pregnancy funk of the past?" asked Emily.

"Briefly right after the birth, but she bounced back quicker than previous times. Things were very good, holidays, friends and family visits. Typical American dream bullshit," said Laquesta.

"Any event come up to change it?" asked Walker.

"I guess I might as well tell you it all."

"That is the only way we can help you."

"It's embarrassing."

"I was a cop for over thirty years, you ain't going to tell me anything I haven't already seen, heard or tasted. Let me make it easy on you, you had an affair with someone at your work place," grinned Walker.

"Wow, you are pretty good," chuckled Laquesta nervously.

"How could you do that if things were finally so good between you and you wife?" asked Emily with a huff.

"I don't know, I guess after so many years of ups and downs I had felt a responsibility to take care of her and I did. Then as things seemingly were going so well it was sort of a euphoria, the sadness had gone. But for me it didn’t last too long. I didn’t want to deal with any more future periods of glumness. Every morning I lived in fear it would all just return again, never knew what kind of mood she would wake up in, happy, sad, cold neutral. Then I met Tina right in the middle of all those jumbled feelings, it just hit me like a ton of bricks. My golden lifesaver just floating on by, all I had to do was reach out and grab it, so I did," confessed Laquesta.

"You should write romance novels," chuckled Walker as Emily wore a scowl. "Look I can’t condone it but, I do understand. I've seen it a million times. So what happened when your wife found out?"

"She didn’t say a word, her face looked like I had stabbed her very deeply. She fell into one of her funks again. It stayed that way up until the time she disappeared."

"You think perhaps she retaliated with a lover of her own?" asked Walker.

"I'm guessing this is going to end right where the cops lost interest."

"No, I'll take your case but you need to be ready for the possible results."

"Which are?"

"She is either raising the kids on her own because she wants it that way; she has a lover/roommate who has taken on raising your kids; or she and the kids are dead," said Walker grimly.

"I'm all in, I have to know what happened. I can’t sleep knowing the kids may be hurting. It was tough going loving my wife, but the children, they were the reason I pushed on everyday. You must find out what happened to them," said Laquesta.

"Curious," said Emily.

"What happened to Tina?" said Laquesta.

"Yeah."

"You'd be surprised if I said we are still very much in love with each other every single day. The truth is more like a star imploding upon itself. Red hot, then a silent explosion as it all collapsed into a black hole. She felt horrible that I lost my kids and at the same time got mad at me for letting it happen. I guess I just don’t understand women too well."

"Women are just the same as men, although they do have a few different trip wires," said Walker. "I see you have a copy of the police report with you."

"Oh, sorry, here you go," said Laquesta handing the papers in his hand over to Walker.

"Alright, we will read these over then get started with our investigation."

"Here, I made up some information sheets that might save you a little time, it has all the names, dates, social security numbers and like that," said Laquesta handing two computer printed sheets of paper to Emily.

"Ok then, we will be in touch soon," smiled Walker rising to his feet, shaking the man's hand and then leading him to the front door. "What do you think? asked Walker upon returning to the office.

"I think if I were her I'd have found another man by now," chuckled Emily starting her research on the Internet.

"I know what you mean...Oh hell," Walker's cell phone rang. "Walker."

"You can thank me later, during lunch over at Nancy's place, about 1 PM."

"Good, it'll give me a chance to strangle you," retorted Walker.

"Bring Emily."

"You didn’t have enough of talking with her last night?"

"Never happen," chuckled Agent Barrows.

"Don't snack, your BFF is buying lunch," said Walker ending the call.

"Oh it'll be good to see her again."

"What do you guys talk about?"

"The usual, cases, adventures, she's really nice. Brandy is teaching me advanced investigation techniques."

"Don’t learn too well, the FBI often gets it very wrong. Overly rigid in their approach," commented Walker sitting back down in front of his PC.
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"I'm afraid to ask, what's this all about?"

"Well Ed, I need your help and Emily's of course."

"Of course you need my help, the damn FBI will come to a halt without my input. As to Emily, I don’t know if I like her hanging around you so much. Everyone knows you’re a bad influence," grunted Walker as their waitress approached the table with three cold draft beers.

After the waitress took orders from Emily and Brandy she looked at Walker. "Usual?"

"Yep."

"The usual?" snickered Nancy as she approached the table.

"Yes, hot roast beef sandwich with mashed, green beans and extra gravy on the side," grinned the waitress heading towards the kitchen.

"You do remember I expanded the restaurant awhile back. Why don’t you try our grilled wild caught salmon or a nice steak," smiled Nancy placing her arm around her husband's shoulder as he sat in his favorite end booth at the rear of the bar section.

"You know me, I like to play it safe in certain things."

"So what is this one getting you into this time?"

"She hasn't worked up enough nerve to tell me as yet," bristled Walker taking a sip of beer.

"Long story short, corrupt judge handing out severe penalties to young female offenders. We suspect he is getting a kick back, from of all places, the builder of female detention centers," explained Agent Barrows.

"As it's all females, sounds like there is more to it," remarked Walker taking another sip of his drink.

"Yes, that's where Emily comes into play."

"What?'" said Nancy.

"You didn’t tell them did you?" said Barrows looking at Emily.

"Couldn't find an opening."

"I smell another undercover job, last time she almost got killed under your watchful eye," snorted Walker.

"Yes but that was a serial killer, this is jail," retorted Barrows sipping her beer.

"Right and that distinction should give me comfort because nothing bad ever happens in jail."

"Do you want to do this?" asked Nancy looking at Emily.

"Not my favorite way of spending a vacation, but yes if it'll help out some poor girls that are being abused by some crooked judge," replied Emily.

"What kind of details do you have," asked Walker.

"Well, we have found an unusual pattern of maximum penalties for very minor infractions given by this judge name of Meyerson. Upon investigation we noted that he has had a T.J. Penske, a builder specializing in detention centers for young women, over his house for parties and such. Which is a red flag, they should not have any contact in the normal world."

"Is there a difference between the types of jails?" asked Walker.

"They are basically the same type of county facility as for teenaged boys but the work areas are different. For instance the male centers have them making hard goods such as washing machines and clothes dryer assemblies, whereas the females perform more clerical duties such as medical billing data entry and finished product packaging," explained Barrows.

"So other than Meyerson inviting the builder over to his house, where's the big crime," said Walker.

"Well it is conjecture and hearsay at this point but we have reason to believe that there maybe a prostitution ring operating on or off jail premises. There is one particular building that we can't identify the function of, even by sky view," said Barrows.

"You got the fed to give you a view of the prison from a satellite, wouldn't think they'd spend the money to reposition it," laughed Walker.

"Not exactly that high up, we kind of used a drone," grinned Barrows.

"That makes me mad, to think I can't scratch my own ass out in my back garden for fear some government jerk-off may be watching me from the sky," snorted Walker. "The KGB would have loved to have drones."

"Yeah, I agree, it shouldn't be used on the general public, but where to draw the line is a whole other argument."

"So you got Emily a job as a guard in the detention center?" asked Walker.

"Not exactly," winced Barrows.

"An inmate," muttered Nancy with a frown.

"That's bullshit. Do you have any idea what it will be like on the inside," stiffened Walker staring at Emily.

"And do you have any idea what it was like to be in a mental institution," replied Emily with an icy stare.

The conversation trailed off and the food arrived just in time to break the uncomfortable atmosphere. The lunch progressed with only minor banter while Nancy left the trio to go manage her business operation. As the lunch plates were cleared and they sat sipping their drinks, finally Walker spoke. "When?"

"The phony arrest and appearance before Judge Meyerson is Friday," said Barrows.

"Sorry to leave you with the Laquesta case," said Emily.

"That's alright, just you be very careful in that place." 
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"It must not be my month, last week Brandy suddenly pops up on the grid and delivers double gloom, now you call me," groaned Walker as he flopped down onto the butter-soft leather couch opposite Chief McBride's desk.

"Not like you to piss and moan, what's up?"

"I'm worried about Emily, it's been six days."

"I heard from Brandy this morning, Emily is fine," said Chief McBride.

"I don't know, I'm worried that at twenty-two she won't pass for eighteen or nineteen."

"Hey she passed for a teenager in that serial killer case," said McBride.

"That was different, she was all made up and on camera, besides he wasn't looking at her face if you remember. I just feel protective after all she's gone through in her life. Nancy and I were able to help her turn things around, now I feel like your niece is just exploiting her to make the FBI look good," said Walker with a bit of frost in his voice.

"Brandy is a total professional and would go above and beyond, especially for Emily."

"You got a funny look on your face, something you want to tell me?" asked Walker.

"Forget it, she'll be just fine. I called you because I need your help."

"Ah Bill, you seem to keep forgetting, I don’t work for your police department anymore, retired remember?"

"And you know I always need you for special work."

"Well at least your niece pays me."

"We ain't the FBI, but I always cover your expenses."

"What is it that you need?" asked Walker.

"I have a complaint about a Pastor of a local church that may be giving more than bible lessons to the young girls in his Sunday classes," said McBride.

"Oh hell, why can’t you just give me a straight up murder, no it has to be something really sleazy."

"That is one of your specialties," laughed Chief McBride.

"Ok, give me the file. Speaking of payment, what did you get for me on June Laquesta?"

"Other than the police report from Petersburg which you already have, we were able to find a hit in the Atlanta area about five months ago. Nothing since then though," said McBride.

"Five months ago, he told me she has been gone for three years, I'm getting a bad feeling here like when I'm about to get the old greased pole."

"That was the first time she took off, that we can find," said McBride.

"I already ain't liking this case, I can feel the bullshit rising. When the client starts lying to me right from the start I usually dump the case. So what was the hit?"

"She was working in a restaurant for about two months, then the IRS trail ends. All the details are on this," said McBride handing the sheet of paper to Walker.

"Twin Pines Lodge, looks like I'm heading to Hotlanta to do some digging around."

"Thought you were going to just unload this Laquesta guy?"

"I should but the money is good and besides it takes my mind off of Emily. When I get back I'll look into this Pastor Narrows and see what he's up to on Sunday afternoons."

"Better hurry, I got the feeling that some of the parents may hang him soon," smiled McBride.

"Well hell, then that makes both our jobs easier," chuckled Walker.

"Then you forgot how much paperwork is involved with a mess like that."

"Hey I was your number one at solving crimes and getting the bad guys into a cell. I didn’t do paperwork."

"Yeah I know, your poor ex-partner did it all."

"That was his specialty, couldn’t find a bad guy if he was in the next bathroom stall, but he sure knew all those form numbers and how to fill them out," laughed Walker. "What the heck ever happened to Foster?"

"He's doing custom work on sports cars, big demand from the younger up and coming millennial crowd."

"I keep meaning to look him up, just to say hello but I never seem to get to it," said Walker.

"Well you'll get your chance now."

"How's that?"

"He's a member of Pastor Narrows Golden Rule Bible Church."

"Oh hell, he didn’t become one of them born again jerks did he?" groaned Walker. "Somehow that doesn't fit, he was always a skirt chaser, he looked and commented at every woman that we passed on the street. Got really annoying at times, total chauvinist pig."

"Maybe he's trying to repent," chuckled McBride.

"No way, leopards don't change their spots," muttered Walker as he exited the Chief's office.
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"Good morning sir, welcome to Hooty's, what'll y'all have today?"

"Two scrambled, sausage, hash browns, rye toast and coffee," said Walker closing the sticky plastic coated menu and handing it to the waitress as she poured a hot cup of coffee from the glass pot she held in her right hand.

While he waited for his food, Walker looked outside and watched the traffic whizzing by the suburban café. He tried to wipe the sleep from his eyes, the eight hour drive had exhausted him. He'd fallen back to sleep after the desk clerk's 7 AM wake-up call to his room. He couldn’t believe he'd slept to almost 9 AM.

"Here you go sir, this'll wake y'all up," smiled the cheery middle-aged waitress as she brought Walker's food to the table. After finishing his meal the waitress removed his dishes and returned to freshen up his coffee.

"You worked here long?"

"Honey, sometimes I feel like I was born in that there kitchen, I'd feel naked as a jay bird without an apron slung around my waist," chortled the waitress.

"Did you ever see this woman," said Walker showing her a photo of June Laquesta.

"Little Junebug, sure thing. She was a funny little squirrel, good worker but nervous as a cat in a room full of rocking chairs. What'd she do?"

"Disappear."

"She said she couldn’t stand being around her lowdown cheating-ass husband anymore. I know a thing or two about that sweetie."

"How long did she work here
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