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      It was a lazy Sunday afternoon in a rural enclave of Wyoming. Abby Carter called Sarah Newman just past noon, eager to show off her new driver’s license. Minutes outside of Evanston, the windswept low desert where Sarah lived with her parents, was quiet and isolated and their ranch was one of the few occupied properties in the area. Abby lived closer to town, and since she had a car and Sarah didn’t, the invitation was easy to accept. 

      Eager to enjoy the rest of the hot, dry Sunday afternoon, Sarah headed outside and rushed down the long driveway to open the gate before heading back to the house. She’d restlessly paced on the hard, inhospitable land that made up their front yard, staring out at the dirt road.

      The beige, twenty-year-old Honda Accord eased into Sarah’s driveway ten minutes before one o’clock.

      “C’mon! Get in!” Abby yelled, her eyes wide with excitement. Sarah ran over to the car, yanked open the passenger door, and jumped inside. First, the girls headed to a local fast-food joint—Ridley’s, where they ordered burgers, fries, and shakes. Sarah wasn’t hungry, but the thrill of being sixteen, having her own money, and being out with Abby inspired her to buy more food than she wanted. The girls ate outside, in front of the restaurant, laughing and talking about boys and the upcoming school year. Innocent and pleasant — the way a long summer day should be for teenage girls. 

      After a few bites of their burgers, Abby stared off into the distance and said, “Let’s go to Piedmont.”

      “Why?”

      “Why not?”

      Sarah couldn’t come up with a reason not to head to the local ghost town, and Abby was the driver, so why not? Sarah packed up the rest of her food and followed her friend back to the car. On the drive over, they made small talk, but silence fell over the car as the speed limit increased. Abby pressed the accelerator in spurts, causing the car to lurch forward. Reckless laughter to fill the vehicle as they hit the interstate. Sarah gripped the side of the car door but remained silent. She didn’t want Abby to think she was scared.

      Abby weaved in and out of the sparse traffic, causing Sarah to let out a nervous giggle. Eventually, Sarah’s fear gave way to a youthful outburst. Abby joined in as she pushed the car forward, continuing to accelerate. The wind howled through the valley, roaring into the open windows of the car and drowning out the girls’ laughter. 

      Exiting the interstate, the girls headed down a dirt road. The mid-July sun beat down overhead without a cloud in sight, and tall stalks of brown grass flowed and waved along the edge of the road. Moving further away from the town, nature took over. A lonely patch of quaking aspens sat amid hard-packed, abandoned ranch land. Cattle milled across the road, causing the girls to stop and honk the horn, laughing as they waited for the cows to move out of their way. The dirt road was relatively smooth, with a rare groove or grate. The old Honda Accord bounced and jumped over the sand and dirt, and the girls sang along to a country song about boots and spurs. It was a playful summer Sunday afternoon in-between the girls’ eleventh and twelfth-grade years. Neither had a care in the world.

      After passing the last remaining ranch in the area and heading over a steep incline, the girls spotted a car just a few miles from their destination. The dirt road ran through the low desert, twisting and turning through scrub brush, and at first, the car had looked like a mirage.

      Coming around a sharp turn, it was clear the old burgundy Volvo, covered in dust and the hood up was up, was not a figment of their imagination. The vehicle looked as if someone had recently abandoned it, but the girls hadn’t spotted anyone on the road. Where was the driver? With nothing but scrub brush and bushes around, the girls would have noticed someone walking back toward the highway. Anyone would have stood out on the lonely road. Abby slowed the car down to a crawl, easing toward the parked vehicle.

      “Stop!” Sarah yelled, her voice quivering. “I think I see something.”

      The still fingertips of a hand stretched out on the ground caught Sarah’s eye. The lack of movement sent a chill through her body.

      “Turn around,” she said. Her voice was steady and firm. Sarah regretted answering the phone that morning and agreeing to head out with Abby. Annoyed the car was still moving forward, she reached over and grabbed the steering wheel.

      “I said stop! Hit the brakes and turn around!”

      “Okay. Take it easy,” Abby said before pulling over and parking on the side of the road. The girls sat in the car for a moment and waited, hesitant to get out and head toward the parked vehicle. 

      “Are we getting out?”

      “Yeah. We’re getting out. You first.”

      Sarah opened the passenger side door and got out of the car. She saw what looked like still, unmoving fingers. 

       “We gotta do this,” Abby said, coming around the side of the car and putting her arm around Sarah’s waist. Abby gripped Sarah’s side hard. Going to the scene was not a choice. Unsure what to do, Sarah locked her knees, refusing to move forward. Abby’s hand, shaking and sweating, struggled to drag her frightened friend closer to the car. Sarah, nervous and unsure what to do, began walking again, but when they got close enough to make out what the lump in the road was, Sarah pulled back.

      “No! I don’t have to do this!” she yelled. 

      Realizing that Sarah would not continue, Abby let her go and continued, reaching down to pick up a stick from the road. She slowly eased the short branch into a stiff arm situated just beyond the worn threads of the front tire of the Volvo. 

      The body was turned on its side, twisted at the waist, and the legs were twisted in a manner that suggested the victim may have been running, trying his best to flee, when he was killed. 

      “We gotta get the cops,” Sarah said. Her voice was full of fear.

      Reaching out with the stick, Abby, who was eerily calm, poked the body a second time, causing Sarah to break into sobs and take off running down the road.
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      I spent the first day of summer sitting on the front porch in a rocking chair, sipping homemade lemonade and reading Encounter With The Self. As I struggled to reconcile Job’s plight with what I had been taught about the Almighty, a humid breeze blew across the porch and Charles showed up.

      “No,” I said, without looking up from the book. 

      “Twenty-five years, Sylvia. You’ve got to come.”

      Charles stepped onto the porch and towered over me. His eyes were warm and pleading.

      “Fun, Syl. Do you remember what that is?”

      “What’s the point?”

      “Syl, you’ll have a few laughs with the old gang. What we had back then was special. You can’t deny that. Let’s go out and have a good time.”

      “I told you I wasn’t interested.”

      “I don’t believe you. Besides, everyone wants to see you, and you need to get out of this house.”

      “I’m on the porch.”

      “C’mon, Sylvia. You need a night out away from your place. We’re gonna head to the game, get a kosher dog, maybe a beer or two, head to the pub afterward, and catch up. It’ll be good for you. I know you’re upset about what happened, but this will help cheer you up.”

      “Nothing happened.”

      “Sylvia, it’s okay to… like someone new, and it’s okay to be sad if things don’t work out with that new person.”

      “It’s not about that,” I said. Working to keep her voice steady.

      “I know you. You’re stressed, so let’s just get out and have some fun. And if you come, I won’t try to drag you out of your introvert palace for the rest of the summer.”

      I closed the book. “Who are the Tigers playing?”

      “Yankees.”

      “Give me five,” I said, heading into the house.

      That was how it began. I took the advice of my oldest and dearest friend, threw on a baseball cap, jeans, and a plain black t-shirt, and headed down to Comerica Park to take in a game. I don’t care much for baseball, but the electric atmosphere of the ball park always pulls me in. It also was a special occasion for myself and several friends. We were celebrating the fact that we’d graduated from 8th grade twenty-five years ago. Ten of my former classmates made it to the game, but I sat with those I’d been closest to back in elementary school. James Green, the quiet jokester, had grown into a sharp-eyed real estate agent. Audrey Parker was living her dream of being a newscaster, covering the morning beat at a local news station. Tyrell Blake owned his own construction company that specialized in commercial real estate. After the game, the five of us split from the others and headed to Donovan’s for a beer.

      “So, what exactly are you doing these days, Sylvia?” Tyrell asked.

      I hesitated before saying, “I’m a private investigator.”

      “Slash social worker, slash friend, slash jack of all trades kind of crime solver,” Charles said, lifting his beer for a toast. The crowd roared with laughter.

      “Don’t listen to him. He’s just jealous because he’s a crime fighter on a leash,” I said, winking and clanking my mug of beer against Charles’s. Another round of jeers and giggles filled the air.

      “A lady detective. I like it,” Audrey said, high-fiving me across the table.

      “Is it lucrative?” Tyrell asked.

      “It’s decent. Sometimes I don’t have cases for weeks at a time, like now, but something eventually rolls in the door. It fits with my style.”

      “That’s code for control freak,” Charles said.

      We were sitting in the back of a pub on Trumbull Avenue, eating fried pickles, Irish egg rolls, sipping beers, and having a great time. Charles suggested we spend the rest of the night catching up. The group decided on an unofficial pub crawl to local haunts, with both Charles and James volunteering to be designated drivers. We giggled and reminisced about the shenanigans we’d pulled off in elementary and middle school. It was wonderful to remember the good ole days and acknowledge how lucky we were to have had such a great opportunity.

      “To our parents,” I said, holding up a stein for a toast. “Their sacrifices to send us to private school were not in vain.” We clinked glasses and drank long, cold swigs to commemorate our gratitude.

      “It really was a special time,” Audrey said, a hint of sadness in her voice. A moment of awkward silence fell over the five of us. The reminder that there was a moment, in our tenth year, when our innocence was stolen. A time when the lights went out on our childhood.

       “The first five years of school were great. Can’t deny that, right?” Tyrell said. Charles laughed first, easing the tension and sparking the rest of us to join in. Yes, those first five years before Simon went missing had been fantastic.

      That night felt like old times. After the third beer, things got hazy. I felt myself talking more than I should, extolling my love for being a private investigator. It was a defense mechanism. Talk about what you love to avoid bringing up what’s eating you alive. I pushed the voices that had been silenced and the faces that weren’t there to the back of my mind.

      But these people were my tribe. Even though we hadn’t all been together since our eighth-grade graduation, and we’d only had a few chance meetings, they knew me. When you watch people go from toddlers to teenagers, navigating puberty, first loves, childhood emotions, and the dramatic tiffs of adolescence-you realize them. It turned out that this excursion had been precisely what I needed. Before we parted ways, James leaned across the table and said, “I’m sorry about Simon. And Derek.”

      I’d nodded, and I said, “I won’t stop until they both have justice.”

      * * *

      The world looked better after that night. Charles had been right about me being down after what may or may not have been a growing romantic entanglement. I wasn’t sure if it was over, or if things could be repaired, so I suppressed my feelings and the desire to pick up the phone, leading to an extremely solitary existence. Hopefully, Brady Kepler and I were still friends, and my overreaction, when he asked if I wanted to move west to be closer to him, hadn’t ruined our connection. Confusion and guilt had pushed me into a space where I’d backed away from work and let Martin, my assistant, sit in the office and wait for clients while I created minor tasks for myself at home. After that evening, I realized how pitiful I’d been. Seeing my old friends reminded me of who I was. Sylvia Wilcox would not be defeated. Not by failed relationships or a decline in her work caseload.

      The next morning I hit the pavement around six, resuming my running regiment. I ran through downtown Ypsilanti, Riverside Park and Depot Town. Back at home, I showered, got dressed, brewed a strong pot of coffee before heading for the office. Instead of sitting around in sweats at home, organizing paperwork, I was at my desk before eight o’clock, ready for anyone that walked through the door. 

      Martin showed up around nine and said, “Well, look who’s here.”

      “Now we just need clients.”

      Unfortunately, no one showed up for a while. Within a week of getting back to my morning routine, we still hadn’t received any fresh cases. I was getting discouraged, but one morning in early July, there was a message when I got to the office. The familiar voice caught my attention. 

      Sylvia, call me when you can.

      It was James Green, one of the friends I’d gone to the baseball game with. His voice was calm, but when I listened to the message a second time, which was short and sweet, I could hear the slight tinge of urgency. Didn’t sound like he was calling to invite me to a BBQ. I prepared a brief speech in my head about how I didn’t take cases involving friends and called him back.

      “Hey. Thanks for getting back to me,” James said. He’d answered on the first ring.

      “Sure thing. How are you?”

      He sighed, “Well, I’m hanging in there, but I’ve got a problem.”

      “What’s up?”

      “My nephew, Anson, is missing.”

      “Oh, no. I’m so sorry. How long has Anson been gone?”

      “He left on a road trip to California last Friday. It’s my brother, Michael’s kid. He graduated from high school a few weeks ago and took a cross-country road trip. Initially, he checked in with his parents every night, but he’s stopped calling them. The last time they spoke to Anson, he was in a little town. Said he was headed out to a bar to get a bite to eat at a place called the Last Bar. He checked into a motel in Kimball, Nebraska, and he told his parents he liked the town. That’s about all I know.”

      “They talked with him before he headed out to the bar?” 

      “Yes.”

      “What time was that?”

      “My sister-in-law, Breann, told me it was about six that evening. His routine was to drive about eight hours, see the sights, and meet people.”

      “Sounds very carefree.”

      “Yes. Too carefree. We were worried. But he’s eighteen. What could we say? The kid has always been outgoing and hard to keep in check.”

      “Why was he going to California?” I asked.

      “Well, that’s another reason we can’t seem to get anyone to care about him going missing. He didn’t have a reason to go to California. He just decided to take a road trip.”

      “There are some rugged areas where Anson wouldn’t have cellphone reception. If he had car trouble or something like that, he could be stuck. Does he have survival skills?”

      “He was a Boy Scout, but he’s also very impulsive. I could see him pulling off the side of the road to see something and wandering off without a map. He’s smart, but a little too trusting.” 

      “I would say there’s reason to be concerned. He’s young and in unfamiliar territory. I don’t have any cases right now. I’ll check things out and see if I can get a hold of the local law enforcement and track him down.”

      “That would be great. Michael’s called the police in the area, but they don’t want to do anything yet.”

      “Yeah, it’s hard to get help when adults go missing. Especially when it’s a man. The town he was in might have local officers, but many of these small places rely on the state police or a county sheriff's department. That’s not a bad thing in this case because he could have driven out of that town and gotten stranded somewhere else or stopped to see something along the way. But before I look into things, I have a few questions.”

      “Go for it.”

      “What is Anson into?”

      “He’s big on old stuff. He loves ghost towns, Americana, spaghetti westerns, and anything that people have forgotten.

      “So, a little town in Nebraska would speak to his heart.”

      “Exactly. That’s why I’m nervous. He’s young and fearless.”

      “We’ve all been there.” I said as a comfort to Micheal, but honestly, I had never been in that position. Someone kidnapped my twin brother when we were ten. That experience had taught me to be overly cautious.

      “Yeah, I guess. I just don’t want to wait too long. If something has happened, I want Anson found. There is a possibility that he has gotten hurt, stranded, or lost. If we can find him, then maybe we can…” he trailed off. Not wanting to state the obvious.

      “Do you have the time and date that he left?”

      “I can find out. Can I stop by your office this afternoon?”

      Working cases for acquaintances is a no-no. The disappointment of not getting the answers they so desperately needed was heartbreaking. No matter how much you do, it’s never enough unless you find their loved one. James wasn’t the boy’s father, but he was still pretty close to the source. Even so, I didn’t feel like I could turn him down.

      “Sure. It’ll be good to meet in person. I don’t know if I can help, but I might be able to put you in touch with someone who can.” That wasn’t entirely true. I had some connections with other P.I.’s, but I didn’t know anyone in Nebraska.

      “Whatever you can do will be helpful.”

      Those were the words I dreaded. It was a nice thought, but unless I could safely bring the boy home, it would never be enough.
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      James showed up an hour later. He entered the office with his head downcast, and his brow creased with worry. 

      “His phone is going straight to voicemail,” he said before collapsing into the chair in front of my desk.

      “I’m going to do all I can to get some answers. Let’s go through it from the beginning.”

      James agreed with a nod. I took a seat at my desk and retrieved my laptop to jot down notes. With my hand poised over the keyboard, I asked, “When did Anson initially bring up this cross-country journey?”

      “I’m not sure, but Michael mentioned it about a week after Anson’s graduation. He wasn’t happy about it because they wanted Anson to get a job and work through the summer. He’s going to Michigan State in the fall.”

      “Did Anson have a job?”

      “Yes, but it was very part-time. Anson worked ten hours a week at a thrift store, but he quit right before graduation.”

      “How is he financing his trip?”

      “That’s the infuriating part. My parents gave him thousands of dollars for graduation, and Michael and Breann ended up giving him a credit card so he wouldn’t spend the money.”

      “So Anson has a fair amount of money at his disposal.”

      “Yes. He could be in Mexico partying it up or in California experimenting with something dangerous.”

      “Does Anson have a history of experimenting with dangerous things?”

      “No, but he definitely has enough money to start,” James said, disgust in his eyes.

      “I know you’re worried, but I need you to think a bit about this question before you answer.”

      “Okay.”

      “Has Anson gone missing in the past?”

      James took a moment before saying, “Never.”

      “Good. That will be the first thing the authorities want to know. They’ll probably contact the police in the precinct where Anson lives. If the officers there say he’s gone missing in the past, the cops in Nebraska will probably avoid talking with me.”

      “Okay, okay. There was a time when we didn’t know where Anson was. This was back when he was fifteen. He called himself running away, but he wasn’t really going anywhere. Michael found him walking around near the old train station.”

      I stopped typing and looked up. “Are we talking about the abandoned train station in Detroit?”

      “Yeah. Anson loves old stuff.”

      The train station was an interesting but ultimately unsafe place for a teenager. Although it was recently purchased and slated for restoration, it was still located in a sketchy part of town.

      “Is that the only time Anson went missing?”

      “Well, he came to live with me and my wife, Anna, after he had a fight with his mom. They didn’t know where he was for about six hours, so yes. They reported him missing.”

      “What can you tell me about Anson’s relationship with his parents?”

      “They’re very close. I know it might not seem like it, but Anson is just... different. He’s one of those people who lives on emotion. That’s caused issues with Michael. He’s pretty hardcore.”

      “Michael is a Marine, isn’t he?” I asked, doing my best to remember what I could about James’s brother.

      “Yeah.”

      “Do you think it’s possible Anson has taken off?”

      “Are you asking if he’s just out there doing his thing?”

      “Yes. Is that possible?”

      James shook his head. “No. He wouldn’t do that.”

      “Do you know if the credit card is in Anson’s name?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “How about his phone?”

      “It’s on Michael’s family plan.”

      “That’s good. It means Anson’s parents can check for transactions and calls.”

      “I’m sure they’d be more than happy to do that.”

      “Great. You’ve given me excellent information, but there’s one thing we haven’t talked about.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Why aren’t Michael and Breann here?”

      James sighed. “Michael is concerned, but he’s not sure what to do. Breann thinks Anson’s just doing what he does.”

      “They’re not as concerned as you are.”

      “You could say that. They feel like he’s just a young man exploring adulthood.”

      “I want to look into this, but I’d like Michael and Breann’s blessing. I understand that you’re worried, but there might be factors we’re not aware of.”

      James nodded. “I think if you talk with them, you’ll be able to get them to understand how dangerous this is.”

      * * *

      James called his brother and set up a meeting for that evening. I left the office at five-thirty and headed to Rosedale Park, a quaint residential area of Detroit, made up of attractive homes with carefully manicured lawns. The Greens lived in a modest bungalow in the middle of a quiet street. I parked out front and headed for the house where a friendly German Shepard met me at the gate. I waited until someone came to greet me before entering the yard.

      Michael Green appeared at the front door a few seconds later. He was tall and broad-shouldered, with a shaved head, dark brown skin, and a handsome face. He stepped off the porch, his head slightly lowered and his hands stuffed in his beige khakis. The resemblance between Michael and James was stunning.

      “Hello, Mr. Green?”

      “Sylvia. I haven’t seen you in decades,” he said, his eyes still diverted to the ground.

      “You remember me from school?”

      “Faintly. And call me Michael. Any friend of James’s is a friend of mine,” he said, looking up and smiling. “You were a firecracker back then. Guess it’s fitting that you would end up being a private detective.”

      “You think so?”

      “Yeah. You never played by the rules. That’s the one thing I remember about you.” Micheal said.

      I didn’t know if that was a compliment or a criticism, so I nodded and said, “I’m very sorry for what you’re going through. I’d like to gather some information and see what I can do to help.”

      “I think that would be best. Tisha won’t bite you. Come on in,” Michael said, opening the gate.

      Tisha, the German Shepard, sniffed my pant leg and nudged her nose against my shin. I took a moment to pet her before heading to the door. The dog followed me and moaned when Michael told her to stay put.

      “It’s so nice of you to come. Anson is a good kid, but he’s a dreamer. We think he might be having one last adventure before he enters college. We can’t just take off for Nebraska to look for him, but we’re getting worried,” Michael said.

      “Understandable. It’s difficult to hold searches when you don’t know the area, so staying here might be best. That’s why I’m going to get us some help from the local authorities.”

      Michael opened the door and motioned for me to enter. I stepped into a short hallway that led to a winding staircase. A dining room sat on one side of the stairs and a den on the other.

      “Thanks for coming. I’m Breann.” A petite woman with a warm smile and a short afro took my hand.

      “Hello, Mrs. Green.”

      “Everybody calls me Bree. Come into the den.”

      I followed the couple into a room lined with bookshelves and famous art prints. A Van Gogh in one corner, a Rembrandt in another, but one, in particular, caught my eye.

      “The Behemoth and Leviathan,” I said, stopping in front of the print.

      “It’s a reminder that all that’s good must have an unpleasant side. Nothing is truly innocent.”

      “I recently read Encounter with the Self.”

      “That’s on our shelf as well,” Breann said, motioning for me to sit in a beige recliner. I sat and waited for the Greens to take a seat across from me.

      “As you know, James is worried about Anson because he’s fallen out of contact.”

      “James is a worrywart. He and Anson are very close,” Breann said, shaking her head.

      Michael agreed with his wife. “We don’t have any evidence he’s in danger, but it can’t hurt to look into things. Anson promised to call, and it’s not like him to go back on his promises.”

      “When was the last time you heard from him?”

      “A couple of nights ago. When he got to Kimball, Nebraska, Anson called us and told us he was going out for dinner. He loves trains, so the little places that were built up around the railroad, and he was intrigued by how quiet it was. He also mentioned a courthouse he wanted to visit. Anson loves old architecture. I could hear that excitement in his voice.”

      “Did he mention what he had planned for the next day?”

      “He was heading into Wyoming next. The border was a few hours away from where he was staying.”

      “Any place in particular?”

      “Laramie.”

      “What’s in Laramie?”

      “Nothing much, as far as we know. Anson said there were a few stops he wanted to make. I tried to get more info, but I got the feeling he didn’t have much planned,” Breann said.

      “He’s impulsive. We’ve tried to move him away from being so spontaneous, but it hasn’t worked yet,” Michael added, shaking his head.

      “James mentioned that there were a few other times when you couldn’t find Anson.”

      Michael stood up. His eyes were wide with anger. “It wasn’t like that. Anson was mad, and he took a walk.”

      “To the old train station downtown?”

      Breann put her hands on her knees, straightened her back, and sighed. “He’s a teenager. They do things like that.”

      “I know, and I’m not judging you. I just need the facts before I contact local law enforcement. If I go to them and start asking questions and they find out Anson has gone missing before, they’ll assume I don’t know much and won’t want to talk with me.”

      “I guess that makes sense,” Michael said. “We had an argument about Anson joining the track team. He loves to read and never wanted to play sports, but I was on the track team in high school and did well. He’s tall and fast, so I encouraged him to try out for track.”

      “How did Anson feel about running track?”

      “He didn’t want to do it, but we wanted him to build more community at school. He was always in his room reading or at the library. We wanted him to make some memories.”

      “And he liked it once he got going. That’s where he met his girlfriend, Jean,” Breann said.

      “Has Jean talked with Anson?”

      “Not for two days. He sent her pictures of the building he liked in Kimball. She’s into history too.”

      “What was the argument about the second time Anson left?” I asked.

      “A homecoming dance. Once again, we were encouraging Anson to get out and enjoy his time in high school. He was hesitant, and we had an argument. Breann tried to smooth things over between us, but Anson left. He ended up going to live with James for a little while.”

      “He’s also into electronics. Spends a lot of time online chatting with people.”

      “Any idea which forums or websites he likes?”

      “Anson loves ghost towns. He chats with other dreamers that sit around on their computers and talk about digging up buried treasure. He has an interest in the Lost Dutchman Mine in Arizona, but we made him promise not try to find it,” Michael said.

      “There was a challenge a few years ago. A man claimed to have buried a treasure chest of gold coins and money. Has Anson ever mentioned that?”

      “Yeah, but he isn

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

