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1970. Late Summer.

Fight Night.

Bucky Carlton was pitted against Logan Manring.

Both of them seventeen-years-old.

Both of them incarcerated in the reform school known as Sandbury Housing for Boys. SHB.

Of course, SHB wasn’t much of a school. Sure, they provided classes in English, Spanish, math, science, geography, and history. But since the facility housed boys aged thirteen to seventeen, the in-depth levels of these courses differed.

Very few of the boys paid much attention in classes. Most of them just wanted out. Most of them just wanted to survive.

For all intents and purposes, Sandbury Housing for Boys was a juvenile prison. A detention center. A place meant for reform, but that rarely occurred.

Most of the population, when they aged out of SHB, simply transitioned to an adult prison, depending on what brought them to the school in the first place. If they were released to public life, odds were that they would commit worse infractions and end up in an adult prison anyway.

There were, though, a handful of boys who did not belong in SHB. They wound up there due to some stupid mistake they might have made, parental neglect or maliciousness, an incompetent lawyer, an overzealous prosecutor, or a corrupt judge. These individuals were more often than not “good boys” 2who took a wrong turn somewhere or made a bad decision. Or they were simply cast away by an uncaring family or a dysfunctional system.

Bucky Carlton was one of the good boys.

His crime? Having a deceased mother and a deadbeat father who was missing in action.

Sentenced to SHB until he was eighteen. All because he had been caught squatting in an empty vacation home near Peace River. A trespassing charge and no guardians to keep him “in line.”

Unfortunately, Bucky had also made the mistake of attempting to escape and run away. He was caught in the act, a serious violation.

The boys’ camp guards had a routine of punishing runaways or any of their wards they thought were troublemakers.

Fight Night was one of the tools.

Boy against boy in an Anything Goes fight to exhaustion.

Bucky had mostly kept to himself in the camp, but he had developed the reputation as a badass in the time he’ d already spent there. Thus, the boy he was pitted against had to be not only big but also psycho quality violent.

Logan Manring fit that bill. He outweighed Bucky by fifty pounds, was taller by ten inches, and he played dirty.

Fight Night always happened hours after dinnertime, when the boys would normally be going to sleep. The guards put out the word to the various kids who the administration called “ helpers,” but the rest of SHB’s population called “rats.”

“Fight Night tonight!”

The message traveled through the system, eliciting excitement—and fear—among the boys. It meant that at ten o’clock, they would all be called to the gymnasium to witness the fight. Sometimes more than one, but usually it was a single bout featuring a boy who had committed some camp infringement against someone who would beat the crap out of him. Occasionally both boys had been caught disobeying a camp rule, in which case the odds were more or less even.

Bets were taken by all the guards on which boy would disable the other first or who would cry soonest.

Once he had been told he was participating in Fight Night, Bucky knew it was not going to go well for him. The butterflies in his stomach made him 3ill for most of the day. Nevertheless, he was the type of kid who put up a good front. He never let his fear show. He put up the bravado that he was going to beat Logan Manring’s butt.

Two beefy guards brought him to the gymnasium right on time. The rest of the population sat on bleachers on both sides of the gym floor. A large mat covered the space where ordinarily the boys played basketball. The rules were that neither boy could exit the mat’s boundaries by choice. Sometimes a boy might be thrown out, but that was all right. But if either fighter moved off the mat to escape his opponent, even worse punishment might be inflicted on the offender.

Bucky took his place at one end of the mat and faced Logan, who stood confidently on the other side. Neither boy wore boxing gloves. Fight Night was always a bare-knuckle ordeal. It was meant to be old-fashioned boxing, but if one of the kids happened to know martial arts, that was permitted. In fact, nothing was off limits.

A guard served as the referee, but all he really did was shout, “Fight!” There were no rounds. No breaks. The boys were to fight until the referee felt like calling it finished.

Most of the time, the boys observing the fight did so in silence. They all knew that Fight Night was a terrible thing. Only a few of the more aggressive residents shouted or cheered on a favored fighter.

Logan lumbered toward Bucky like a tank. Bucky stood his ground, his fists properly raised and in position. He had been in fights before. He knew how to box. Unfortunately, he didn’t know how to stop a battering ram.

Logan swung. Bucky blocked the blow, but Logan swiftly punched hard with his other fist. Bucky fell to the mat, dazed. Logan then kicked Bucky in the ribs and moved away.

“Get up, loser!” Logan shouted.

After a moment, Bucky managed to rise on all fours. He finally stood, blood pouring from his mouth. He spit on the mat and then charged.

For the next four minutes, Bucky gave the fight everything he had. He succeeded in landing many blows, even knocking Logan down once. But by the sixth minute of the fight, Bucky was tiring and weakening. Logan’s size and weight mattered, and it wasn’t long before the heavy artillery aspects of 4his attacks multiplied. Bucky fell again . . . and again . . . but he repeatedly stood and shakily kept going.

When Logan broke Bucky’s nose in minute nine, it was all over. Bucky dropped to his knees, barely hanging on to consciousness. Logan moved around behind his opponent, got on his own knees, and wrapped a heavy forearm around Bucky’s neck.

The guard referee negligently stopped the fight a few seconds too late.

Bucky Carlton did not survive Fight Night. Logan had crushed his neck after a brutal ordeal.

It was too common a story for juvenile detention centers in Florida and elsewhere in the United States. One of many tales that were swept under the rug by employees of the facility and by management.

It was the kind of thing that still occurred over fifty years later.



TODAY

Trayvon sat at his table alone.

Being solitary was what he desired the most, and it was what he had been used to.

The fifteen-year-old boy wasn’t really by himself, though. At least thirty other boys of varying ages sat at a dozen tables eating lunch in the small cafeteria of B Camp School for Boys.

Trayvon remembered that when he had attended kindergarten—an eternity ago—the teacher had played soothing music on a stereo system while the kids ate lunch, did arts and crafts, or simply played together. Here, the only sounds were plastic spoons scraping plastic plates and the occasional soft whispers.

The guards insisted on quiet. No noise. The walls in the place tended to reverberate the slightest hums, thuds, and chatter. Trayvon would have liked to shout “Hey!” just to hear his voice echo in the cold room. Instead, though, the boys were conditioned to display calmness and composure.

This outward appearance of serenity was a far cry from the terrifying reality that Trayvon had witnessed in his twenty-five days at B Camp in Sweeton, Florida.

Why had his mother allowed that “health services” person to bring him there? He knew the answer, of course. His mother was a junkie, a 5woman who went from man to man just to survive. The most recent boyfriend was also her dealer. Trayvon hated him. Bruno.

When his mother and Bruno were saying their goodbyes just before he was driven off to B Camp, she told Trayvon that she loved him “very much.”

Right.

Trayvon kept his head down as close to the lunch plate as possible. The few times he felt brave enough to look up and scan the room only resulted in magnifying the fear, making it difficult to breathe. He would lose his ability to feel his arms or his legs. It was like staring down a dark tunnel, something that recurred in his nightmares.

What was the so-called food on the plate? Some kind of meat-mash that reminded Trayvon of dog food. Oh, look, there were a few bits of macaroni noodles that weren’t fully cooked! And was that supposed to be broccoli? It was brown and yellow! At least the apple juice tasted somewhat normal.

Trayvon felt unsafe among the other boys. Many were bullies who sucked up to the guards. Being of small stature, Trayvon’s instincts told him that he needed to make a move that would land him back into the protective walls of a solitary confinement cell. He had felt somewhat secure there when he’d done something wrong on his fourth day and was placed into one. Trayvon wasn’t sure exactly what his transgression had been, but the burly guard known as Perkins had simply grabbed him from behind, growled, “Shouldn’t have done that, kid,” and thrown him into solitary. It might have been for three days, but Trayvon wasn’t sure. It turned out to be a blessing. No one bothered him. He could really be alone.

Maybe he could go back.

Staying in the general population of B Camp was unpleasant and dangerous. The big boys picked on the smaller ones. Guards turned blind eyes away from horrible things that happened. Especially at night.

He hated confrontation, he hated his inclination to cower, he hated that he was a target. It’s as if he’d had a bullseye drawn on his back from the moment he had stepped foot in B Camp.

6Trayvon couldn’t understand why he was there. He knew he hadn’t done anything wrong. He was a good kid. His teachers had said so, that is, when his mother had stuck around one place long enough to enroll him in school. Trayvon often got compliments on his drawings. At least B Camp allowed him to have a sketchbook. He loved to draw cartoons and superhero figures. And he also documented things that went on in the camp. He had to be careful that none of the guards actually looked at his sketchbook. That would be bad.

Yes, he had been sickly as a younger child. His mother hadn’t put up with that, as if it were his fault that his health was poor. She couldn’t fathom that it was their transient lifestyle and the squalor in which they often found themselves that contributed to his illnesses. Live with disease and you get diseased. Made sense.

It was true that for the past couple of years Trayvon desperately wanted to be free from his mother. It would have been the best thing for him, to get away from her and Bruno. But not like this. Not here.

He didn’t think he could survive in B Camp. Some of the older boys had let him know that it was his turn that night. He didn’t know what would be worse. Nighttime with the older boys or being sent to the Little Red House. Where special punishments occurred. The horror stories about that place were enough to give him nightmares for life.

The safest place in the facility was solitary confinement. No one could bother him there.

Do it!

It was now or never. Trayvon stood, turned, screamed at the restraint guard, Perkins, who was standing at the door directly behind him, and threw his plate of food at the man’s feet. The last images Trayvon registered were not what he had expected.

Perkins smiled and gave a nod as if he were sending a kind of hidden message to someone behind Trayvon.

The fifteen-year-old boy’s legs folded. Something snapped. As he hit the ground, the immediate pain made it clear that his left knee had been broken by the same boot that was now kicking him in the side, stomach, and head. Repeatedly. Then Perkins dropped onto Trayvon’s chest with 7the full weight of both knees. As the boy struggled to breathe, the man’s bulk pushed harder onto the sternum and throat.

The boy’s struggle for air was almost over. As the bright lights in the room became total blackness, for a mere second Trayvon smiled.

He was about to be free at last.
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Deke was running late.

His before-work, four-mile morning walk around his Spanish Trace neighborhood had taken longer than usual. Eighteen-minute miles had become thirty-five-minute miles because of all the distractions he encountered as he struggled to get through his morning routine. Mr. and Mrs. Peacock wanted the name of a good estate lawyer. Mrs. Bradford needed help rolling her garbage can down the driveway by herself for the Tuesday morning pickup. The Proctor dog had to be cornered, picked up, and returned to its home that Deke had already passed three houses behind him. It was clear to Deke that this had the potential to be one of those days completely controlled by gremlins.

After checking his wristwatch, Deke knew he should pick up the pace. That wasn’t too much of an effort, even at his seventy-one years of age. It seemed as if he had hit the big Seven-O only yesterday, but an entire year and more had passed in the blink of an eye. The daily walk, though, kept him fit, and it was also good therapy after the injuries he had suffered a year earlier in Chicago while on a case. He had retained his weight of approximately 178 pounds, which was darned good for a tall man of six-foot-one. His sandy brown hair was much greyer now, but as his wife Teri liked to say, the color complimented his greenish-blue eyes.

He had one mile to go as he reflected again on his age and if and when retirement would ever be on his radar. It wouldn’t be easy. Not only was he married to Teri, his wife of four decades, but he was also wed to his work.

10The Bergman-Deketomis law firm had built its reputation on lawsuits with broad national reach. In the prior twenty-five years, the company had launched cases ranging in significance from the national tobacco to the national opioid litigation. It was a firm that had taken the lead in eighty of the largest pharmaceutical injury cases in the nation as well as dozens of complex and far-reaching ones against Wall Street, corporate toxic polluters, and even the human trafficking cartels. This was no 1-800-Car Crash outfit that rarely chose to use bar licenses to confront mega corporations that killed and injured US citizens by the thousands. Nicholas “Deke” Deketomis could often be heard giving speeches to lawyer groups where his themes centered around the idea of how easy it was to just be average, but how scary it was to take chances and put everything on the line for a greater good. Everyone who ever worked with him could recognize that he walked the walk.

He was on the last quarter stretch of his walk when his phone rang. Pulling it out of his shorts pocket, he saw that it was one of the few numbers that he ever took time to answer on his walk.

“Yes, Diana?”

“Sorry to call right now, Deke, but I thought you’d want to know. A communication from Judge Ashworth’s court came in that you need to see. Peter and Jeff wanted me to interrupt your walk. I’m sorry.”

Diana Fernandez, the Bergman-Deketomis law firm’s office administrator—and Deke’s administrative assistant for more than thirty-five years—knew that this was supposed to be his sacred time alone, but Deke suspected that his colleagues, Peter Voss and Jeff Grandy, were reacting to something that he and they were expecting might happen.

“It’s not good news, is it, Diana?”

“Uh . . .”

“Got it. Say no more. I’m running late right now, Diana, but if I bypassed all the niceties like a shower and dressing in my lawyer costume with a jacket and tie, I can be there in about a half hour. Do you get the impression it warrants that?”

Diana didn’t hesitate. “My Spidey senses tell me ‘yes’ to that. However, you’re not going to want to go home to shower and change 11later. So go ahead and do that now. This can wait. Don’t worry. I’ll tell Jeff and Peter.”

Deke got the message. Diana wanted to spare him some bad news, even though his teammates wanted his input immediately. She was right to do so. He knew exactly what was coming anyway. Might as well face it fresh and smelling like roses.

Nope, retirement was definitely not on the radar.

[image: image]

The Kaplan family had become a target for Nicholas Deketomis.

They had been instrumental in causing the death of more than 150 people a day for more than a decade from drug overdose. The product the Kaplan family claimed was nonaddictive actually had such a high dependency rate that the number of fatalities it generated was staggering. They didn’t like to call it an opioid, but that’s what it was. For almost a year, Deke and his team had been uncovering a level of corruption that by most standards would have been described as rank criminal conduct. The family’s billions of dollars had allowed the Kaplans to creatively buy a pass from prosecution from America’s mostly dysfunctional criminal justice system, and, to an even larger degree, America’s civil justice system.

Deke and two of his best trial lawyers were on the hunt, but so was the Kaplan family.

The bad news that Diana had hinted at was a recently delivered communication from the court handling the case. Deke examined it and then dropped it on his desk as if it were poison ivy. He then pushed the button on the intercom.

“Yes, Deke?”

“Diana, see if the Kaplan case trial team can meet me in the conference room in about fifteen minutes. As you know, I just got notice that I’m in line to be sanctioned by Judge Ashworth for something I said in the media about those very special bottom-feeders.”

“Got it. Do you want the investigators and the lawyers, Deke?”

“Yeah, better have the whole team there. Looks like I might have let my mouth overload my butt on this one.”

12They assembled in the conference room where the law firm’s most important decisions and strategy meetings took place. It was what Gina Romano, one of the company’s lead partners, had described as California-casual when she convinced her colleagues to do away with all the traditional heavy oak and cherry wood that dominated the fifty-by-thirty-foot space and replace it with white, grey, and silver decorative furnishings. There were large windows that wrapped around the room, but the twelve-foot ceiling provided enough wall real estate to hang a mixture of photographic and painted art amidst the most technically sophisticated audio and visual technology available.

Deke sat at the end of a twenty-foot table and delivered a big smile at Peter Voss as he entered through the two large double doors. Voss waved a paper as if it were a fan in front of his face. Deke had huge respect for the opioid trial team he had assembled for the litigation against the Kaplans, and Voss had been a lead lawyer in one of the most important mass tort cases ever filed against all the opioid manufacturers and distributors in the country. Deke regarded Voss as one of the key players in that case and was generally amazed at the level of commitment and innovation the high-energy lawyer brought to the project.

Now, though, Voss’s typical trial lawyer composure had apparently unraveled. “What I’m reading here is a sign of the times, Deke,” he coughed, nearing the edge of a scream. “Even the most disgusting conduct by sociopath corporations is blessed and damn near forgiven by some judges these days, but when a lawyer uncovering that conduct actually comments about it, God have mercy on his soul. I’m sorry you even have to contend with this regressive order, Deke, but let’s deal with it.”

The paper in Voss’s hand was the court order in question. It required Deke to appear in front of the judge and defend himself for making a statement on television. He had called the Kaplan family a “marginal criminal enterprise that should possibly be tried for manslaughter.”

Jeff Grandy, who was also part of the National Opioid Trial Team, added, “Deke, what we continue to uncover about the Kaplans needs to be made public. This is another example of an out-of-touch judge putting hundreds of thousands of potential opioid users at risk of death in 13order to protect what the Kaplans claim is confidential proprietary information. There should not be a proprietary right to murder 150 opioid users a day. Peter and I realize it’s your butt on the line, but we should test this kind of order as far up the appellate line as possible. We cannot fall on our swords on this, and I promise we won’t let this go bad, but we have got to push back hard on this judicial half-wit. Judge Assworth, if you ask me.”

Deke sighed. “Look, I’ll bow to whatever you fellas recommend I do. I’ve had it with this judge, too, but let’s not sink to sophomoric name-calling. The judge is a she, remember.”

“Yeah, I know, sorry,” Jeff said. “I’ll bet I’m not the first person to refer to her with that name, though.”

“Well, it’s her husband’s surname, right? He probably had a hell of a time in grade school. All right, let’s talk strategy.”
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It was only a half hour after the meeting that Diana buzzed Deke at his desk.

“Sorry to call right now, Deke, but there is a husband-and-wife couple here in the lobby. They’re demanding to see you this morning with a threat to quote ‘go down the road with the biggest case in Florida’ unless they can talk to you today.”

“Geez, what about?”

“All I know at this point is that it involves a child who was allegedly beaten to death, and they won’t tell me any more beyond that.” She lowered her voice. “The man is full-body tattooed, and the woman has bright blue hair. They’re angry, they’re pacing the lobby, and they’re a bit intimidating.”

“I’m a little busy with this sanction business, but okay. Show them into the conference room, and I’ll be there in a minute.”

He actually kept them waiting seven minutes. When Diana walked him into the room where the couple was waiting, she said, “Deke, this is Claudia Clapper and Bruno Williams.”

Deke took one look at the man and woman, turned back to Diana in the doorway and said, “Please ask Michael to join us, would you?” He then stepped inside and addressed the couple. “Good morning, I’m Nicholas Deketomis, but you can call me Deke.”

He figured the woman to be in her thirties, but it was impossible to tell if she was closer to her twenties or forties. She did indeed have blue streaks in what might have been blonde hair, paper white skin with red 16sores around her forehead and mouth, and three metal rings that pierced her nose, eyebrow, and lower lip. She wore a ragged Disney World T-shirt featuring Minnie Mouse and cutoff blue jean shorts. Bruno was Black, had a shaved head, and indeed sported tattoos over his neck and arms. He wore a soiled tank top and sweatpants with grease stains on them.

Deke immediately suspected they were wasting his time, but he sat in one of the chairs and asked, “What can I do for you?”

“My son was murdered,” Claudia said with venom. She then launched into an incoherent rant about her boy, Trayvon, who was killed in a protective services facility called B Camp. She paused only when Michael Carey, one of the law firm’s most accomplished attorneys and former Air Force pararescueman, entered the room. His six-foot-three, 190-pound, perfect athletic frame projected a street fighter’s attributes. His bright red shoulder length hair and small tuft below his bottom lip, ice blue eyes, and a nose that might have been attached to an eagle collectively commanded that all eyes focus on him. To Deke, Michael was a young warrior lawyer whose results-oriented drive often pushed the limits of acceptable lawyer conduct. Michael’s fists had been used a few times to convince players on the opposite side that they needed to proceed with caution if they ever made threats to anyone associated with Deke’s firm.

Deke quickly introduced him, the handshakes were repeated, and Michael sat. Deke noticed that Bruno immediately adjusted his posture and demeanor, his eyes wide at Michael’s imposing physique. That had been Deke’s intent.

Deke began, “Mrs. Clapper—”

“Miss. Bruno and I are not church married but we’ve been common law married for three years.”

Michael spoke up. “Florida doesn’t recognize common law marriages. Did you know that?”

“What?” Bruno uttered.

“It’s true,” Deke said. “You say you’ve been together three years?”

“That’s right,” Claudia answered. “We’ve been living as man and wife.”

“I know it’s not why you’re here, but since it came up, you might want to know. You don’t have legal spousal rights, such as the right to inherit from each other or make medical decisions for each other.”

17Claudia and Bruno looked at each other with jaws open.

“But you came in here about your son, right?” Deke asked.

“Yes!” Claudia snapped, getting back to the business at hand.

“How did Trayvon end up at B Camp?”

“Some sheriff’s deputy in Miami put him there,” she said with spite. “He had run away, was living on the street. It was supposed to have been for his own good, but obviously it wasn’t!”

Deke then knew there was much more to the story than deadly negligence on the part of B Camp, although he was aware that child confinement facilities, also known as reform schools, did very little to protect their wards.

In fact, he knew this truth all too well. An involuntary shiver went up his spine.

Bucky Carlton . . .

Michael said, “The deputy didn’t put Trayvon there, surely. It was likely HRS.”

Bruno said, “That’s right. HRS.” With sarcastic bitterness, he added, “The Florida Department of Health and Rehabilitative Services. What a joke.”

Claudia said, “Look, Mr. Deketomis, or Deke, or whatever you want us to call you, we need a lawyer who can sue the hell out of B Camp and HRS and anyone else you can think of who had something to do with Trayvon’s murder. What do you think we could get? Ten million? Fifty million?”

Michael noted that Deke sat silently, unmoving, staring across the room.

“Deke?”

“I’m sorry, what was that?” Deke’s head had shivered, as if he were waking from a bad dream or trying to escape from an unpleasant thought.

“You okay?” Michael asked.

“Yeah, maybe I got overheated on my walk this morning.”

“I want to know how many millions we could get,” Claudia repeated.

Deke held up his hands. “Hold on, Miss Clapper. Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”

18With the mention of HRS being involved, it became clear that Trayvon’s mother had lost custody of her child, possibly several times. She had also been stripped of privileges as a parent because of dereliction of responsibility to Trayvon. Now she and her “common law” husband were simply vultures circling the boy’s dead body.

He continued with a sudden fervor. “Claudia, to give you our best evaluation, we really need to know a lot more about Trayvon. His whole life story. And yours. And Bruno’s. Any documentation you have about Trayvon’s confinement at B Camp, all court papers, medical records, and anything else that could be relevant sure would be helpful. My team will need to do at least a preliminary investigation and interview you both in a little more depth to give you the best advice we can if there’s a case here.”

“Oh, there’s a case,” she said. “There’s definitely a case.”

Michael interjected, “Let us make that judgement after we look much closer, Miss Clapper.”

“Call me Claudia.”

Deke continued, “Claudia, I’m very sorry for your loss. Losing a child can be horrendous. Especially in circumstances like this. But I will need you and Bruno to take a step back, approach the situation with level heads, and try not to be impatient. If we go forward with this, and I’m not saying we can or will, it might take years before you see any kind of settlement.”

“Years?” Bruno gasped.

Deke shrugged. “The justice system often moves at a snail’s pace. But it does move. Now, Claudia, knowing that, if you still want us to do everything we can to pursue this, I’m going to turn you over to one of my partners, Gina Romano. She will spend some extended time reviewing with you what kinds of documents you now have in your possession and get as much detail as possible from you about everything that has occurred surrounding Trayvon’s life and tragic death. You will appreciate her thoroughness.”

Gina had secured three of the largest child wrongful death jury verdicts in the state of Florida. If the facts were what Deke had already imagined, he knew that B Camp was going to have its world rocked with Gina on the case.

19“How much will this cost?” Bruno asked.

“Don’t worry about that now. This preliminary work we are going to do is on the house. If we can’t help you, there is no charge.”

After a few minutes of niceties and goodbyes-for-now, Deke and Michael went into the hallway and spoke before fetching Gina. Michael shook his head. “Deke, are you really thinking about taking on their case with all the huge projects this firm is already dealing with? Really? Bruno uses heroin. I saw the track marks on his arms. The sores on Claudia’s forehead and the rotting teeth in her mouth clearly indicate serious meth use. You can bet that child has been kicked to the curb most of his life by these two and now they want to cash in a lottery ticket with his dead body.”

Deke nodded. “I saw all that, but my inclination is to dive right into this. I’m going to tell Gina to get Cara to work with her on it. Just from the preliminary details, I think I know what happened to this poor kid. I want to go after B Camp, and you can bet the facts are there to do it.”

Michael stepped back and looked at his friend and colleague. “Deke, are you all right? I could swear your whole body is trembling a bit. Did those two get you—”

“It wasn’t them, Michael. Maybe I’ve got a bugaboo about so-called child protection services. It’s a dismal, failed system that I know about firsthand. I’m thinking more about the son, not that couple. I’m thinking more about what probably happened at B Camp. I’m thinking of . . . well, never mind, let’s go talk to Gina and get her motivated about this case.”

“You’re the boss, my friend.”

As Michael walked away toward Gina’s office, Deke knew that it wasn’t just the few facts he had just heard about Trayvon or B Camp that had both his mind and body tied up in knots.

The trembling Michael had witnessed was about lingering ghosts from the past.
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Cara Deketomis, Deke and Teri’s twenty-nine-year-old daughter, finished the hurried lunch down the street from the Bergman-Deketomis law firm and began the walk back to the office. She took her time, though, for the rendezvous with a law school colleague was demanding her thoughtful attention.

Zach Morrison had been an on-again, off-again beau during school, and the two of them were still good friends. He was in Pensacola on business and had asked to see her. Cara gladly appeared at the hole-in-the-wall no-name “Diner” that had been a favorite haunt during their younger days. He was a lawyer, too, already a partner at Dunlop and Markle in Boulder, Colorado, a place known as a “mover and shaker” full of young, bold attorneys.

“Cara,” Zach had said, “do you ever think about leaving Florida and your father’s firm . . . and working someplace else? Another state?”

“No, not really,” she had responded.

“Didn’t you tell me once that you weren’t sure about working under your dad’s ‘shadow?’ That you wanted to quote-unquote ‘spread your wings and establish yourself on your own?’”

“I guess so. Why?”

“Well . . . we’re expanding our offices in nine months, and we’re going to be looking to hire some new, bright attorneys. I can tell you right now that we would love to have you on our team.”

“What?”

“I mean it, Cara. We want you to come join our firm in Colorado.”

22He had thrown out a compensation figure that was competitive and tempting.

Working in her father’s practice had its perks, to be sure, but Cara was well aware of the drawbacks. After she had finished law school, Cara had considered taking an entry-level position somewhere far away from Florida. New York, perhaps, or California. Illinois or Massachusetts. She had the transcripts and ability. She had taken the national bar exam and aced it; she would just need to take any exam specific to whatever state she chose. Graduating with a heavy emphasis on trial skills and ending up in the top two percent of her class made for an impressive start to job interviews. A nationally known federal prosecutor had called her “one of the true up-and-coming rising stars in the legal world.”

But when her father offered the entry-level job for a much higher salary and the opportunity to get into the weeds of real cases rather than as a typical associate grunt to some senior partner with the tasks of endlessly writing memos and exclusively doing research—Cara decided that it might not be so bad to join the family business. Would she be accused of nepotism? It wouldn’t be the first time that a child of someone famous had been so. In the end—who cared?

In the four years since joining the firm, Cara had worked her way up from not quite the bottom of the ladder to a member of the firm’s complex case trial team. So far, the work had been engaging and far from “routine.” Becoming a partner at the firm was clearly just ahead, not because of any special treatment by her father, but because of the reputation she was building as a respected young trial lawyer.

But now this temptation.

“I could put in a good word to get you into the courtroom as quickly as possible,” Zach had said. It was a chance to get away from the Deketomis name and influence over her career—not that this was anything negative.

Cara wondered . . . shouldn’t she try it? Go out into the legal world and, as Zach had put it, make it on her own?

Zach had said they weren’t in a hurry. Cara really didn’t have to make the decision immediately. But in lawyer-speak that meant she should know the answer “soon.”

23What a way to scramble her day.

When she arrived back at the office, she found a note on her desk from Gina Romano. Of all the partners at Bergman-Deketomis, Cara admired Gina the most. A woman in her forties, Gina was one of the firm’s most valuable assets. Cara was always thankful when she was able to work with her. In many ways, Gina had served as a mentor to Cara over the four years of her tenure.

Cara—Take a Look at These Materials and Come See Me.—G.

[image: image]

“I don’t get it,” Cara said as they sat across the desk from each other in Gina’s office. She held up Gina’s note and documents that had indicated the two of them were assigned to the Trayvon Clapper case. “Why would my father take his focus off one of the most high-profile and lucrative cases in the firm to take on this wrongful death thing? I saw the mother and her husband when they were leaving the building. They would both be a walking horror story in front of a jury.”

“I agree with you, Cara,” Gina said, “but we can’t judge people purely on how they look. Trust me when I tell you we will have them looking like they came directly off the cover of Home and Garden magazine before we walk into court with them. You know that.”

“Oh, I know, and I didn’t mean it that way. Forgive me. It’s just . . . I don’t know. You have to admit those two reeked of drug abuse and a lifetime of really bad decisions. Any jury is going to see that, no matter how much paint you put on them.”

“Maybe that could be a task in your bailiwick. Do a makeover of Claudia Clapper.”

“What? Me?” Cara found the idea ludicrous.

“Well, think about it. We haven’t signed onto the case yet.”

“Well, it seems Dad is just jumping in as if his pants were on fire rather than focusing on the Kaplan family case like he needs to. That’s where you, me, Dad, and every lawyer in this firm needs to be concentrating. Why doesn’t he see that?”

24“Well, Cara, I think I might have a clue.”

Cara cocked her head. “Do you know something I don’t?”

“What do you know about your father’s childhood?”

“Would you believe . . . not a lot? I haven’t been privy to, well, very much at all. He never talked about it. Just bits and pieces. All the time my brother Andy and I lived under the same roof with Dad and Mom that’s a topic that hardly ever came up.”

“I’m not surprised.”

“I think there were two things we didn’t talk about in the household. One was that Mom, Andy, and I laid down the law to Dad that he had to leave his work at the office. The world of ‘Nick Deketomis,’ the respected lawyer, had to stay at the law firm. The second one was, I suppose, something he imposed on us—that his past was a mysterious thing kept in a locked diary buried somewhere inside his soul that he rarely, if at all, cared to open. You probably know more than we do!”

Gina raised her eyebrows. “Well, maybe I do, maybe I don’t. I can tell you what I do know. Maybe I know why he wants to jump on this case. A few of us here in the firm are aware of some things that he’s let drip over the years. You are so right that your father is normally very private about his past.”

“It’s downright ridiculous. My brother and I used to joke about the possibility that he’s an alien without any earthly origins.”

“Your father is not taking on the Clapper case because he wants to help the boy’s mother and step-whatever-he-is. It goes back to his own childhood. You know your father was kind of on his own as a boy?”

Cara sat back in her chair. “Yeah, but mostly he’s always said it was a positive experience for him.”

“I think it was, for the most part. But something else happened that wasn’t so positive.”

“What?”

“Well, Cara, that I don’t know. Something happened. Your father has intimated a few things here and there, but not much. I remember one time he mentioned knowing someone who had a bad outcome with Florida’s childcare system, or something similar.”

“And you’re saying this was when my dad was a boy, too?”

25“Yes. I know about this only because Deke opened up to me about it once when we were out of town on some case. He had read about a high-profile case in which several boys had been abused and, well, tortured, while in the supposed care of a reform school.”

“Keep talking, please. I know Dad lived with a lot of different families when he was a kid, but I don’t think Andy and I ever knew much more. Dad never talked about it.”

“I don’t know. You’ll have to ask him. Look, he wasn’t exactly in the foster care system.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’ll give you as many of the details that I’ve picked up when we could actually get him to talk. Cara, I’ll tell you this because I’m going to consider it to be background to the case and you need to have your mind right about what we’re doing, all right?”

“That’s fine with me.”

“Okay.” Gina took a sip of coffee and began. “Well, as far as I know, your father came dangerously close to being sent to a place called the Sandbury Housing for Boys, but an influential family he worked for interceded on his behalf and took him in. But for the most part, the story I know is that he avoided both the camps and the ugly side of the foster care system. Basically, families were willing to take him in and provide homes that were far removed from the disastrous foster care system that was in place in Florida while he was growing up.”

Cara nodded. “The only thing he ever said was that his mom and dad were faced with hard times and couldn’t make things work. His dad, in fact, pretty much disappeared. I met my grandmother but not my grandfather. I know Dad had a very positive home in his later teens, before he went off to college. But I don’t know much about the kinds of boys’ camps where this Trayvon Clapper was. Are those camps just for boys who get in trouble with the law?”

Gina explained, “Not at all. These boys’ camps, then and now, are part of a nasty process that still exists today in most states. Many of them are owned and operated by churches or small businesses that are paid money by the state to house not only serious criminal offenders but also kids that are just minor offenders. Kids can end up in one of those 26horror homes for running away, missing too much school, or any number of extremely marginal offenses. It’s big business and big income for the folks who own and operate them. In some instances, county judges actually get big kickbacks for sending even the most minor offending kids to those homes.”

“So how does Dad’s experience fit into all this?”

“I don’t know. But there’s something. Like I said, someone he knew.”

“Should I ask him about it?”

Gina shrugged. “You’re his daughter. But, frankly, I think it’s an off-limits spot with your dad. Something very painful. I think I just wanted you to know that if you and I are going to work on this case together, you needed to understand that something from the past is driving your father in this Trayvon incident. As we work on this case we might be able to shine a light on that history your dad hides so well.”


OPS/html/nav.xhtml




Navigational Table of Contents





		Cover Page



		Half-Title Page



		Title Page



		Copyright Page



		Contents



		Acknowledgements



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35











Landmarks





		Cover Page



		Half-Title Page



		Title Page



		Contents



		Copyright Page



		Acknowledgments



		Start of content











List of Pages





		c



		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257











OPS/images/4_1.jpg
A
DEATH v
ARCADIA

A LEGAL THRILLER

MIKE PAPANTONIO

o m—





OPS/images/2_1.jpg
A
DEATH v
ARCADIA






OPS/images/1_1.jpg
“Delivers a gripping and accurate portrayal of just how far
the troubled teen industry has fallen.” —Paris Hilton

A
DEATHN
ARCADIA :

h
L I
A LEGAL THRILLER





OPS/images/18_1.jpg
*





