
   [image: cover]


   
      
         [image: alt]

      

   


   
      
         
            The Last Place

You Look

            Kristen Lepionka

         

         
            
               
[image: ]
               

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            To my parents,

who listened to my never-ending stories

         

      

   


   
      
         
            No one’s ever lost forever.
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            ONE

         

         “Matt said you find things. For a living,” the woman said on the phone.

         I was lying on the carpet underneath my desk. I’d only answered the call to make the shrill ringing stop. The inside of my mouth tasted like whipped cream and whiskey, and the sound of my breathing was like a roaring thunderstorm in my head, but at least I was alone and in my own apartment. “That’s right,” I said.

         “What kind of things?” Her tone was suspicious, like her main objective was to debunk whatever my oldest brother told her.

         “Objects. People. Answers. Whatever needs to be found.”

         “You good at it?”

         I hadn’t worked much in the last nine months and didn’t want to start now. But my bank balance had other ideas. “I am. Matt doesn’t like me much, so it’s a vote of confidence he gave you my number in the first place.”

         That was the best sales pitch I could manage. Illusions didn’t serve anybody in the detective business—not the client, and not me.

         The woman chuckled. “He said you’d say that. Can you help?”

         I thought it over. People give the worst advice about lost things. Retrace your steps. Pray to Saint Anthony. Think about where you last saw it. But that doesn’t apply to the things that matter. Those are right in front of you, except they can’t be found by looking for them. Only by looking at every thing else. “What do you need to find?” I said, finally.

         “The girl who can get my brother off death row.”

         Ninety minutes later, we were sitting in the front room of my apartment, which served as an office of sorts. Three cups of green tea with mint had fortified me enough to turn on a single lamp. I still chose to sit in the armchair farthest away from it. Midday Monday light streamed in from the west-facing window near the ceiling but I kept the miniblinds firmly closed on the others. If my new client noticed the cave-like atmosphere of the place, she didn’t let on.

         “Until that night,” Danielle Stockton was saying, “I hadn’t seen her in fifteen years. Nobody had.”

         She was about thirty or so, pretty and put-together in a royal-blue cardigan and jeans. Her hair was pulled back into a tight ballerina bun and she had a leopard-print scarf looped artfully around her slim neck. She wore no makeup except for a dark red lipstick. She worked at American Electric Power, she had told me, and was here on her lunch break. “Sarah Cook,” Danielle added. “That’s her name. White girl. She and my brother were going out—that’s what they claimed this was over, her nice white family not liking him.”

         They were the prosecutors in her older brother’s case, which Danielle had just finished briefing me on. Bradford Stockton was almost twenty when he had been convicted of murdering his girlfriend’s mother and father fifteen years ago. Of stabbing them to death in their living room with a Kershaw folding knife that the police found in the trunk of his Toyota hatchback, wrapped in one of Sarah’s shirts. The seventeen-year-old Sarah, meanwhile, disappeared that night. The prosecution alleged that Brad had killed her, too, and had concealed her body somewhere.

         The defense hadn’t put up much of a fight, ignoring the built-in alternate theory of the crime, that the absent Sarah had committed the murders and then run. Brad had just finished his shift at a Subway at the time Elaine and Garrett Cook were killed, and he claimed he was waiting for Sarah in his car in the parking lot. She’d been in the restaurant earlier that evening—confirmed by Brad’s coworkers—and the pair had plans to see a movie when he got off work. But Sarah never came back, and by the time Brad went to the Cook house to see if she was at home, the police were already there and his life was already over. He was convicted on two counts of aggravated murder and had been on death row ever since.

         “She still looks the same,” Danielle said.

         She’d brought me a binder of newspaper clippings and photos, a grim scrapbook of her older brother’s troubles. A yearbook picture of Sarah smiled up at me from the coffee table. She looked like a Girl Scout, honey-blond hair cut into blunt bangs, a faint spray of freckles across her nose.

         “I mean, she didn’t look seventeen anymore,” Danielle continued between sips of tea. “And she’s put on weight. But it was absolutely her. Not a doubt in my mind. Kenny saw her too—Kenny Brayfield, he’s one of Brad’s friends from school.”

         I raised my eyebrows. I’d heard crazier stories, but not recently. “And when was this?”

         “Ten days ago. November second. Maybe seven thirty. Kenny and I were meeting for dinner at Taverna Athena and we both just got there when I happened to look across the street and saw her at the gas station, walking out of the little store. I ran over there but the traffic was blocking my view. By the time I made it across the street, she was gone. She must have driven away.”

         “Any idea what she might have been driving?”

         Danielle’s mouth twitched. “It’s a pretty busy intersection. There were a lot of cars around.”

         I drew a bullet point in my notebook but didn’t write anything else. Other than the blue dot, the page so far was blank. “Can you remember any of them?” 

         “Well,” Danielle said, “I saw a red four-door leaving when I got over there. And like a green pickup, one of those big new ones. And someone on a motorcycle, too. But it was already dark, and I was looking for her, not at the cars. So I can’t say for sure about that.”

         “What was she wearing?”

         “A coat, a long wool one. I think.”

         It was a lot of uncertainty, in an encounter not strong on the details to begin with. I wrote down red sedan, big green pickup, long wool coat. “But you’re sure it was her.”

         “I’m positive,” Danielle said.

         I said nothing, just paged silently through the binder. It seemed unlikely that Sarah would have been so easily recognizable—fifteen years was a big time jump, and Danielle had only seen her for a split second. In the dark, at that. Besides, where had she been all along?

         I studied Danielle in the chair across from me. Although we’d just met, she struck me as levelheaded and smart. Maybe it wasn’t impossible.

         “So suppose I can find her,” I said.

         Danielle nodded.

         “What do you think will happen? How can she help? What makes you think she’d want to?”

         My new client was quiet for a minute. Then she said, “Do you believe in God, Roxane?”

         I smiled. “No comment.”

         Danielle smiled too. “Well,” she said. “Brad is innocent, okay? I believe him one hundred percent when he says he didn’t do it. He’d never hurt anybody. He’s a good person—not perfect, but who is? My brother didn’t do this.”

         I could tell she believed that. But her question about God made me think that faith came easy to her. “What does that have to do with God?”

         “I don’t know what really went down or where she’s been,” Danielle said. “Believe me, the police tried to find her, the investigator for Brad’s lawyer tried to find her—she was gone. But then, all this time later, two days after they scheduled Brad’s execution I see her? It had to be for a reason.”

         I raised my eyebrows. She’d buried the lede a little bit on that one. “What’s the date?” I said.

         “January twentieth.” She wrapped both hands around her mug.

         Just over two months away. It was hard to imagine facing that down. I shifted in my chair. “Could she have done it?” I said. “Killed her parents?”

         Danielle pressed her lips together. “I’ve thought so much about that. Brad acted like there was no way—he wouldn’t even let the lawyer bring it up at the trial.”

         “That’s love for you.”

         She shrugged.

         “What about you, though, what do you think?”

         Danielle said, “I wasn’t close friends with her, but she was in my grade so I knew her. She seemed like a nice, exuberant person. Her family was religious, pretty straitlaced, and she was one of those girls who, you know, developed early. Boy-crazy. In high school, she was really into writing. Slam poetry—that’s how she and Brad got to know each other, he’s a writer too. And I didn’t see how she was with her family, only how she was with ours. But I got the feeling they weren’t thrilled about her seeing Brad.”

         I thought about what Danielle had said at the beginning of our conversation. Nice white family. “Weren’t thrilled because Brad was older, or because he was black?” Then I added, “Or because he was a poet?”

         Danielle gave me a slight smile. “All of the above? I don’t know. I overheard them in our basement talking, a week or so before it happened. Brad and Sarah. There was some kind of regional poetry slam in Michigan that they both wanted to go to. Sarah was saying that her parents wouldn’t let her go with him, but maybe if she went with someone else, they could meet up—that’s the extent of it, as far as I know, it’s not like her parents ever forbade her to see him. But then at the trial, Mrs.  Cook’s sister testified that the Cooks had a very contentious relationship with Brad, that they were afraid of him. She’s in there, in the back.”

         I flipped to the last page in the binder. “Stockton: Guilty in Belmont Murders.” A grainy photo of an attractive woman in a tweed jacket crying in a courtroom, a tissue clutched halfway to her face. The caption read “Justice for my big sister: Elizabeth Troyan celebrates the verdict.” If Sarah was seventeen when all of this had happened, then that meant Danielle had been too. I tried to picture a younger version of her calmly cutting out these newspaper articles and slipping them into plastic sheet protectors and carrying them around for her entire adult life.

         “She never even met Brad,” Danielle said, shaking her head. “They painted a picture of my brother that just wasn’t true.”

         “And you think Sarah could help with that. Set the record straight, in the eleventh hour.”

         “I do.”

         I flipped the scrapbook closed. “You have to be prepared for the possibility that she won’t want to.”

         “I know.”

         “That she might have her reasons, whatever they may be, for not sticking around.”

         “I know.”

         “That you might not like what you find out.” I didn’t bother to say that what she might find out was that she was wrong. That Sarah was dead, that her brother was guilty anyway. Or that we might find nothing at all.

         “That’s what Brad’s new lawyer said. That I should just move on with my life because nothing good comes of diving back into this stuff.” Danielle shrugged. “He inherited the case from his uncle. He doesn’t care.”

         I felt my eyebrows go up. Everybody, innocent or not, at least deserves a lawyer who won’t tell family to move on. “Sounds like what you really need is a new lawyer, not a detective,” I said. “I can give you some names if you want.”

         Danielle shook her head. “What I want is to find Sarah. Matt said you’d try to talk me out of it.” She grinned. “That it’s how you get people to trust you.”

         I did do that. I almost laughed. “What else did he tell you?”

         “That you’re very determined. And smart.” She stopped then, like she wasn’t sure if she should tell me the whole truth. But I nodded at her and she continued. “And that you’re kind of a mess, since your dad died. But nothing gets past you.”

         I finished my tea and set my mug down on the coffee table. It was true, what I’d told her about my brother not liking me much. But he sure as hell knew me. “So you want to do this?”

         “I do,” Danielle said. She reached into her handbag and pulled out her checkbook. My bank account was going to be thrilled.

      

   


   
      
         

            TWO

         

         It was after one o’clock when Danielle left. I sat for a while in the armchair and flipped through her scrapbook again, pausing on a description of the murder weapon. Three-and-a-quarter-inch blade, available in any hunting-supply store. I didn’t need to see crime-scene photos to know that these murders were brutal, that Garrett and Elaine Cook had not died quickly. I tried to imagine their seventeen-year-old daughter doing it, but my head still hurt too much from last night to imagine much of anything. Besides, the bloody knife had been found in Brad’s trunk, wrapped in Sarah’s shirt.

         That was pretty persuasive.

         I figured he was guilty.

         But Danielle hadn’t hired me for my opinion on the merits of the case. In fact, Danielle had written me a check for twenty-five hundred reasons to assume that Brad was innocent.

         I swallowed two more aspirins and called Kenny Brayfield at the number Danielle had given me. He was too busy to see me, but he told me I could stop by the office of the event-promotion agency he ran later that afternoon. Then, I spoke with Brad’s new lawyer, who didn’t give me much besides the contact info for the private investigator who had assisted with the trial. I tried him next.

         “Yeah,” an old, gruff voice answered on the third ring.

         “Peter Novotny?” I said. 

         “Maybe. Who’s this?”

         “My name is Roxane Weary. You worked a case a long time ago, Brad Stockton?”

         “Oh, that,” he said. “Look, I’m retired, I’m not going to chase a ghost all over Ohio anymore. Wait a second. Did you say Weary? Any relation to Frank Weary?”

         It had been nine months since my father died. But it still felt, as it always did, like a punch to the stomach. “I’m his daughter.”

         “Well, shit!” Peter Novotny said. The growl was gone. “Great guy, what a goddamn shame. Sure I’ll talk to you, honey. Are you a whiskey drinker like your old man?”

         “I am.”

         “Good, because I’ve been waiting all afternoon for a beautiful woman to walk into this bar and sit down beside me,” Novotny said.

         “Good luck with that,” I said, “but I’d like to talk to you. Where can I meet you?”

         “Well, even if you’re a hag, I’ll still buy Frank Weary’s kid a drink.”

         I closed my eyes for a second, then decided to play along. “Just one?” I said, and the old man laughed.

         “I like you already.”

         
            *

         

         I drove to the east side and found Peter Novotny at the bar at Wing’s. It was a Chinese restaurant that, improbably, had just about the best whiskey selection in all of Columbus. It was dim and warm, the bar flanked by deep booths upholstered in red vinyl. It was also empty, except for Novotny. He had to be close to eighty, the kind of old man with a full head of pure white hair and a good jaw, and I could tell he had been a heartbreaker at one time. I walked right up to him and sat down and said “Is this taken?” in my best Marilyn Monroe.

         He spun around to look at me and broke into a huge grin. “Dreams do come true,” he said. He stuck out his hand and I shook it as he took me in. I was nobody’s dream, but I was no hag, either. “Real nice to meet you, Roxane.” He slid a glass toward me; he was also the kind of old man who ordered for everybody. “I didn’t roofie it, don’t worry.”

         “That’s not funny,” I said, and he laughed.

         “I’ll bet you ten bucks you can’t guess what it is.”

         I swirled the amber liquid around in the glass and took a sip. “Smooth. Scotch whisky, light, not too peaty but a little salty.” I took another sip. “I have to go with something from the West Highlands. Oban fourteen-year?”

         “Shit, sweetheart, you are Frank’s kid.” Novotny opened his wallet and slapped a ten on the shiny bar top.

         “You were just trying to get me to say ‘Petey,’ you dirty old man,” I said, then nodded at the bar. “Also, the bottle’s right there.” I threw back the rest of the drink as he almost fell off his chair laughing.

         I ordered another and we got to talking. Peter Novotny had been a cop years ago, that was how he knew my father. He retired after his thirty, took the pension, went private. Now he was really retired, except for the occasional records check for the law firm that had represented Brad Stockton. “That case was shit, though. This girl, Sarah? Nowhere to be found. And whether she could have helped the Stockton kid or not, it was the obvious defense, right? Her absence makes for the very definition of reasonable doubt. But no, he didn’t want to say one bad thing about his beloved. But you know, in my experience? It’s the innocent ones who’re the least helpful.”

         “Really,” I said.

         “I’m not a lawyer,” he said, “nor a psychic. But yeah. I wouldn’t have sent this case to the prosecutor without digging a little deeper. Sure, you got that knife, and it’s wrapped in Sarah’s jacket or shirt, something like that. But her blood’s not on it. Her parents’ is, but not hers. Not on the knife, and not on the shirt. How do you manage that? Plus, there’s no blood anywhere else in Stockton’s car or his house. A murder like that, things would have gotten messy.”

         “So he got rid of his clothes.”

         “Right,” Novotny said, “but then why not get rid of the knife, too? It just felt weird as hell, is what I’m saying.”

         “You ever meet him?”

         “Oh yeah,” Novotny said. “Lots of times. Nice kid, he had these long eyelashes, like, shit, no wonder the Cook girl was crazy for him. He was polite, too, real soft-spoken. But I think he must have been stupid, because he didn’t understand what he was facing. How often do you see a black kid thinking he could beat the system? He was shocked when the sentence came down, I remember. Tried to hang himself. But he was too tall.”

         I thought about that. When every thing went wrong, that had to be an incredible disappointment: not even being able to pull off giving up. “So you believed him,” I said.

         Novotny polished off his drink. “I don’t know. I’m just saying what I’ve noticed. A guilty kid, he can tell you the hair color of the cashier who sold him the cigarettes he bought while he was busy not committing the murder, right? An innocent kid, one who actually was buying the cigarettes instead of committing the murder—he barely even remembers he bought any until you ask him about the receipt in his pocket. The Stockton kid could hardly say anything to help himself. No alibi, no idea who’d put a bloody knife in his car, no help at all.” He paused and looked at me. “I was him, I would have started making stuff up to fill the story in. But he didn’t. Like I said, stupid. All he wanted to know was if we found Sarah yet, like she was going to make sense of it for him.”

         Novotny didn’t seem like the type to suggest someone’s innocence lightly. Cops never were. “What do you think happened to her?”

         “I haven’t the faintest,” Novotny said. “None of her stuff was gone. No secret rendezvous in her e-mail. This was before all the kids had cell phones, so nothing there. No activity on her savings account. She’s probably dead, that’s all I can think. Otherwise how else did she vanish like this?”

         “The million-dollar question,” I said.

         He shook his head, his expression going serious. “This is one of those cases. The ones that stick with you. Nothing makes any sense. There must have been a hell of a secret, that’s all I can think. The Cooks were nice people, boring corporate jobs, no known enemies. And we got Brad saying he and Sarah were the love story of the century, but then we got Elaine’s family saying she was terrified of Brad. Sarah’s not here to settle it for us, so you look at her, maybe she did it. But she’d have to hate both her parents and Brad a whole helluva lot in that case, and there’s no evidence of that at all.”

         “So she’s gone, and they’re dead, the end?” I said.

         “Bah,” Novotny said. “I don’t know what to tell you, kid, if you were hoping for insight. That’s all I got. I don’t think the case was open-and-shut, not by a long shot. But Danielle Stockton would tell you she saw Jesus Christ himself if she thought it would help her brother out,” he added, shaking his head. “You’re wasting your time.”

         “The execution is in two months,” I said. “I think it’s important to her to know she tried every thing. There’s something to that, you know? So listen. What if I wanted to visit Brad Stockton in prison?”

         “Then you’d fill out a form and wait to get put on the approved-visitor list like everybody else. Believe it’s form DRC twenty-ninety-six.”

         “Are you saying I’m like everybody else?” I said.

         He chuckled. “Okay, no. As a licensed private investigator, you—wait, you do have a license, right?”

         “Petey, what do you take me for? Of course I do.”

         “Okay, so you’d be entitled to visit in an official capacity if you have a written statement from the attorney of record.” 

         “Is that something you think you could help me with?” I said. “I’m impatient.”

         Novotny grinned. “Yeah, okay. I can call the law firm.” He looked at me for a long time. “What did your daddy think, you being a detective?”

         “He thought I was wasting my time too,” I said. “He thought I should have been a dental hygienist.”

         Novotny laughed. “Good as they come, Frank was,” he said, although the anecdote I had just shared was not one of my father’s finer moments. Most of my anecdotes weren’t. “They got the guy, right? The guy who shot him?”

         “Dead at the scene,” I said.

         Novotny nodded. “Good, good. That has to be a relief.”

         I nodded, though it wasn’t, not really. I didn’t like to think about it: the twenty-year-old kid my father had pursued across a housing-project playground, the kid who turned and fired three times before Frank could even unholster his gun. My father’s partner shot back, taking the kid down with a bullet to the chest. But it was too late. That bullet wasn’t a time machine. Nothing about any of it was a relief. “Thanks for the drink,” I said, giving him one of my cards. “Drinks.”

         “Any time, doll. I hope you have more luck with Brad than I ever did.”

         “Ten bucks I do,” I said.

         We shook on it.

         
            *

         

         My father always had a drink in his hand. It was part of him, like his broad shoulders or his temper or his antifreeze-blue eyes. It was the catalyst to every good time and every bad time he ever had. It was a magnifying glass he put himself under, revealing the truth of him. It was the only thing we had in common, the only thing we ever agreed on. 

         The last time I saw him was three weeks before he died. We had dinner once a month, my brothers, my parents, and me. I don’t remember what we ate or what we talked about. Probably nothing of consequence, because despite the monthly get-togethers, we weren’t really close. I only remember the last thing my father said to me, grabbing my arm as I walked past his chair on my way out.

         “You turned out okay,” he said as he gripped my arm. It didn’t sound affectionate. It sounded like an accusation. Frank had been a cop for thirty-eight years. Every thing he said sounded like an accusation. “More like me. I was afraid you were going to turn out like your mother.”

         Andrew and Matt, wisely, had already left. My mother was sitting on the couch. She didn’t look up from her magazine. “Let go,” I said.

         “She’s nice, that’s what people would say about her, she’s nice. But you,” he said. He looked at me, his eyes bloodshot and whiskey-wild. He was still touching my arm. His other hand held a cut-crystal tumbler, empty except for an ice cube that barely had a chance to start melting. “You know, maybe you could stand to be a little nicer, actually. You’re a girl. You have to be nice. But not too fucking nice. That’s what you have to do. Be nice but not too fucking nice.”

         I jerked my arm away from him. “Good night, Mom,” I said.

         “Drive careful,” my mother said, ignoring the tension as usual.

         I left without saying anything else and drove home too fast and called Andrew to tell him about it.

         “You’re always so surprised, when he does something shitty,” he said. “But, Roxane, he’s Dad. He’s always going to do something shitty. That’s all.”

         “Yeah,” I said. But I’d had a weird feeling that there was more to it somehow.

      

   


   
      
         

            THREE

         

         Be nice but not too fucking nice. I replayed that final conversation as I drove to see Kenny Brayfield. This was as close to fatherly wisdom as I was ever going to get. There were too many bad feelings between us, about my work, about his affairs, about the types of men and women I brought home. There wasn’t any peace. Neither of us ever apologized, and we wouldn’t have been interested in forgiving each other anyhow, not all the way, not then. But I thought that I didn’t have to decide about my father yet, that given enough time, the past would start to drop off the permanent record like a bad debt or a speeding ticket. I just wanted to wait. I thought there was time. But there wasn’t, and the part that bothered me most was how my father said I was like him, and how he was right.

         I mentally tabled the matter as I parked my car. Next Level Promotions was in a square brick office building in the Brewery District on the south end of downtown. It was one of those cheaply modern spaces with glass walls, exposed ductwork, and fake Herman Miller furniture. Five young, beautiful employees were sprawled on a plush white area rug, folding T-shirts that bore the logo of a new vodka brand. A Radiohead song was blaring from a pair of iPhone speakers. I approved of the music choice, at least. One of the women looked up at me, twisting her red-lipsticked mouth. I guessed I didn’t resemble a potential client enough to merit a warm reception. “Can I … help you?” she said.

         “Here to see Kenny Brayfield,” I told her, raising my voice over the bass line. I pulled out a card from the pocket of my leather jacket and handed it to her. “He knows I’m coming.”

         “Let me see about that.” She took my card and stood up, stepping back into her patent-leather heels. I noticed then that the other four employees on the white rug had taken off their shoes as well.

         “Am I allowed to walk on this or should I go around?” I said to the others as she clacked down the polished concrete hallway.

         No one said anything. A beat later, the one-person welcome committee returned and pointed in the direction she had come from. “You can go back.” She sounded disappointed that she didn’t get to throw me out.

         I didn’t bother to thank her as I stepped over the edge of the rug. I went around the corner, passing three empty offices and a small kitchen with a table stacked high with cases of vodka. At the end of the hallway, I found Kenny in a large office behind a conspicuously clean desk. He was skinny, dressed in a hoodie and dirty Chuck Taylors. His medium-brown hair was buzzed on the sides and slightly longer on top, and a diamond stud glittered from one earlobe. He looked like the type to get pegged by mall security as a shoplifting risk. But he owned this whole enterprise, so who was I to judge? When he saw me, he stood up and gave me a big smile.

         “So you’re the detective.” He shook my hand with an overly firm grip. “Wow. I mean, wow. How crazy is that?”

         “It’s pretty crazy,” I said as I sat down. There was a big window behind his desk, through which I could see the brownish-green Scioto River and the skyline of downtown Columbus beyond.

         “Can I offer you a drink?” He sat and reached for a vodka bottle with the same label as the shirts. It was that kind with gold flakes floating in it like fish food. “They’re a client, in case you wondered.” 

         I shook my head. “Ingesting precious metals isn’t really my thing,” I said, and he laughed. “So, Sarah Cook.”

         “Sarah Cook.” He leaned back in his chair and balanced there.

         “Did you get a good look?” I said.

         He took longer than he needed to answer. “Yeah, I got a good look.”

         “And?”

         “And.” He paused again. I had been about to take my notebook from my pocket, but I stopped to stare at him until he finally spoke. “I don’t want to mess with whatever Danielle’s up to here.”

         That struck me as a strange thing to say. “Was it Sarah or not?”

         “I told Danielle at the time, it just looked like some chick.”

         My client had not mentioned that part. “So you don’t think it was her.”

         Kenny bounced in his chair. “Look, Danielle’s really shaken up. About the date, the execution date. I mean, me too. That’s crazy. So I get it, she wants to do what she can do. And yeah, this woman we saw, she looked sort of familiar. But Belmont’s a pretty small world. Lots of people look sort of familiar. I would have recognized Sarah. But they’ve always said she’s dead. So how could it be her?”

         “How well did you know her?”

         “Well enough. She was a real sweetheart, good influence on Brad.”

         I shifted in my chair. It was uncomfortable, clearly designed to discourage long conversations with the boss. “What do you mean?”

         “Oh, we used to get into trouble together, me and Brad. Dumb stuff, kid stuff. You know how it is, bored in the suburbs. But when Brad started hanging out with her he mellowed some too. But that’s ancient history. Believe me, if I thought there was even a chance that woman was Sarah? I would have hired you myself. Brad doesn’t belong in jail.”

         I nodded. So far I had three votes for Brad Stockton’s probable innocence. “So if Brad didn’t do it,” I said, “who did? You knew Sarah—do you think she could have?” 

         Kenny sat up and leaned on his elbows. “She volunteered at the food bank and shit. She was, you know, a good girl. And she actually liked her parents, unlike basically everybody else I knew back then.” He splashed some of the vodka into a tumbler and tossed it back quickly, wincing like he’d learned to drink from a movie. “So the answer is either no fucking way, or it’s no one knew her at all.”

         
            *

         

         I went home feeling a little frustrated. Danielle had conveniently avoided telling me that the other witness to her Sarah sighting disagreed with her, which gave it something of a different flavor. But it was her money, and I figured she could lie to me if she wanted to. I sat at my desk and ran a few database searches in case Sarah Cook’s fifteen-year absence had left an electronic trail, which, of course, it hadn’t. I did have a fax waiting for me though, a statement on letterhead from the law firm of Donovan & Calvert, authorizing me to act in an official capacity at the Chillicothe Correctional Institution. Peter Novotny worked fast. I liked that.

         I closed the computer and stared at the wall of my office for a long time. The previous tenant had painted spirited colors in every room: a dark, shiny teal in the office, burnt orange in the living room, aubergine in the bedroom, bright yellow in the bathroom, chocolate-brown walls and red cabinets in the kitchen, cornflower blue in the long hallway that ran the length of the apartment. When I moved in, I asked the landlord to paint over the craziness, to make every thing white. But he hadn’t, and then I grew to like it, and then eventually I didn’t see it anymore. Sometimes it still took me by surprise.

         I got up and cracked a window. Even though it was cold outside, the ancient, overactive radiators in the building hissed and gurgled all day and night unregulated, causing the temperature in my apartment to spike to tropical highs. Almost every room in the place had a window open an inch or two, even in the dead of winter. But the heat wasn’t why I felt like I couldn’t get enough air. It was getting to be the time of night when the apartment felt like a tomb. Through the screen I heard the rustling of someone in the alley, dragging a sack of aluminum cans. “They all had their blank faces on,” he was muttering, “like Jesus Christ foretold.”

         I put my coat back on and grabbed my keys.

         
            *

         

         The lobby of the downtown Westin was all marble floors and baroque-looking upholstery, and the doorman gave me a familiar nod as I passed him and cut to the right for the bar. It was medium-busy for a Monday after eight, a few clusters of businessmen with their ties loosened at the tables and an awkward couple that was either on a blind date or was about to break up, but there was only one party sitting at the bar itself and I sat down at the opposite end. Andrew caught my eye in the mirror behind the liquor bottles and broke into a grin.

         My brother had tended bar in just about every hotel in Columbus by now. It was a good regular gig when you dealt a little bit on the side, because the hotel bar was the first place out-of-towners would check when they were in the mood to party. In-towners too, sometimes. He finished the drinks he was mixing and passed them to a server, who then carried them to the couple on the verge of breaking up.

         “Have you seen our new fall seasonal cocktail menu?” Andrew said as he turned to me, heavy on the sarcasm. He was thirty-seven, three years older than me. We had the same blue-grey eyes, the same dark brown hair. Mine hit just below my shoulders and my brother’s shaggily grazed his collar. His tattoos were visible from under the cuffs of his shirt. He pushed a narrow sheet of ivory card stock in my direction. “If I have to make another mulled-apple-cider-tini I’m going to kill myself.”

         I squinted at the menu in the semidark. “I’ll have the Winter in Paris.” 

         Andrew thunked two shot glasses down on the bar and filled them both with whiskey. “No,” he said.

         “It doesn’t sound that bad. St-Germain and champagne? Maybe I’m feeling classy.”

         “You’re not.” He slid one of the shot glasses to me and held his up. “Friends don’t let friends order cocktails invented by social-media interns.”

         I clinked my glass against his and we drank. “Is Matt dating someone?” I said.

         Andrew shrugged. “Like he’d tell me. Why?”

         “He sent someone my way,” I said, “and I figured it was some girl he was trying to impress.”

         “And?”

         “And, I’m just not sure I’m up to the challenge of impressing anybody.”

         “You’re the smartest person I know.”

         “Christ, you need to meet more people, then.”

         “Is this how you get when you’re feeling classy? I think,” he continued more softly as he refilled our glasses, “that after losing Dad, you just don’t want to pick back up and keep going.”

         I didn’t respond right away. Then I said, “That’s not true.”

         “It is.”

         “Why?”

         “You’re scared. That it would mean you’re as over it as you’re going to get.”

         I swallowed my second shot and thought about that. Neither of us had a good relationship with Frank, but that didn’t make it any easier. In fact, it might’ve made it worse. “Aren’t you?” I said.

         “Roxane, I’m fucking terrified.”

      

   


   
      
         

            FOUR

         

         At eleven the next morning I meant to be heading an hour south of Columbus to the prison in Chillicothe. I wanted to get Brad’s side of the story, hoping that fifteen years in prison made him reconsider his own unhelpfulness. But as I drove I saw the exit for Belmont, and I decided to take a brief detour. Belmont was one of the city’s farthest-flung suburbs, way out on the southeast side. According to the sign that greeted me as I veered off the highway, it was also the wildflower capital of Ohio. I’d lived in the state for my entire life and this was the first I had heard of such a claim. But it didn’t look like Belmont had much else to pride itself on. It was seventies suburban sprawl personified, the ranch architecture, the cul-de-sacs. The Outerbelt divided it in half; every thing on the east side of the freeway was the good side of town and every thing to the west was the bad part. The east side had the bigger houses and the high school, a few narrow blocks that passed for a downtown, a mall called the Shops at Wildflower Glade, and a string of medium-nice hotels and chain restaurants. The west side had a skate park and a railroad crossing and a UPS sorting facility. There weren’t any wildflowers to be seen, but then again, it was November.

         The gas station where the Sarah sighting occurred was on Clover Road, the main drag through the city. I stopped there and went inside and asked the kid behind the counter if the security cameras worked.

         “What cameras?” the kid said.

         I pointed. There were four cameras that I could see: one in each corner of the rear of the store, one above the door, one behind the counter.

         “Oh,” he said. He looked embarrassed now, as if the thought of his every waking move being captured on film had never occurred to him.

         “Yeah,” I said. “So do they work?”

         “Hang on.” He disappeared through a door marked Private and then reappeared a moment later. “Yes,” he said, “they work.”

         “Do you think I could take a look at the recorded footage?” I said.

         He went behind the door again. When it opened, the kid had a young woman with him. “Can I help you?”

         “Hi,” I said. “I was hoping to get a look at your security cameras.”

         They both stared at me. They were probably eighteen or nineteen. I took out my license and told them who I was. “Just for one day, a couple weeks ago. I’m looking for a woman who was here, and I was thinking maybe your cameras would show her or if she was with anyone.”

         “Are you,” the boy said, “a cop?”

         “She’s not a cop,” the girl said quickly.

         I gave them the most responsible smile I could manage. “I work with the cops all the time.”

         “She has a badge.” The boy’s eyes flicked toward my license on the counter.

         “That’s not a badge.”

         “Should we call Dave?”

         “No,” the girl said.

         “Is Dave your manager?” I said. “Maybe I could talk to him.”

         They both looked at me, stricken. No one wanted Dave involved. 

         “Do you have a picture of her or something?” the boy said. “We could probably look at a picture.”

         I tapped my fingernails lightly on the counter. I did not have a picture, unless you counted Sarah’s old yearbook photo, which was obviously going to make canvassing difficult. “Well,” I said, “I was hoping her picture is on your security tape.”

         The girl shook her head. “We’re not supposed to let anyone in the back.”

         I didn’t press it. Instead I bought a cup of tea for the road and sat in the car, thinking. Tracking down someone who hadn’t been seen for fifteen years had many challenges, but especially the fact that I didn’t have a photo to flash around. So I called Catherine Walsh at her studio at home. Her husband answered. My instinct was to hang up, but I was calling on business for a change. “May I speak with Catherine, please?” I tried to sound polite and artistic.

         Her husband thumped the phone down and a few beats passed before Catherine came on the line.

         “Is this Catherine Walsh, the world-renowned professor and artist?” I said in my polite artistic voice. “I have some pressing business to discuss with her.”

         Catherine sighed. “Roxane, we have caller ID.”

         She didn’t sound happy to hear from me.

         “Aren’t you curious about the pressing business?” I said.

         “I’m kind of in the middle of something.” Such as, her life. “Or is there actually business?”

         “I need a sketch artist,” I said.

         “Really.”

         “No expense spared.”

         “And what would I be sketching?”

         I filled her in briefly on Sarah Cook.

         “I don’t know,” Catherine said, but her tone was warming up the tiniest bit. “Sounds intriguing but I’m not sure it’s a good idea right now.”

         “I can just give my client your info and have her call you,” I said. “And you can set it up with her directly. You wouldn’t even have to see me. It might be easier that way, although less fun.”

         “Indeed,” Catherine said. “Okay.”

         “I’ll have Danielle get in touch.”

         “Okay.”

         Neither of us said anything but neither hung up.

         Then Catherine finally spoke. “Is there anything else?”

         I hadn’t seen her since my father’s funeral. She’d surprised me by coming, since she had decided the previous fall to go back to her husband again. Meanwhile, I went back to a few men and women myself, and now there was just a sense of unfinished business between us. “Nope,” I said. “Thanks.”

         After we hung up, I called Danielle and left her a voice mail with instructions. Then I drove down 23 with Elliott Smith playing on the stereo of my car, an old blue Mercedes 300D from five years before I was born. I’d gotten it a few years ago in trade when a used-import dealer needed help figuring out who was stealing parts from his shop and I needed a new car. Someone had taken good care of it—the vehicle had forty thousand miles on it when it came to me. Now it had over a hundred. The old-fashioned odometer showed only five digits, so it looked like it only had three. It drove like a car was supposed to, smooth and fast and sturdy. I loved my car. I spent more time in it than in my apartment.

         The Chillicothe Correctional Institution sat near the Scioto River on a few acres that could have been mistaken for a small liberal arts college if not for the barbed wire and the watchtowers and the metal detectors and security checkpoints. My letter from Donovan & Calvert cut through a bit of the usual administrative bullshit, but the prison system was still a bureaucracy and I still had to wait for well over an hour in a beige room that felt like the loneliest bus terminal in the world.

         Finally I was ushered into a narrow corridor lined with Plexiglas booths, where I waited some more on a rickety metal folding chair. It smelled like disinfectant and basement and grease all at once. A guard on the other side of the glass led Bradford Stockton over to me. Brad sat down and frowned.

         The friendly, long-eyelashed kid from the pictures in Danielle’s scrapbook was gone. He was thirty-four now, tall and lean and serious-looking in orange prison garb that seemed to glow against his smooth, dark skin. His angular face was still handsome, but now it was also a little bit mean.

         I picked up the grimy handset next to the glass and waited for Brad to do the same. When he did, his movements were slow and fluid like we both had all the time in the world.

         “Who’re you?” he said.

         “Roxane Weary. Your sister hired me—”

         “What happened to the other guy?”

         “Novotny?” I said.

         Brad nodded.

         “He retired.”

         “So Dani’s paying for the lawyer and for you now?”

         It was a strange thing to be concerned about, given his circumstances. “Yes, I guess so.”

         “How much?” He slouched low in his seat. “How much is she paying you?”

         “You can ask her that,” I said.

         He glared at me some more. “Where the hell did she find you, anyway? Because you look a little, I don’t know, like you might not be doing all that much better than me.” 

         “Thank you for that,” I said. I tucked the handset between my ear and my shoulder and I folded my arms across my chest. It was cold in the prison, like the heat was set to about forty-five degrees.

         “Are you here to ask me if I did it? Try to see if you can tell if I’m lying or not?”

         I ignored the attitude. “Did your sister tell you she saw Sarah?”

         Brad gave a slight nod. “So she said.”

         “You don’t believe her?”

         “She wants every thing to be okay,” he said. “She tries real hard. And she can believe whatever she wants, if it makes her feel better. But it doesn’t have to make me feel better.”

         “You don’t think I can help you.”

         “No offense, lady, but no, I do not.”

         I couldn’t blame him for that. Fifteen years of white strangers trying to help him hadn’t done fuck-all for Brad Stockton. But I wasn’t sure that I believed he meant the no offense. I wanted to hear his side of the story but I wasn’t about to beg him for it if he was going to sit there and insult me. “Listen, it’s up to you,” I said. “The date’s been set. You’re almost done, Brad, and your sister wants to feel like she did every fucking thing she could. Because even though you’ll be dead, she’s still going to have to live the rest of her life. So you talk to me or you don’t, but I’m doing this for her, not for you. And I’m getting paid regardless.”

         He looked a bit startled and said nothing for a while, as if he was trying to decide about me. Then he straightened up a little, brows knitting together.

         “Okay,” I said. “Where do you think Sarah is?”

         “I don’t know.”

         “I know you don’t know, Brad. But help me out here. Speculate.”

         “Help you?” He sighed heavily before he answered. “I think she must be gone.”

         “Gone?” I repeated. 

         “Passed on. It took me a long time to accept that she wasn’t going to come back, because that meant she had to be gone. But there’s no way Sarah would leave me here, to face what I face.” He sighed, a short forceful burst of air through the phone. “I don’t want to talk about Sarah. How is that going to help?”

         “You let me worry about that. This is the easiest thing you’ll do all day. It’s just answering questions.”

         He shook his head but eventually he shrugged.

         “Did you ever meet her parents?”

         “A few times.”

         “And?”

         Another shrug. “They were, I don’t know, nice. Polite to me. That’s why it was such a shock, every thing Mrs. Cook’s sister said at the trial. That they were afraid of me? We played Scrabble together once.” He sighed. “But, I guess you never know what people say behind your back. My mom used to say, What people say about you behind your back is none of your business.”

         Unless it gets you convicted of murder. “Do you think Mrs. Cook really said those things?”

         “I don’t know what I think anymore,” Brad said.

         “I talked to Kenny Brayfield yesterday,” I said. “He told me you guys used to get into some trouble together. The kind of trouble that makes people afraid of you?”

         He shrugged. “Vandalism, whatever. Kenny used to sell weed around school. Figures he would bring up that shit—dude still wants to be a gangster. But his parents are loaded. He never got in trouble for anything.”

         We were starting to get off topic. “Tell me about what went on that day, when you saw her last.”

         He let out a long breath. “I don’t want to think about it. Every time, it’s like it rips me open again.” He started shaking his head again. “Do you really think you’re going to be able to do something nobody could do for fifteen years? Prove anything that nobody could prove? You act like it should be so easy for me to sit here and talk to you, but it isn’t. Maybe I’m done talking now. I don’t like my sister spending more money anyway.”

         “You don’t like her spending money on trying to get you not executed?” I said. “That doesn’t sound like an innocent man talking.”

         He flinched. “Fuck you.” He leaned forward, jabbing an index finger in my direction. “You don’t know anything about me or my sister.”

         “I’m on your side.”

         “You think sides are going to help me now?” Brad said.

         He had a point there.

         “Listen. When I got in here at first,” he said, “I was so depressed. Everyone said I did these terrible things I didn’t do, and it wasn’t like some situation that would pass, it was forever. I tried to make a, you know, a noose, from my sheets. Like, no sense in waiting around.” He looked up at the ceiling. “But I couldn’t do it—I mean, I tried, but I couldn’t get it right, what the fuck do I know about making a noose from sheets. Then they put me in the hospital here and I was all fucked up on lithium, and all I could do was stare up at the ceiling. When I went back to my cell after that, I was like, okay, this is happening. It’s like that song, you sing it when you’re a kid. About a bear hunt.”

         I knew the song he meant. “Can’t go over it,” I said. “Can’t go under it.”

         “Can’t go around it,” Brad said, smiling very faintly. “Gotta go through it.”

         We watched each other for another long while.

         “So I read every single word of every legal document about my case I could get my hands on. I read law books. I got enrolled in this print-based college degree thing, you know, a correspondence course. Wrote about a thousand poems, wrote letters to the lawyers, the cops, everyone I could think of. Trying to keep busy, right? Busy busy busy, fight fight fight.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “But busy doesn’t mean shit. There is no through it. Through it means I’m dead. And no amount of fighting is going to change that.” He shrugged. “The only real way through it is to accept it. Other wise, it’ll just tear me up all over again every single day.”

         I wanted to believe that I was working for an innocent man. I also wanted to believe that if I was wrongfully accused of a crime, I’d be fighting every minute. But there was a sad kind of wisdom to his words. “Okay,” I said. “Forget all the other questions, forget every other person who has tried to help you or hurt you or whatever. Nobody knows as much about this case as you do, right?”

         “Yeah, I guess.”

         “So let’s start totally fresh. Just educate me about your case. Pretend I don’t know anything.”

         He finally seemed to accept I wasn’t going anywhere. “It was a Thursday,” he said. “I worked till nine at Subway. Sarah came by after school, it was just a short bike ride. Maybe three thirty, she got there. I took my lunch and we sat in the car and talked. We made plans to see a movie later—the theater’s in the same plaza as Subway. She was going home for dinner but she’d come back. And that was it. She got back on her bike and I went into the restaurant.”

         “What about after your shift?”

         “I waited, in the car,” he said. “I waited for a long time. I thought maybe she was just running late. I called her house from a pay phone in the parking lot but there was no answer. By then it was probably ten thirty. I drove over to her house, and there were ambulances and all these cop cars, it was just insanity. No one would tell me what happened. They asked me to come to the station and they said I was free to go whenever I wanted, but it didn’t feel like that.”

         “How long were you there?”

         “They talked to me for hours, I mean, hours. They still wouldn’t tell me what had happened, exactly. I thought Sarah was hurt or something, I thought that’s what it was, they were only asking me questions about her. In the morning they gave me a lift back to my car, and I went home, and it wasn’t until I saw the news with my mom that I heard what really happened. We were shocked. Like, we just stared at the TV—and then the cops came to the door. They wanted me to come answer more questions, and their tone was all different, asking me all about knives, do you own any, did you ever go hunting, all this crap. They’d gotten a warrant to search my room and my car, while I was talking to them. And I thought they were making it up, that they found a knife in there. I never had a knife. I honestly didn’t believe it.”

         “So how’d the knife get there?” I said. “What actually happened that night?”

         “If I knew, you think I’d be sitting on that information?”

         “I think you’ve had an awful long time to formulate some kind of opinion, Brad.”

         He looked up at the ceiling again, shaking his head. “I saw this episode of Dateline one time, okay? Where this family was killed and there was absolutely no explanation, no reason whatsoever. No one could figure it out. But then, it turned out these guys had been hired to kill some other family, and they had a similar kind of address, like Court instead of Street or something. But they went to the wrong house and killed the wrong family.”

         “And you think it’s like that.”

         “Yeah.”

         “It was just a mistake.”

         “I mean, what else was it? They were nice people. There’s no reason for them to be dead, and no reason for Sarah to be gone, and no reason for me to be in here. It’s just a mistake.”

         “But the knife, Brad. The universe got the address wrong,” I said, “but somehow got the right car?” 

         “I don’t know. I don’t know how it got there. Like, I was in the prison hospital all doped up and staring at the ceiling and I got to thinking that aliens put the knife there. And that sounds stupid, but that’s as good a guess as any.”

         “Where was your car when you were talking to the police? At Sarah’s house and then at your house?”

         He nodded.

         “When was the last time you were in it?”

         “Like after I talked to the cops the first time,” he said. “I got a ride back to the car from the station, and then I drove it home.”

         “And you didn’t notice anything weird, like someone had been in there?”

         “No.”

         “Doors locked?”

         “The locks were busted. So I had to leave it unlocked.”

         “Anyone else know the locks were busted?”

         “Whoever I gave a ride to or whatever. Sarah knew, obviously. Kenny. My sister. Lots of people.”

         “And there’s no way Sarah was involved,” I said.

         “No, there’s no way. There isn’t much I can say for sure, but I can say that. She was a good person. Fundamentally good. The lawyer was like, Come on, I know you think you were in love with her, but the fact is, she’s not in here, and you are, so be realistic. But I’d rather die than try to save my skin by saying she did something she didn’t do.”

         “Literally.”

         “Literally,” he said.

         “I don’t think most people could stick to that.”

         “I’m not most people.”

         “That might not be something to be proud of.”

         “But maybe it is,” Brad said.

         “Maybe it is,” I said. “And you’re not protecting her.”

         His eyes crinkled up. “I wish that’s what this was.” 

         “Even after all this time.”

         “Protecting her would mean she was okay. But I don’t know what happened. I don’t.” He rubbed his hand over his face.

         I wanted to think I could help him, but it wasn’t easy. Not when he didn’t think I could. He didn’t think he could help himself either, and he’d had nothing but time to come up with a way to do it. I didn’t know what to make of Brad Stockton yet. But I also didn’t think that was the end.
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