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CHAPTER ONE

	The Florida Keys are an island chain formed through the centuries from coral and limestone, stretching 220 miles from Virginia Key south of Miami in the Atlantic Ocean to Loggerhead Key in the Dry Tortugas in the Gulf of Mexico. Key West is the last inhabited island, considered the southernmost point of the United States. At mile marker 77 in the middle of the Keys rests the center of Islamorada stretching across five Keys and considered the fishing capital of the area with countless charter boats and private vessels rigged for big offshore fish and flats boats designed to float the northern backwaters of the Keys for bonefish, permit and tarpon.

	The Keys were first inhabited by native tribes like the Calusa who eventually gave way to the influx of traders, fisherman and treasure salvagers who worked the offshore reefs to recover treasure lost in countless storms causing the loss of Spanish and other vessels transporting stolen gold, silver, precious gems and other treasure looted from Mexico and Central America back to Europe. Today, tourism drives the economy of the Keys with a steady flow of visitors traveling to enjoy the emerald waters, stunning beaches and the numerous outdoor activities they afford.

	On this particular morning, Captain Skipper Frank sat in the rear deck in the fighting chair of his charter fishing boat, the Maggie Mae, nestled in his slip in Jensen’s Marina on the north end of Islamorada on Upper Matecumbe Key. He had fallen asleep there from too many beers the previous night after a late arrival back to port with his charter for the day. A half full bottle of Bud Light rested in the cupholder of the chair, neglected for the past ten hours while the Skipper slept off his late-night excess. The repeated rings on his cellphone from his wife, Ella, had not woken him.

	She had given up trying to reach him by phone and had come down to the docks from their condo next to the marina. She slapped him gently on his stubbled cheek a few times and finally began to wake the old shrimper who had sold his shrimp boat business back in South Caroline to “retire” to the Keys. When his daughter-in-law Hanna’s father had passed away, she inherited the big fishing boat and had gifted it to Skipper to start a charter service in the Keys. His retirement had been put on hold.

	Ella thought it best to keep him out on the water as much as possible and out of Trader Bill’s Tiki Bar down the road where he frequently joined his fishing and drinking pals for too many late nights out. She patted his gray stubbled cheek again and his snoring finally stopped. He stirred in his seat, mumbling something unintelligible.

	“Skipper, wake up and get your ass out of that chair!” She watched as his eyes opened to narrow bloodshot slits. He wiped at his face to clear the cobwebs.

	“What the hell, woman!”

	“Do you know how many times I’ve tried to call you?” she said, her hands planted firmly and defiantly on her hips.

	He reached into one pocket and then another and wasn’t able to find his phone.

	“It’s in your damn shirt pocket,” she said, trying not to smile. keeping up her feisty demeanor. “Skipper, really. You’re getting way too damn old for this nonsense. For all I knew, you fell off the dock coming home and the bull sharks were chewing on your sorry ass!”

	He took off his old faded and sweat-stained ball cap with the Atlanta Braves logo on the front and pushed back what was left of his thinning, wispy gray hair. “Give me a moment, woman!” He tried to lift himself out of the chair, but a wave of nausea swept over him, and he fell back, closing his eyes, waiting for the trauma to pass.

	Ella looked around and saw six empty beer bottles strewn across the deck. She shook her head in disgust though she had to guiltily admit to herself that she had gone far too deep into a bottle of red wine the previous night waiting for her husband to get home. Her head was pounding with an incessant needlepoint of pain in her temples.

	“Skipper, you gotta get up,” she said sternly. “We got another problem. Scotty didn’t come home last night either. I don’t know what I’m gonna do with the two of you.”

	“What do you mean, he didn’t come home?” Skipper fired back, thankful for the change of subject and going on the offensive now. “Where the hell is he?”

	“If I knew, I wouldn’t be down here rousting your ass! I’d let you bake here in the sun all day.”

	“You tried to call him?” he asked.

	“At least ten times. He wouldn’t pick up and his voicemail is full. I called a couple of mothers of the kids he hangs out with, but none have seen him.”

	“You think we need to call the cops?” Skipper said, gingerly pulling himself up out of the big chair, still holding on tight to one of the arms so he wouldn’t fall over.

	“Yes, I think you should!” Ella said. “If you were home more and a better influence on the boy, this sort of thing wouldn’t happen.”

	“What’s that supposed to mean?” he growled.

	“You know exactly what I mean. When you and I agreed to take my daughter’s boy in after her death, we agreed we would parent him like he was or own son. You’ve sure done a sorry ass job of it!”

	“That’s not fair, woman! I love Scotty like he was one of my own, like Alex and Bobby. Got him workin’ on the charter boat with me when he’s not in school. Makin’ a man out of him.”

	“Yeah, you’re doin’ a hell of a job!” Ella fired back. “He may become a good fisherman, but his grades are in the tank and some of these kids he’s runnin’ with down here are bad news.”

	“Okay, okay.” He reached for the phone in his shirt and looked at the screen. He cringed when he saw that not only his wife had been trying to reach him, but also Scotty, three times after midnight. “Hold on,” he said, and dialed up the voicemail messages Scotty had left. He pushed the button to listen to the first one.

	“Skipper, I’m in trouble. I don’t want to call Ella, she’ll skin me. I’m down at the jail. I can explain, but you need to come get me.”

	Skipper looked up at Ella. “I know where he is. I’ll go get him.”

	“You mind tellin’ me where?” she demanded.

	“I’ll let him tell you when I bring him home.”

	 

	The sheriff’s deputy brought Scotty out from the back jail cells, his head down, arms hanging stiff by his sides. The boy had turned sixteen a few months earlier but was in the middle of a growth spurt that had him well over six feet tall and looking far older. Skipper made eye contact with him. Scotty winced, looked down again and shook his head.

	The deputy stopped and said, “We need to have a little talk, Captain Frank.”

	He led them down a hall and into a small interrogation room. Skipper and Scotty sat across from the deputy. The man’s name badge said, Deputy John Ridley.

	Ridley said, “I understand you’re responsible for the boy.”

	Skipper said, “He’s my wife’s grandson. We took him in after his mother died.” He looked beside him and saw Scotty staring back with a defeated look on his face, tears welling in his eyes.

	“Well,” Ridley began, “the boy is in a bit of trouble.”

	“What the hell happened?”

	Scotty looked down at the table.

	The deputy replied, “We got a call on a stolen car last night from the Matecumbe Inn. Someone lifted a key from the valet’s key storage box and took off in a brand new Corvette. We found the car about ten last night at the end of Paradise Road back on the Gulf side. Scotty and another boy were there drinking beer, sitting on the hood of the Corvette when we pulled up.”

	Skipper turned to Scotty. “What in hell’d you do, boy?”

	“I’m sorry, Skipper, I didn’t want …”

	“Save it, son!” Skipper said. “I’ll deal with you later.”

	“It’s a little more complicated than that, sir,” Ridley said. “Scotty will be charged with grand theft auto. He’s looking at some serious time here.”

	“Skipper! I told Rance I wasn’t gonna go with him.”

	“Who the hell is Rance?” Skipper replied, trying to keep his composure.

	“Rance McIntyre.”

	“Sonny McIntyre’s kid?” Skipper fired back.

	Scotty nodded.

	“What are you doin’ hangin’ with that silver spoon brat?”

	Sonny McIntyre was one of the most prominent businessmen in the Florida Keys. His companies included six car dealerships, a marina and boat dealership, a fleet of big charter fishing boats, six restaurants and even more that Skipper wasn’t aware of. He was a prominent member of the Islamorada town council, a board member to numerous other businesses in Florida, and one of the Keys most generous benefactors for a vast array of charitable causes and organizations.

	He was also a total scumbag in Skipper’s mind, and if the stories he heard down at the bar were true, McIntyre was ass deep in a number of less scrupulous businesses as well, including drugs, running illegals from Cuba and Mexico, gambling and who knows what else, Skipper thought as he looked down at his adopted son.

	“Why the hell is the McIntyre kid stealin’ a car? His old man gives him everything. I saw him in a new Porsche down at the docks the other day, goin’ out on one of the charter boats. And why in hell are you helpin’ him?”

	Scotty didn’t reply and the deputy stepped in. “You need to get Scotty a good lawyer, Captain.

	 

	Skipper was walking out of the Sheriff’s Department with Scotty after signing the bail and release papers when they ran into Sonny McIntyre coming through the front door, evidently to pick up his son. The man was dressed neatly in a pressed white dress shirt rolled up at the sleeves in the summer heat, khaki pants and shined black loafers. His tanned face had a few lines across the forehead and at the edges of his eyes to reveal his mid-fifties age. His black hair was tinged with silver and styled back in flowing waves away from his face.

	McIntyre stopped and said, “Skipper Frank. I should have known your boy would be involved in this. I’ve told Rance to keep his distance from this kid,” he said, looking over at Scotty with a scowl.

	Skipper immediately lost his cool. He lashed out and grabbed a handful of McIntyre’s shirt at the open neck, then pulled him close, the man’s eyes flaring in surprise. Skipper hissed, “You sonofabitch!”

	“Take your hands off me!” McIntyre yelled out, pushing Skipper away. “I see bad blood runs in this family. You leave the bar to come down here and bail out the boy?”

	Skipper reluctantly moved back. “This ain’t over, McIntyre. Your worthless son got my boy into this, and I’m gonna make sure the courts know what’s goin’ on here.” He watched as McIntyre smiled back, gleaming straight teeth on full display.

	“Good luck with that, Frank,” the man said, stepping around the deputy and heading back into the reception area.

	“You need to dial it back here, Skipper,” Ridley said. “You bustin’ Mr. McIntyre’s chops ain’t gonna do nobody any good. You don’t want to take this guy on.”

	“Mr. McIntyre, is it!” Skipper fired back. “Let me guess, he’s your biggest donor to the department charities?”

	“Trust me, you do not want to take this guy on,” the deputy said. “Consider yourself warned.


CHAPTER TWO

	Hanna Walsh walked down the sidewalk on the South Battery on a warm morning in Charleston that left the towering historic homes on this tree-lined boulevard gleaming in the bright sunshine. Heavy traffic limped along in both directions as she looked out on the bustling harbor of Charleston Bay beyond.

	Pleasure boats and commercials ships of all shapes and sizes cruised about on their day’s pursuit of fun or commerce on the beautiful waters that came together at the confluence of the Ashley and Cooper Rivers. An American flag drifted lazily in the breezes out on the rocky island of Ft. Sumter where the first shots of the Civil War were fired on April 12, 1861.

	She stopped in surprise as two squirrels ran across the sidewalk a few feet in front of her, one chasing the other. The two furry critters ran out into the rush of traffic and Hanna cringed as she expected both to be crushed into roadkill. Surprisingly, both emerged on the other side of the road, racing across the park grass and up a large live oak tree. How was that even possible! she thought.

	A glance at her wristwatch caused her to grimace. She was late as usual for her next appointment, seeming to always be a few steps behind on each day’s cluttered agenda. Her law practice continued to grow, working for the small firm off Pawleys Island and handling the many pro-bono cases she still took on, keeping the work she had done at her free legal clinic here in Charleston going for those individuals and families who could not afford to pay.

	She had received a call the previous night from a former neighbor here on the Battery who lived a few doors down from her own house that she had reluctantly given up years ago when her first husband’s transgressions cost him his life and nearly everything they owned.

	The white-washed façade of her former home came up on her right. The three-story house built by a sea captain in the 1700’s still kept its grand presence among the other stately homes and always caused her to pause when she passed on foot or by car as the many memories of her years living here with her first husband and son, Jonathan, welled up within her and left a deep ache in her gut.

	She passed by the ornate black wrought-iron gate closing the fence around the property, an arbor of bougainvillea crowning the entry. The red stone walk with cracks filled with green mosses led up to the grand porch and entry.

	Knowing she was already late, she forced herself to keep on and not linger in musing on the past.

	The former neighbor who had called lived two more houses down in a brown brick colonial with black shutters and gas lanterns on each side of the entry door with flickering flames. Her name was Ruth Conden. She and Hanna had not been particularly close, not because there was any animosity or hard feelings over past events, rather, they had very little in common; the woman was forty years older with no children and a recluse husband Hanna had rarely seen.

	The Conden’s employed a young Hispanic woman who cleaned and cooked for them. On the phone, she had shared with Hanna that the woman was threatened with deportation to her native country of Venezuela as neither she nor her husband had entered the United States legally, nor were pursuing citizenship, and the husband had been arrested recently for drug trafficking. The two had birthed a daughter over three years ago and the young girl was entitled to claim birthright citizenship in the U.S. according to current law and precedent, further complicating matters.

	Hanna went up the steps and pressed the button for the bell. The sound of chimes echoed inside the hallway. She heard footsteps coming to the door and backed up a step as it opened. Ruth Conden reached out her hand.

	“Thank you for coming, Hanna. Please come in.”

	The woman was short and stooped, noticeably frail, her gray hair piled in a reckless bun at the top of her head. Her hand was cold and grip weak as they shook hands.

	Hanna walked past her into the elegant entry area, the furniture and decorating obviously done by a skilled professional. “How have you been Ms. Conden?”

	“Please call me Ruth, dear, the woman fussed. “And I’ve been better, actually, but let’s not get started on that. My husband and I are not weathering the passing of time very well, I’m afraid.” She gestured down the hall. “Please, let’s go into the drawing room.”

	Hanna sat across from her on a deep, plush floral couch. Ruth sat on the other side of a low mahogany table with tea service prepared and resting on a silver tray. She poured cups for both of them without asking Hanna if she wanted tea, then handed her the steaming cup.

	“Thank you,” Hanna said. “I’m sorry your housekeeper is having trouble with the immigration authorities,” she continued. “I’ve done some checking based upon the information you provided last evening. As I’m sure you’re aware, we are in a very challenging political environment with the past administration in Washington having very different positions on the status and future of the many millions of immigrants who have entered our country in the past few years.”

	“Seeking refuge from a corrupt and dangerous government in their former country,” the woman added.

	“Yes, I understand the difficult situation Inez has endured,” Hanna said, knowing that what she was about to share would not sit well. “The new administration in D.C. has made it very clear that individuals who have entered the country illegally who have criminal records or commit new crimes in the U.S. will be arrested and deported to their home countries.”

	Ruth stared back for a moment, her mouth quivering as she considered how to respond. “Hanna, I’ve known this family for several years. Inez has worked in our house, almost become part of the family and so has her little daughter. I know her husband has made some bad decisions, but how can we let the government tear this family apart, or even worse, send them all back to a country where they’ll be in extreme danger?”

	Hanna nodded, then took a sip from the tea before placing the cup back on the table. “I understand your concern, Ruth. Is Inez here today? I’d like to speak with her.”

	“Yes, she’s in the kitchen preparing lunch. She has her little girl with her. She brings her on Friday when she has no one to watch her. I’ll take you back.”

	 

	Inez Rosales was at the sink washing vegetables. She was a stout woman, barely over five feet tall. Her black hair was pinned up with a clip at the back of her head. She wore a white apron over black jeans and a white blouse. Her daughter was sitting at a small table in a nook to the side of the kitchen. She was coloring in a book with a box of crayons spilled over with many colors spread about.

	Ruth said, “Inez, this is Hanna, the attorney I told you about.”

	The woman turned from the sink and Hanna walked over to shake her hand. “Hi, I’m Hanna Walsh.”

	“Hello Miss Walsh,” Inez said, tentatively. “This my daughter, Elena.”

	Hanna stepped over to the table. “Good morning, young lady. That’s a very pretty picture.”

	The little girl looked up and smiled, continuing to fill in the colors in her book.

	Hanna turned to Ruth. “Could you watch Elena for a few minutes while we step outside to talk?”

	“Of course, dear. Take all the time you need.”

	Hanna walked out on the back patio with Inez Rosales and they both took seats under an umbrella for relief from the sun. “Ms. Conden has filled me in on your situation, Inez,” Hanna began. “Tell me about your husband’s case.”

	The woman replied in a heavy accent, sliding around in her chair nervously. “Manuel is facing charges for possession of drugs.

	“What kind of drugs?”

	“Marijuana. Manuel was pulled over for speeding by the Charleston police. They searched his car and found the drugs.”

	“Did they give him cause for the search?”

	“He had also been drinking and was charged with drunken driving after spending the night in jail. He’s lost his job, Ms. Walsh, and now we’ve received notification of deportation from Immigration.”

	“Is he still in jail?” Hanna asked, watching the pained expression on the woman’s face as she shared her story.

	“No, he was bailed out yesterday by Ms. Conden.”

	“That was very generous of her.”

	Inez nodded. “We can’t go back to Venezuela.”

	“Why not, dear.”

	“My husband has enemies there. We fled the country four years ago.”

	Hanna said, “Do you have the notice from Immigration?”

	“Yes, it’s in my purse inside.”

	“Can I see it, please?”

	Inez nodded, stood and went back into the house.

	Hanna looked out across the beautiful backyard of the Conden home. Much like her old house down the street, the yard was framed by tall pines and live oak trees with Spanish moss waving in the morning breeze. A flock of sparrows darted around in the branches.

	Inez came back out, handing Hanna the document while she retook her seat. She said, “I can’t afford to pay you, Ms. Walsh. My husband has no job now and…”

	“Please don’t worry about that. I’ll do what I can and there will be no fee.”

	“Gracias… I mean, thank you.”

	Hanna read down through the notice from ICE, Immigration and Customs Enforcement. Inez and Manuel Rosales were to report to the Immigration Court in two days to have their case adjudicated. The notice went on to say that if the deportation decision was finalized by the court, they would be transported to a holding facility in Texas and then eventually relocated to their home country of Venezuela.

	Hanna looked up at Inez Rosales. “Have you or your husband ever initiated the process to gain work visas.”

	“No, ma’am.”

	“And you’ve not applied for citizenship, correct?”

	She shook her head and frowned.

	Hanna took a deep breath, knowing there was little she could do to help at this point, unless Inez would want to press the birthright citizenship of her daughter and stay in the U.S. with her, even though her husband would almost certainly be sent back. Even that position was being challenged now in the courts.

	From what she had learned, parents could apply to have a legal guardian, a friend or family member, assigned to their child in this case so that the child could stay in the U.S., but they would have to leave. It was a terribly harsh scenario to consider for these families, but there were few other countries in the world that would allow people to enter illegally and stay indefinitely.

	Hanna shared her concerns with the woman.

	“I won’t leave my daughter behind!”

	“Of course. Let me do this. I have a friend who specializes in these immigration cases. Let me reach out to her today to see if she can represent you at your hearing.”

	“I can’t afford to pay another attorney!”

	“She works for an agency that provides this service at no cost.”

	Inez placed her face down on her clenched fists. She began sobbing and Hanna reached over to touch her shoulder to comfort her. She said, “Your husband’s behavior is not helping this at all. Does he have a drug or alcohol problem?”

	She looked up, tears streaming down her cheeks, then nodded. “Manuel is a good man. He is a good father, but he has trouble finding and keeping work. It is very hard for us. If it wasn’t for Ms. Conden and my work here, I don’t know what we would do.”

	“Do you have a cell phone.”

	Inez nodded.

	“Let me have the number and I’ll have my friend, the attorney, call you later today.”

	 

	As Hanna walked down the steps from Ruth Conden’s house, she felt an overwhelming sense of sadness for the young family who had to flee their home country, endure the dangers of travel to the southern border of the States and now found themselves in the political vice grip of illegal immigration in the United States. She was well aware of the powerful positions and arguments on both sides of this issue but wished in her heart there was a more viable and humane solution for people like Inez Rosales and her young daughter.


CHAPTER THREE

	Alex Frank sat in the booth at Lucy’s Diner in his hometown of Dugganville, South Carolina across from his boss, Sheriff Pepper Stokes. It was Pepper’s first day back at work after a serious stroke months earlier that had left him unable to return to work until now. The man’s cane rested on the side of the table. The left side of his grizzled face sagged from the stroke, and his speech was still halted.

	But he had insisted he was ready to return to work. Alex had suggested they meet for breakfast before going down to the Sheriff’s Department so he could fill him in on all the latest cases and issues he had been overseeing as temporary Sheriff in Pepper’s absence.

	When he had completed his update and they were finishing their breakfast, Alex said, “You sure you’re ready for this?”

	The old sheriff held his coffee cup precariously in both hands and managed to take a sip without spilling. He placed the cup down and looked out the window at cars passing outside. “I need to get back, Alex. I’m going crazy sitting at home. I’ll be okay. I may need you to lend a hand on some things. I appreciate all you’ve done stepping in for me.”

	“Of course.”

	Their old friend, Lucy, came up with a coffee pot and filled their cups. “I’ve got a blueberry pie just out of the oven,” she said. “Can I bring you a couple of slices?”

	Alex looked over at Pepper Stokes who smiled with difficulty, then nodded to Lucy. “No ice cream, though,” Alex said. “A bit early for that.”

	As Lucy walked away back to the kitchen, Alex said, “Again, I’m sorry for all the chaos down at the department while you’ve been gone…”

	“Nonsense!” Stokes fired back. “None of that’s on you, and you did a helluva job handling everything.”

	Alex started to reply when the door opened, and the bell attached clanged as two young men came into the restaurant. They were laughing at some story between the two of them as they took a seat across the room by the windows. Both were dressed in jeans and khaki work shirts, ball caps on with John Deere and Carhart logos. One looked back toward the kitchen and started banging on the table. “Hey!” he shouted. “Can we get some damn service out here? We’re hungry!”

	Alex looked over at Stokes and shook his head.

	Lucy came out of the kitchen and walked over to the new arrivals. “Morning, boys. What can I get you?”

	“How ‘bout some damn coffee and menus!” one of them demanded.

	Alex knew that Lucy was not one to take much guff from customers and wasn’t surprised when she said, “You know what, fellas? I’m clean out of coffee and we just ran out of food. Maybe you better take your smart-ass attitude down the street!”

	The two men looked at each other in shocked surprise.

	“Are you serious?” one said. “Go get us some damn coffee!”

	Pepper Stokes started to get up, but Alex held his arm to stay put and got up himself. He walked over to the table and stood beside his friend, Lucy. His deputy uniform didn’t seem to discourage the men’s bad attitudes. Alex said, “I believe Miss Lucy just asked you boys to leave.”

	“What kinda place is this?” the other man said. “Man can’t get a cup of coffee and a plate of eggs.”

	“Not with an attitude like this,” Alex replied. “I want you two to apologize and then move along.”

	The man on the right stood and faced Alex. “If you weren’t wearing that badge, I’d put your ass on the ground.”

	Alex tried to remain calm as Pepper Stokes came up beside him, limping with his cane. “So, you think threatening a police officer is a good idea?” Stokes said.

	“The other man said, “Let’s get outta here. Heard the food tastes like crap, anyway.”

	Alex thought he was going to have to hold Lucy back from going after the pair.

	They both got up and started toward the door. The one who threatened Alex turned back. “Can’t wait to run into you when you don’t have that uniform on.”

	Stokes said, “Have a nice day, boys. I suspect we’ll be seeing you down at the department soon the way you’re behavin’. Always enjoy treatin’ the likes of you two to a night in one of our comfortable cells.”

	“Go to hell, old man!” came the reply as the two went out the door.

	Alex said, “You know those guys, Lucy?”

	“Know one of them is Clint Patterson’s boy. I’ve had trouble with him in here before.”

	“Who’s Clint Patterson?” Alex asked.

	Stokes said, “Owns a big cattle ranch out east of town, couple of other businesses. He used to hang out with your old man down at Gilly’s Bar from time to time. I’ve heard about the crap old man Patterson has been pulling for the last couple of years, using his money and influence to squeeze a lot of smaller cattle operations in the state to sell out to him and a big meat conglomerate he’s tied up with. Word is they’re skirtin’ the law big time to get these little ranchers to sell out… even bribery, extortion, buying up old tax liens to put pressure on these guys. Serious bad actors.”

	Alex shook his head. “Skipper sure ran with a shady bunch. Ella tells me he’s found the same kind of crew at some tiki bar down in Islamorada.”

	“Doesn’t surprise me one bit,” Lucy said with a smile. “Thanks for helping me with those knuckleheads.”

	Stokes said, “You let me know if you have any more trouble with those two.”

	“I can take care of myself,” Lucy fired back, defiantly.

	 

	When they finished their pie, Alex and Stokes wished Lucy a good day and walked out to their vehicles. Alex heard the sheriff curse under his breath. He looked over and saw that the right front tire on the sheriff’s cruiser was flat.

	Stokes cursed again and looked up and down the road for the Patterson boy and his friend. There was no sign of them in either direction.

	Alex looked back at the front of Lucy’s Diner and noticed the two security cameras covering the entrance and the street. “We might have a picture of these boys punching a hole in your tire, Pepper.”

	 

	The Patterson ranch was ten miles out the county road west of town. Alex and Pepper Stokes drove through the big timber gate over the entrance with the carved name of Patterson above. Large herds of Black Angus cows grazed in two pastures stretching far out on both sides. The drive was tightly packed crushed gravel and wound through the fields and then into a thick grove of trees, the house finally coming into view over a half mile back into the property. It was a large plantation style two-story, white-washed with black shutters on the windows across the upper floor, a broad veranda all across the lower. Several white outbuildings and barns nested back in the woods behind the house.

	Alex pulled his truck around the big circular drive and parked behind two other pickup trucks. One had Patterson Farms labeled on the door.

	Pepper Stokes was still fussing and furious the Patterson kid and his buddy had sliced his tire. Lucy’s security camera footage clearly showed the two young men destroying the tire with a big knife.

	Alex watched him manage his way up the steps to the house with his cane and followed behind. He said, “Pepper, let me take the lead on this. I think you’re just a bit… emotional.”

	You’re damn right I’m emotional! I’m gonna rip this kid a new backside!”

	“Like I said, let me handle this.” He moved past the old sheriff and rang the bell. After a few moments, there were footsteps approaching. The ornate black door opened and a woman stood there, dressed smartly in a summer print dress, her brown hair styled shoulder length. Alex guessed she would be somewhere in her fifties. She was understandably concerned to see the two Sheriff’s Department uniforms. “Is there something wrong, officers?”

	Pepper stepped in and Alex let him have his way. “I’m Sheriff Stokes and this is Deputy Frank. And you would be?”

	“I’m Mary Patterson. My husband and I run this ranch.”

	Alex said, “We need a word with your son, Ms. Patterson.”

	“Has he done something wrong?”

	“We need to take that up with him. Sorry ma’am.”

	“I don’t believe he’s home right now. He left to go into town on some ranch errands a couple hours ago. Can you please tell me what this about?”

	They heard a big full voice back down the hall. “Mary, who’s there?”

	She looked back and then made room in the doorway for who must have been Mr. Clint Patterson. The man was several inches over six foot tall, seemingly as broad as the doorway, a full chest and thick arms were revealed from a black, tightly fitting t-shirt. Several tattoos graced both arms. His head and face were shaved and darkly tanned.

	“What the hell’s going on?” he demanded, seeing the uniforms.

	Alex said, “We need a word with your son.”

	“Why?” came the abrupt and defiant reply.

	“He slashed my damn tire!” Stokes blurted out. “That’s county property.”

	Patterson said, “Why would he do that, and how do you know it was him?”

	Alex cut in. “We have security camera footage showing him doing it.”

	“When did this happen?” the man demanded.

	Stokes said, “Just about an hour ago over in Dugganville, outside Lucy’s Diner.”

	The man seemed to soften some. “My son isn’t back from town yet. You let me deal with him. I’ll pay for the damn tire.”

	Alex could see that Pepper was getting riled up even more.

	The sheriff stepped closer to the big man. “I don’t think you understand, sir. There are multiple crimes, not the least being destruction of government property and threatening a police officer. We’re taking your son in.”

	Alex saw the wife stepping back further into the hallway, a look of panic on her face.

	They all turned to look up the drive at the sound of a loud car approaching. It was a gray Ford Mustang muscle car with a deep throaty roar coming from the exhaust pipes. The car was coming in fast, then slowed, came to a stop, the driver inside apparently seeing the gathering on the porch.

	“Is that your son?” Stokes asked.

	Before either Patterson could answer. the car engine revved loud and the driver accelerated, spinning tires in the loose gravel as it spun around and headed back out the drive.

	Stokes said, “I guess we’ll add resisting arrest to the charges.”

	Alex turned to Patterson. “We’re not going to try to chase him down and possibly get somebody hurt. You tell your son to turn himself in to the Sheriff’s Department by 5 p.m. this afternoon or we’ll be back and take him down in cuffs. Is that clear?”

	From inside, Mrs. Patterson said, “Honey, can’t you do something?”

	The husband turned back to Alex and the sheriff. “Gentleman, my son is just blowin’ off a little steam. I told you I would deal with that and this won’t happen again. Hell, I’ll pay for a full set of new tires for your car, Sheriff.”
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