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chapter one

I’d been sitting on the park bench outside the 
Westboro liquor store for over an hour. 
Waiting. 
The September sun was warm on my face. Three 

men had come along and asked me out for a date—a 
stakeout record. 

“Where are you, Max Keane?” I mumbled as I 
scanned up and down the street. He should have 
been here by now.

“Hey, Anna.” 
I turned my head to look over my shoulder. Max 

stood behind me, shuffling from foot to foot. He’d 
snuck up on me through the back parking lot. The 
sight of his shy smile eased the worry in my belly.

“Hey, Max. Something hold you up?” I stood 
and faced him. “I expected you an hour ago.”

“A guy stole my shoes and it took me a while to 
walk here.”
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I looked down at his bare, muddy feet and frayed 
jeans. I knew better than to show my dismay. “I 
guess we should go shopping then,” I said in my 
forced, cheery voice.

“You don’t need to do that.”
We started walking. I was herding him toward 

the second-hand store further down Wellington 
Street. We passed a grocery store, a gas station and 
a couple of restaurants. Several people were out 
walking or biking along the busy road, enjoying the 
sunshine. Car traffic was steady as usual. 

“Where did you sleep last night?” I asked, glancing 
sideways at his face.

“Found a spot in the woods off the Ottawa 
Parkway. I hid my sleeping bag under some bushes 
so all’s good.”

“Except for your shoes.”
He grinned. “Except for my shoes.”
He waited outside the store while I went inside. 

I knew any new clothes would make him a target 
for other desperate people. So I picked out a second-
hand sweatshirt, jeans and running shoes in what 
looked like his size. I threw in warm socks and a 
ball cap. Fall was coming and he was going to need 
warmer clothes. I had to go carefully, though. He 
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was already beginning to question my deep interest 
in his well-being.

He took the bag from me with a quiet thank you, 
and we continued down the street. We stopped at a 
coffee shop. Max headed for the washroom while I 
lined up at the counter. I was sitting at a table with 
sandwiches and coffee when he returned fifteen 
minutes later. He was wearing the new clothes and 
his face was free of dirt. He’d become an expert at 
washing up in bathroom sinks—even his hair was 
damp. He needed a haircut but I’d wait another 
week or two before offering. Most seventeen-
year-old boys could get away with the shaggy look 
anyhow.

He held up a foot. “Shoes fit,” he said. “You should 
be a personal shopper instead of a social worker.”

So I might have lied to him about my line of 
work. “Not many people have my fashion sense,” I 
agreed with a sideways smile, looking down at my 
wrinkled T-shirt and jeans. 

When we parted outside on the sidewalk, I 
handed him a bag with another sandwich and a 
bottle of water. “See you in two days,” I said. “Same 
time, same place.”

“Yeah. See you then.”



10

Brenda Chapman

I watched Max walk away from me until he 
rounded the corner. I thought about following him 
but didn’t want to risk the trust we’d taken this 
long to form. He was a troubled runaway and his 
aunt Sheila had warned me to go slowly. The family 
was scared he’d disappear forever if he knew they’d 
hired my PI firm, Storm Investigations, to watch 
over him. Sheila also warned me that his parents 
were even more scared that he’d try to take his own 
life . . . again. 

I climbed the stairs to our office above Gino Roma’s 
takeout pizza shop in Hintonburg. My partner, Jada 
Price, was talking on the phone when I entered our 
two-room space. She waved me over. “Here she is 
now,” Jada said into the phone before handing it  
to me.

The woman’s voice at the other end brought back 
memories. “Anna, I don’t know if you remember 
me. I’m Gail Miller . . . from grade school.”

I pictured a tall twelve-year-old with curly red 
hair and round glasses. “Gail. It’s been a long time. 
How are you?”
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“Good. I’m living in New Zealand. Married with 
three kids, so very busy.”

“That’s great.”
“Yeah. I hear you’re living with your dad and 

working as a private investigator. Is that right?”
“It is. Do you need help with something?”
Gail’s voice lost its lightness. “If you remember, 

I grew up with my grandmother. Wanda Miller. 
She still lives in Alta Vista, near your dad. But she’s 
not answering my calls. I’m worried. I was going 
to catch a flight home to check on her and then 
thought of you.”

“You want me to pay her a visit?”
“If you would.” I heard the relief in her voice 

across the miles. “Wanda lives in the same house as 
when I was a kid.”

“Is she living alone?”
“Well, that’s the thing. A girl answers the phone 

when I call. She says that she’s working for my 
grandmother. I’m having trouble believing Wanda 
hired somebody to live in.”

“But she might have?”
Gail took her time answering. “The girl, who 

calls herself Tori, always says Wanda is sleeping. She 
won’t call her to the phone. Grandma is seventy-six 
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and was always healthy. What is she doing sleeping 
all hours of the day?”

“Give me your phone number, Gail, and I’ll see 
what I can find out.”

“You don’t know how much this means to me.”
Jada was staring at me when I ended the call. 

“You forgot to tell your friend Gail about our hourly 
rates.”

I smiled. “It’s not always about the money, 
partner. Sometimes, you have to help out a 
childhood friend.”

Jada shook her head. “You’re a soft touch, Anna 
Sweet.” She stood and stretched. “I’ve spent the 
day working on the books and phoning clients. We 
sure could use Nick in the office. When is he back in 
town?”

Nick. Our sometimes office manager and in-
demand movie actor. My travelling boyfriend.

“He’s flying home on Friday.” My heart was 
beating faster just thinking about his arrival. 
I hadn’t seen him for a month and missed him 
like crazy. I added, “We’re planning a family get-
together Saturday afternoon. Dad’s making supper. 
I hope you and Henry can come by.”

“I’ll add it to our busy calendar,” said Jada. “I 
can squeeze it in between watching television and 
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doing laundry. Our Saturday nights have been lame 
lately. Henry is going to be thrilled to take a break 
from doing homework and hanging out with his 
sister.”


