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CHAPTER ONE
I believed I could make a difference in the world until the day Michael
Hennessy died. Maybe I inherited this crazy conviction from my father. Decades ago, he defied my grandfather, a White Citizens Council member, and became a Freedom Rider. Or maybe it came from
my mother, who, before I was even the proverbial twinkle in her eye,
marched with Dr. King from Selma to Montgomery. Their passion
for social justice guided me, inevitably, to my career in social work.
Make the earth a better place, Claire, they’d said. That was their legacy.
It wasn’t an easy legacy. It took fifty-hour work weeks, endless paperwork, and a lot of difficult choices. I’d worried myself out of many
a good night’s sleep, questioning whether I’d made the right decision
to leave young victims in a certain home, with certain people. Wondering whether or not mommy and daddy had squandered the food
money on booze, cigarettes, and drugs. Hoping the kids would go to
bed without fear, hunger, or bruises.
Over the years I’d developed a sense for recognizing the families
that weren’t going to make it, the parents who couldn’t hold it together. Usually I was able to get the kids out before the situation
totally derailed and anyone got hurt. I was good at reading people.
And I’d never lost one. No child under my care had ever died.
Until that Tuesday in June.
My cubicle mate, Russell, and I were taking calls while the secretary for our unit went to an early dentist appointment. The phone, as
usual, was ringing nonstop.
“When did Jessica say she was going to be in?” I asked over my
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shoulder. Russell and I worked a foot apart, back-to-back, every day.
We were close — not only in proximity.
“I think she said nine thirty.”
“One more hour. What a morning.”
The phone rang again, and Russell let out a noise of frustration.
“Damn, I’m never going to get this form done.”
“I’ll get it.” I punched the appropriate button on my phone and
answered, “Jefferson County Department of Human Services, Child
Welfare Division.”
All I heard was breathing. Hard, deep breaths that turned into
wracking sobs. Then, “Cl . . . Claire . . . He . . . he . . . I don’t . . . I didn’t . . .”
“Hello?” I didn’t recognize the woman’s voice. “Hello? Who is
this?”
The sobs grew fainter as a man came on the line. An authoritative
voice. “Claire Conover?”
“Yes?”
“This is Detective Ed Brighton. Birmingham Police Department.
You’re the caseworker for Ashley Hennessy and her son, Michael?”
“Yes.” A tingle of fear radiated through me, starting in my
stomach.
“I’m sorry. Michael’s dead.”
“Dead?” The tingle exploded into full-blown panic.
Behind me, I heard Russell stop writing and turn in his chair.
“How?”
“We don’t know yet. I’ll need to speak with you as soon as you are
available. If —”
“You’re at her apartment?”
“Yes, but —”
“I’m on my way.” I hung up, numb.
Russell asked, “What is it?”
“Michael Hennessy’s dead. That was the police. I have to go.”
I tried to think about what I needed to take with me.
I grabbed my satchel full of forms, my purse and keys, and for no
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apparent reason, three pens. Michael. Michael was dead. I couldn’t
think for all the curly blond, blue-eyed images rushing together in
my mind.
“Sit down a sec. You look like you’re about to pass out.” Russell
placed a delicate hand on my shoulder and gently pushed me into my
chair.
“No,” I said, rising again. “I’m going. I have to go see Mac.” Mac
McAlister was the supervisor of the unit. “And Dr. Pope.” Teresa Pope
was the county director.
“I’ll get Mac. You sit.”
Moments later he was back, our heavyset boss frowning behind
him. Bushy white hair ringed Mac’s head like a crown. At times he
was my mentor, at times my worst enemy. I had a feeling this was
going to be one of those worst-enemy days.
“Tell me what’s going on.”
“The police just called. Michael Hennessy is dead. That’s all I
know. I have to go. I told the detective I’d be there.”
“Okay, okay. Just calm down for a second. Then we’ll go. Remind
me about this case.”
With twelve social workers in his unit, all of us with twenty-five
cases or more, there was no way he could remember them all. Not
without my chart. I pulled the thick, russet case file out of the cabinet and handed it over. He flipped through it while I propped myself
up on the edge of my well-worn desk.
“I got the case a little over two years ago. The first part of April.
We got a report from Michael’s pediatrician. He suspected the
mother, Ashley, was using drugs. I went to the house where she was
staying. It was a filthy crack den, really.” I took a deep breath, remembering the stench of urine and the people passed out on tattered
couches in the living room. “She was living with some guy. She was
high as hell when I arrived, no food or milk or anything in the house.
I came back to the office, filed a request for a pick-up order, went out
there with the police, and got Michael that same day.”
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I took another deep breath, recalling Ashley’s hysterics as I drove
away with her baby. “We had the IM two days later.” The IM was the
intervention meeting, the plan for the family and the agency to work
together toward reunification. “Ashley was supposed to do all the
standard stuff: go into treatment, get a job, pass her drug tests, and
take parenting classes. I got her into St. Monica’s Home the day after
the IM for drug and alcohol treatment. According to the staff there,
she really worked the program. Was going to her aftercare meetings
and everything. She was clean.”
“And Michael?”
“He went to foster care. Ashley took about a year and a half to
complete everything, and Judge Myer gave her custody again about
two months ago. I really thought . . .” My throat closed a little and I
cleared it. “I really thought she was going to make it.”
One of the few who would make it. Most of the families I worked
with were angry, resentful, and unremorseful. They hated DHS and
that rancor spread to me, the representative of the State, the member
of the evil government that refused to stay out of their lives and let
them raise their children the way they saw fit. Never mind the abuse,
neglect, alcohol, or drugs.
But Ashley was different. She’d accepted my interference as the
opportunity it was, hung onto the programs I’d offered like a life
buoy. She’d embraced the Twelve Steps like it was her personal contract with God, sobered up, and made things right. She was one of
the few clients that made me feel like I could really change things for
the better, like my parents said.
“She ever beat Michael?” Russell asked.
“No! Well, I don’t think so. I wouldn’t say she was the greatest parent in the world, she lost her temper sometimes, but it was more
yelling than anything else. She was really trying to practice the stuff
she learned from the parenting classes. Time out and all that. I never
saw any marks on him. She knew she wasn’t supposed to spank him.
I made that very, very clear. She was scared to death I’d take him away
again.”
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Mac asked, “What about Michael’s father?”
“Never been in the picture. She told me she wasn’t even sure who
he was.”
“Other relatives? What about her parents?”
“Ashley ran away when she was fifteen. She said her stepfather
physically abused her. He’s dead now, but I tracked her mother down
when I first got the case. From what I could gather, she was definitely
not a good placement for Michael. She’s on abusive husband number
three. There’s no other family that I know of.”
Mac thumbed through the chart for a few more moments. “Let’s
go talk to the police. Let me do the talking. We’ll have to bring Legal
in eventually, but I want to get a good handle on what happened first.”
That struck a nerve. A little boy was dead, and Mac was already
talking about lawyers. He was worried about what this was going to
do to the department and its reputation. I hadn’t even had time to
absorb what happened, for God’s sake. I slung my purse over my
shoulder and again picked up my briefcase.
Mac said, “And I’m driving. You’re in no shape.”
I protested while following him to his office so he could get his
keys. The glass-fronted supervisors’ offices surrounded the maze of
cubicles where the caseworkers sat. The cubicles had started to buzz
with activity. Word of Michael’s death would spread like wildfire, and
I could feel the stares of my colleagues beginning already.
Ten minutes later, I watched the warehouses and small businesses
of the east side of Birmingham fly by. Sweat trickled down my temples as the air conditioning in Mac’s car struggled to overcome the
suffocating heat. More images of Michael Alexander Hennessy, aged
two years and ten months, played through my mind. He was dead.
And it didn’t really matter how. Fingers of blame would be pointing
my way. Because I was the one who was supposed to have kept him
safe.
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CHAPTER TWO
Most of Birmingham’s neighborhoods were once mining or mill
towns, little communities where everything was owned by a company.
Avondale was no exception, the neighborhood’s name the only remnant of the long-gone Avondale Mills. Many of the houses built by
the textile mill in the early part of the twentieth century still stood,
although many sagged underneath rotting wood and peeling paint.
Interspersed among them were newer apartment complexes that had
popped up in the sixties and seventies. Ashley and Michael lived in
one of these. Cheaply constructed, with vertical siding on the outside
painted a deep forest green.
Ashley’s apartment was on the first floor of building one. A narrow passageway led to the front door and smelled like rotting garbage.
Someone had painted a gang sign in white spray paint next to her
neighbor’s window. Ashley’s doorknob hung loosely. It had been like
that ever since I could remember. Her worthless landlord was supposed to have replaced it. It locked, but she pushed a chair in front of
the doorknob at night just in case.
Still, it was a home. Maybe not in the safest neighborhood, but a
roof over their heads. I’d brought Ashley here the day she’d signed
the lease. She’d been so proud to get a place of her own. Today it was
unusually quiet. I wondered if the neighbors knew what had happened or if the presence of the cops had everyone hiding inside.
The man who answered Ashley’s door was tall and tan, his
muscular body topped off with a gray crew cut. He had a distinct exmilitary air to him, and I half expected him to bark an order.
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“I’m Mac McAlister, and this is Claire Conover. From DHS.”
“Detective Brighton.” He shook both our hands with a firm grip
and stepped aside to let us in. The room was much as I remembered,
with dingy white walls and a pervasive fog of cigarette smoke. The
furniture was stuff Ashley had acquired gradually from places like the
Salvation Army and the Alabama Thrift Store. An oak table with a
water stain on one end. Four mismatched, scratched wooden chairs.
The couch, a beige and brown plaid circa 1980, had a small tear on the
arm.
Ashley slumped on the couch, her unwashed brown hair hanging past her shoulders. Her hazel eyes were swollen and red. I reminded myself, as I did every time I saw her, that she was only
twenty-three. Six years my junior. Her history of hard-core drugs and
booze made her look much older. Her skin was roughened, and she
was missing two teeth on the right side of her mouth. In one hand she
held a cigarette, in the other a wad of wet tissue. She saw me and
stubbed out the smoke in an ashtray on the chipped glass coffee table.
“Cl . . . Claire. I, I . . .” It seemed my arrival was going to trigger a
fresh wave of sobs. I put my arms around her and patted her back. She
pulled it together, sniffling, and reached for more Kleenex.
“This is my supervisor, Mac McAlister.”
She nodded. “I remember. He was at my first meetin’ with you.”
I looked at Detective Brighton. “I hope we aren’t disturbing you.”
“No, Miss Hennessy and I were just winding up. I’ve asked everything I need to for now. I’ll leave you alone. We’ll need to talk again
when we get the results of the autopsy.” The detective placed his hand
on Ashley’s shoulder. “Get some rest.” Genuine kindness was there,
but it clashed with the sharpness of his personality. I wondered if the
solicitousness would last once we knew what happened to Michael.
“Miss Conover, and Mr. McAlister, can I talk to you outside?”
I answered him, “I’m afraid before I talk to you, I’ll need Ashley’s
permission.”
“Go ahead, I ain’t got nothin’ to hide.”
I pulled a release form out of my bag. I hated to. Paperwork at
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this moment seemed heartless, but if there was ever a time to cross my
t’s and dot my i’s, it was now. Mac was right to be concerned about the
legal consequences of Michael’s death. Especially if this case wound
up getting us sued. And chances were good that it would. I fished out
a pen and filled in the form. Ashley signed without even looking at it,
then started to cry again.
“Okay.”
We stepped outside to the passageway where the detective lit his
own cigarette. “Tell me about DHS’s involvement.”
I deferred to Mac, who told essentially the same story I had related
back at the office.
After he finished, Brighton looked at me.“When was her last drug
screen?”
“Last week. I got the results yesterday. It was negative.”
“She gets them regularly?”
“She’s on the color system.” He nodded, signaling that he knew
what it was. All my clients with drug issues got tested randomly. Ashley phoned a number every day and a recording announced the day’s
color. Hers was aqua. If her color was named, she had to leave a urine
sample at the lab. No exceptions, no excuses. In any given week, one
person’s color might not come up at all, or it could be called up to
seven times. DHS liked to think it kept them honest.
“She hasn’t had a dirty screen in a year and a half, and I haven’t
seen any evidence of backsliding,” I said. “No suspicious behaviors,
no running around with her old crowd. She hasn’t been avoiding me.
No new neglect or abuse reports from anyone. She never missed work
and —”
Brighton held up a hand.“Okay, okay. We don’t know if she’s done
anything wrong, so you don’t have to defend her. There was no immediate evidence of physical abuse on the body, and no obvious head
injury, so we’ll just have to wait and see what’s going on.”
“What could’ve killed him? Did he choke on something?”
“The paramedics that responded to the nine-one-one call said he
was deceased when they arrived. They didn’t see anything in his
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mouth or throat. My guess is that he ate something that caused his
death. We’ll see what the coroner has to say after the autopsy.”
“When will that be?”
“Probably tomorrow.”
Mac and I both gave Brighton business cards, and he promised to
keep in touch. We went back into the apartment where a devastated
Ashley was still sitting on the sofa. I sat beside her and rubbed the
back of her worn green robe. Mac perched in one of the dining chairs
placed across from us.
I asked, “Ashley, can you tell me what happened? I know you just
told the police, but I need to know.”
There was a faraway look in her eyes. I dreaded bringing her back
and making her go through it again.
“I worked last night.” Her janitorial job was from five to ten. “I
went to Dazzle’s to pick Mikey up.” Dazzle was Michael’s babysitter.
“I got there about ten fifteen or so. He was asleep, like he usually is,
on the couch. Dazzle was in her nightgown, ready for bed, just like
every night. She gave me a picture he colored for me, and we woke
him so I could take him home. He slept all the way here in his car
seat. I woke him up again so I could put on his pj’s and help him
brush his teeth. I poured him some orange juice in a sippy cup, but
he was too tired to drink it. He left it on the coffee table. Then he fell
asleep right here next to me,” she touched a place on the couch, “with
his blanky.” I knew she meant the fleece blanket printed with lambs
that Michael dragged everywhere.“I watched some TV. Then I carried
him to bed about eleven thirty.”
Her eyes filled with tears again. “And that’s it. I swear. It was just
like every single other night.”
Now the hard part. “Then what?”
“I woke up at six, like always. Some mornings I get me and Mikey
dressed and go to the nine o’clock AA meetin’ at St. Monica’s. Sometimes I just stay here. But by ten thirty he has to be at Dazzle’s so I can
get to work.” Ashley’s day job was as a waitress, from eleven to four.
“I didn’t go to a meetin’ yesterday ’cause I needed to go do laundry. I
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went into Mikey’s room to get him up and sort his dirty clothes, and
he wasn’t in bed.”
She inhaled through her rising emotion. “So I came out here, and
he wasn’t on the couch, so I looked in the kitchen.” She glanced toward the galley-style room behind us. “He was on the floor. He was
blue. Oh, Claire, he was so blue. I tried shaking him, but he wouldn’t
wake up.”
I could feel my own heart racing and my throat was tightening
again. I swallowed back tears and glanced at Mac, whose face was unnaturally still.
“I called nine-one-one. There wasn’t nothin’ they could do. The
police came. Lots of them, lookin’ at everything. Taking pictures and
videos. Then the guy from the coroner came.”
“Did Michael eat anything? Maybe he had a reaction to something. Like an allergy.”
“He didn’t have no allergies, and I don’t think he ate nothin’.”
“He couldn’t have gotten into anything?”
“I babyproofed this house just like you showed me.”
That was true. All the sockets were covered, and the last time I’d
looked, all the cabinets were fitted with those little plastic gadgets that
kept the doors from being pulled open. The cleaning supplies and
chemicals were as hidden as possible. Medications, even the over-thecounter ones, were put away in Ashley’s bedroom.
“Well, I guess the police will give us more answers.” I deliberately
avoided the word autopsy. “Why don’t you go get dressed? Mac and I
can wait for you, and then I want to take you to Nona. I don’t want
you to be alone today. Or tonight.”
I looked at Mac for confirmation. “That seems like a good plan.”
Nona Richardson was the director of St. Monica’s Home for Recovery where Ashley had lived for her first three hellish months of
rehab. She and Nona shared a special bond. Nona would make sure
Ashley didn’t run off and get high again. I’d hate for Ashley to blow
her sobriety, and if she were ever going to, it would be today. And I
couldn’t say I’d blame her.
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Mac and I waited while the shower ran. I began to wander around
the apartment, still shaky and restless. Except for a quick peek, I didn’t
go into the kitchen. It didn’t look any different than usual. The avocado counters were wiped down and clean dishes drained in the sink.
I don’t know what I expected to see. A chalk outline. Michael’s ghost,
maybe. Some sign he had died there.
I paced over to the hallway, pausing by the door to Michael’s
room. It was closed, and I left it that way. I walked the length of the
living room again. On the wall above a metal cart that supported a
small TV were two collage-style picture frames for photos, the kind
sold at Wal-Mart for about seven bucks. One was dedicated to
Michael. His first picture was there, the one they’d taken at the hospital just after birth. Another was at his first birthday party, taken by
his foster mother as he blew out a candle on a cupcake. She’d sent me
a copy too. The rest were more recent snapshots of him playing in a
small plastic pool. Ashley had been absent for so much of his young
life, these were probably all the memories she’d been able to capture
of him. And now he was gone forever.
In the second collage were some people I recognized. One picture
was of Dee, Ashley’s mom, sitting in a white resin chair underneath
a tree. Another was of Ashley’s best friend. In the third, two girls I’d
never seen before leaned on the hood of a car. A fourth showed three
guys about Ashley’s age sitting on her couch, laughing. The reminders
of how happy Ashley had been before last night made me uncomfortable, and I started pacing again.
Mac said, “Sit down, you’re making me nervous.”
“Shouldn’t we be nervous?”
“Right now, it looks like a very unfortunate accident. Nothing
anyone could have prevented. What’s your schedule look like today?”
I pulled my day planner out of my satchel. “I have an intervention
meeting at two, then I have to write a court report. I was planning to
catch up on other paperwork this morning.”
“Reschedule the IM. This is going to take up the rest of the day.”
“To say the least.”
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Ashley rejoined us, dressed in faded jeans and a T-shirt, her stillwet hair tight in a ponytail.“I have to call work.” I knew she meant the
restaurant.
“Want me to do it?”
“No, it’s okay.” She uncradled the cordless phone and went into
her bedroom, closing the door. A few minutes later, with evidence of
fresh tears on her face, she emerged. “I’m ready.”
She had packed a small overnight case, which she carried in one
hand. In the other was Michael’s blanky. My throat did that thing
again.
Mac’s expression still revealed little emotion, but now I had the
feeling it was taking more effort. “I need to head back to the office,”
he said. “Are you okay to drive once we get there?”
I nodded. “I’m fine. Really.”
As we made our way to Mac’s Cadillac, I couldn’t help but notice
a car parked alongside the curb across the street. An old Dodge
Charger, painted a garish lime green, with chrome twenty-four-inch
rims. Ashley glanced at it, once, then twice, quickly. The driver
slouched, a sideways baseball cap low over his forehead. He cranked
the engine and roared away as we buckled up.
It was a mostly silent ride from Avondale to downtown. Mac
dropped us off in the parking lot of our four-story office building, a
former department store. “You coming in?”
“No, I think we’ll just go to St. Monica’s.”
The heat was stifling in my seven-year-old Honda Civic. I cranked
the AC up all the way, but felt myself beginning to perspire again
under my thin blue shirt. Birmingham, trapped in a valley between
two mountain ridges, was hazy from the constant smog that hovered
from June through September. A cool breeze would’ve been nice.
Ashley leaned her head against the passenger window. She looked
worn out. I turned onto Fourteenth Street and drove to the south side
of the city. St. Monica’s Home for Recovery sat halfway up Red Mountain, overlooking downtown. A boardinghouse built for steel workers in the 1800s, it was a mammoth place with an old-fashioned front
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porch, columns and all. The surrounding area had morphed from
middle class to slum to upper class. The Catholic Church had been
lucky to purchase the house during its slum phase and could make serious money on the property if they wanted to move the home. Nona,
however, wasn’t about to let that happen. She was there for life.
I parked in the small alley that bordered the house. One of the
residents was sweeping the steps. Ashley and I entered through the
leaded glass door into the living area. Four or five women relaxed on
couches, engrossed in a courtroom show on a console television. A
woman at a small secretary said Nona was in her office. Ashley and I
made our way down the hall to a small enclosed area in the back that
had once been a screened porch. Nona was behind her massive, cluttered desk. She lifted her over-two-hundred-pound frame out of the
chair and immediately put her arms around Ashley, who started to
cry again. “There, baby, hush now.”
Nona was proud of her African heritage and wore flowing mudcloth dashikis and headwraps. I watched as Ashley’s face sank into the
soft folds of Nona’s earthy tunic. Nona knew how to handle tragedy.
She was no stranger to it herself. Raised in segregated Birmingham,
she dropped out of Parker High School when she was seventeen.
Kicked out by her tyrannical father, she began drinking and lived
from flophouse to flophouse until a priest found her and straightened her out. Father Clark ran St. Monica’s until Nona took it over
upon his death several years ago. Although there were a number of
good treatment facilities around, St. Monica’s was my first choice because of Nona.
After several more minutes of “Hush, baby,” Ashley’s tears ceased,
and she dried her face on the tissue Nona handed her from the box
on her desk. “You and I are going to stay together tonight,” Nona said
to Ashley. “Why don’t you take them things up to my apartment?”
The third floor of the boardinghouse had been converted to a twobedroom apartment when Father Clark founded the home, and now
Nona lived there. “Here,” she flipped through a chunky ring of keys
until she found the right one. “I’ll be up in just a minute and make us
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something to eat, okay?” We watched Ashley retreat to the staircase off
the hall.
“How’d you find out?” I asked.
“Dazzle called me. Poor woman.” Michael’s babysitter and Nona
had known each other for years through the A.M.E. Zion church.
“She’s in a right state. The police are at her house.”
“I’m going over there now.”
“I wonder what in the world could’ve happened to the poor
child?”
“The coroner will do an autopsy, probably tomorrow.”
“You think it was an accident?”
“God, I hope so.”
Nona walked me out to my car. On the way, another one of my
clients, Cheyenne, spotted me.
“Oh, shit. We didn’t have an appointment today, did we?”
“No, I’m here on another matter.”
“Good.”
As Cheyenne stormed into the house, I asked Nona how she was
doing. “She’s angry. Arguing with the staff. Doesn’t want to do her
chores. Doesn’t want to be here.”
“She’s not going to make it, is she?”
“No, I wouldn’t think so. Not this time.”
I sighed. It was sad for Cheyenne’s three kids, who would go up
for adoption.
I was halfway to Dazzle’s house when Mac called my cell phone.
He summoned me back to the office, stating that Dr. Pope had cleared
her schedule for the afternoon.
This was the meeting I was dreading. Dr. Pope was relatively new
in the position of director. She was the best one we’d had in my five
years with the agency and I had a lot of respect for her. Despite the
chaos that happened on a daily basis, she was always calm and wellspoken. I’d never seen her get angry, and I hoped I wouldn’t now.
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CHAPTER THREE
On my way back to the office I called poor frantic Dazzle to tell her I
wouldn’t be over.
“Oh, Claire, what a mess. The police are here, going over everything. Taking pictures and videos. What in God’s great world could’ve
happened to him?”
“I don’t know. Listen, I want to come see you, but I’ve got to go
meet with my supervisors. Can I stop by tomorrow?” Probably best
not to get in the cops’ way, either, I thought.
“You know you can. Lord have mercy, you’re not in trouble over
this, are you?”
“Too early to tell.” My stomach tensed at the thought.
She wailed a long cry. “Oh Lord, what a mess.”
I tuned through all my favorite radio stations on the way to the office and in the end just shut it off. After finally finding a parking space,
I dumped my stuff in my cubicle where I ran into Russell.
“Hey, I’m going out to get lunch,” he said. “You want something?”
I didn’t, but I knew he’d harass me about not eating if I didn’t
order something. “Sure. Whatever.” I handed Russell a ten out of my
wallet and spent the next twenty minutes distractedly canceling meetings and checking my voice mail. I picked at the sandwich Russell
delivered to my desk, then retrieved the Hennessy’s chart and went to
find Mac.
He was in his office, on the phone, with an empty Tupperware
container at his elbow. He finished his call and asked, “You ready?”
We made our way up to Dr. Pope’s fourth-floor corner office,
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decorated in a serene fashion that suited her personality. Soft taupe
carpet and a large, cherry-finished desk and table. Peaceful landscapes
on the walls. Through the windows I could see the towering glass and
masonry buildings of the financial district.
Mac and I joined Dr. Pope and three men at the round conference table. One of them, Brian Shoffner, I already knew. Nice guy, and
a competent lawyer. He’d been the attorney for the agency on the
Hennessy case. Dr. Pope introduced the other two suits, an attorney
and a representative from the state office in Montgomery.
Let the “cover your ass” begin, I thought. As if Michael’s death
alone wasn’t tragic enough, there was the fallout at DHS. Right now,
Michael’s death appeared to be an accident. But just in case it wasn’t,
my superiors were going to make damn sure I’d done everything I
was supposed to, from the moment I’d received the initial report two
years ago to the moment last night when Michael took his final
breath. I’d gone over the case in my head a million times already
today, and I thought I’d done everything right. Still, my palms were
sweating. I wiped them subtly on my pants.
For the next three and half hours the team dissected the case. I
felt like I was being interrogated; the only thing missing was a bright
spotlight shining in my eyes. Both attorneys took notes as I answered
question after question. They scrutinized every form, every narrative,
every court report, and every court order. We discussed the timeline
of the case, Michael’s birth and health history, and Ashley’s past. I’d
missed only two objectives during the years I’d worked with the family and everyone agreed they were minor oversights. The representative from the state office requested a copy of the entire chart.
When the meeting was over, Dr. Pope concluded with, “I’ll be
making a statement to the press that we don’t comment on investigations. We’ll try to keep names out of it if we can. I can’t promise that
though. Claire, I don’t have to remind you that you’re not to comment on this, either, right? No matter how ugly it gets.”
“I know.”
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I had a pounding headache. It was four thirty. Russell was out on
a home visit. I picked up the phone, hung it up, and called it a day.
Outside hunkered satellite vans from both the FOX and ABC affiliates. Any death of a child would be picked up by the press on the
police scanners. From there it only took a phone call to a source or
one of the victim’s family members to find out whether DHS was involved. Our cases were supposed to be kept confidential, but it didn’t
always work that way. If Michael’s death was an accident, we’d be the
feature story tonight and the whole thing would blow over. If my
brewing fears were true and Ashley had a role in Michael’s death, then
this was only the beginning. If the slightest hint existed that DHS
could have prevented this, every news outlet was going to play that
angle. The public would demand that someone take the fall, and the
blame game was the media’s favorite sport. Too much bad press and
I’d be gone faster than a losing Alabama football coach. And maybe
Mac too. Maybe even Dr. Pope. I’d seen it happen before. DHS had
been in the spotlight before for some poorly handled cases, and it
seemed like reporters were always waiting for us to screw things up.
A familiar-looking reporter from FOX bounced on the balls of
his feet and swung his arms in impatience, waiting to broadcast live
for the five o’clock news. As I sneaked to my car, he spotted me. I sped
up, racing to my Honda and slamming the door in his face just as he
cried, “Hey!” I threw the car in reverse and backed up recklessly,
speeding to the exit of the lot.
My headache intensified. In crawling traffic I made my way to the
on-ramp of I-65, and for the next forty minutes did what the locals
called the sixty-five shuffle: the long, slow drive to the suburban communities south of downtown.
I exited the interstate at the summit of Shades Mountain and
wound through serpentine streets to my neighborhood. I’d bought a
small house in Bluff Park only four months earlier, after years of saving and months of searching for the right place. Built in 1953, it
needed a lot of updating. I spent every spare hour away from work
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fixing it up myself. So far I’d peeled acres of stubborn wallpaper and
polished the hardwood. Tonight I planned to work on the small bedroom I was converting into an office, painting it a soft yellow. Normally I relished the thought of changing into my paint-splattered
T-shirt and shorts and loading up the roller, but right now it just
seemed like work.
I pulled into my carport and sat there, trying to force myself to go
inside and watch the news. I didn’t want to hear what they had to say.
After a couple of minutes with my throbbing forehead on the steering wheel, I backed out and drove toward Shades Crest Road. Within
five minutes I parked in the driveway of the sprawling red-brick,
ranch-style house where I’d grown up. This nut hadn’t fallen far from
the tree.
My father’s Toyota hybrid was there, covered in political bumper
stickers and telling me he was home. A blast of cool air greeted me as
I opened the door. “Dad?”
“In here.”
I walked through the foyer to the living room. Virtually nothing
in the house had changed since I was a kid. An oil portrait of my late
grandfather hung above the fireplace. His Dutch features, including
his square jaw, fair skin, and summer sky blue eyes, had been bequeathed to my father. And to me. And to my younger brother, Chris.
On this same green carpet I’d taken my first steps and held slumber parties in junior high school. In this room lived the memories of
my mother before she died of breast cancer when I was thirteen.
Memories of me and my brother joking and roughhousing. It was a
home built on laughter and love. What all my clients should have had,
but didn’t.
The furniture was still the same, too, except now the tweed sofa
and chair were shoved against a cream-colored wall so my father
could practice Tae Kwon Do. Dad was dressed in his gi, with a yellow
belt tied around his waist. His milk-blond ponytail was longer than
mine and touched with gray. He was flushed from the exercise, making the crescent-shaped scar on his left cheekbone stand out white
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on his face. The story behind the scar was one I’d heard frequently
growing up, about how he and the other Freedom Riders had been
beaten and arrested in May of 1961, trying to get to New Orleans to
support the desegregation of the interstate bus system. He’d been
twenty years old and spent two months in jail.
Dad completed a front snap kick and a couple of punches. He was
in better shape than me.
“Hi. What’s up?” he asked.
“One of my clients died today.”
Dad stood up out of his stance. “Shit.”
“You’re not kidding. Do you have any aspirin?”
“Sure. Hang on.” He walked down the hall toward the bedrooms.
I waited, massaging my temples, until he returned with two Tylenol.
“Thanks.” I headed for the kitchen and swallowed them with a
sip of water.
Dad followed and asked, “What happened?”
“I don’t know yet. His mother found him dead this morning on
the kitchen floor. She just got him back two months ago.”
“You think she killed him?”
“There weren’t any immediate signs of abuse. They’ll do an autopsy, then we’ll know more.”
“What’d Mac say?”
“We spent the whole afternoon going over everything. All the
policies were followed correctly.”
“So you didn’t do anything wrong?”
“I don’t think so. I need to watch the news. They were already
camped out at the office when I left.”
The den was a sunken room three steps down from the kitchen,
paneled in dark wood. A sliding glass door led to a patio with a view
of Oxmoor Valley and the Robert Trent Jones golf course below. I
sank into one of two enormous recliners and reached for the remote.
“Do you want a drink?” Dad asked as he walked to the built-in
bar in the corner.
“No, thanks. It’d probably make my headache worse.”
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He poured himself a shot of Gentleman Jack over ice and joined
me. We watched the last ten minutes of the national news, the usual
stuff about the economy and foreign policy, then I switched to FOX
for the six o’clock newscast.
We were the second story, right after a homicide in north Birmingham. My jaw clenched as the pretty anchorwoman began with,
“Police were called to an apartment in Avondale today to investigate
the death of a two-year-old boy. Fox Six has learned that the child
may have been involved with the Department of Human Services. We
go to Jeffrey Vale for the story.”
The picture changed. In the background was our office building,
the windows reflecting the late afternoon sun. The camera focused
on the impatient young man I had escaped from earlier. In one hand
he held a microphone, in the other his notes. “Thank you, Kathleen.
Fox Six has indeed learned that Jefferson County DHS may have been
involved with this child’s family. However, County Director Dr. Teresa
Pope issued a statement earlier that they are unable to confirm or
deny their role in this case, or to comment on an ongoing police investigation.” He consulted his notes. “Furthermore, a Birmingham
Police Department spokesperson said that a cause of death has yet to
be determined and is still under investigation. An autopsy scheduled
for tomorrow will give the police more information about what could
have led to this terrible tragedy. Back to you, Kathleen.”
I muted the sound as Kathleen went to a story about the City
Council. My jaw relaxed. Okay, so far so good. My name wasn’t mentioned, and they weren’t verbally crucifying Ashley. Yet.
Dad interrupted my thoughts. “Did I ever tell you about the time
one of my clients committed suicide?”
I looked at him, surprised. Dad was a psychologist, semiretired.
His practice, founded when I was about Michael’s age, had thrived
for years, but now he kept only a few clients in his caseload. “When?”
“Oh, about twenty years ago. You were about ten or so. Your
mother was still living. The thing was, I knew this guy was going to do
it. I got him committed to a psychiatric hospital and he stayed three
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days. The day after he left, he wrote a note to say good-bye to his
family and shot himself in the head.”
“God.”
“I was terrified I could’ve done more to prevent it. Terrified his
family was going to sue me. They never did, but I stayed up nights
going over everything, making sure I’d done everything I was supposed to.”
“Yeah, but my kid didn’t kill himself. He was only two.”
“I know, but my point is that sometimes you do everything right
and things still go horribly wrong. Things you don’t have control
over.”
“Tell me about it.”
Dad got up and lifted me with two hands out of the chair. He
wrapped his arms around me in a reassuring hug. “So don’t beat
yourself up about this too bad, okay?”
“I’ll try. I’m going home. I’m sensing a bubble bath in my near
future.”
“You don’t want something to eat? I’ve got some veggie burgers in
the freezer or some tofu.” Dad was a part-time vegetarian. Vegetarian
until someone mentioned the words “bacon cheeseburger.” Either
way, his cooking was atrocious.
“No, thanks, I’ve got stuff at home.” I did feel better. Dad’s talk
helped. That and the Tylenol.
At home I sank into a peony-scented tub for an hour. I tried to
read, to distract myself from thoughts of Michael and Ashley and
what could have caused this tragedy. It didn’t work. Visions of
Michael’s body, lying on the cold linoleum, crept into my mind
between every paragraph. I gave it up and went to bed, tossing and
turning myself into a nightmare world where I was in a sailboat
with drowning children all around me. And I didn’t have a single life
preserver.
I snapped awake at five thirty, and despite the sleep my eyes felt
gritty and tired, like I hadn’t rested at all.
I went to work and as my fellow caseworkers trickled in, managed
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to focus on my court reports and filing. As soon as it was nine o’clock
I called Nona. She said Ashley had a rough night, but she was trying
to find things to keep her busy. Then I left and went to Dazzle’s.
Dazzle Martin’s house was within walking distance of East Lake Park,
named after the large body of water in the center, and I remembered
as I drove past how Michael had loved to feed the ducks. I could feel
my eyes start to sting. Falling apart now would do no good. I buried
my feelings about his death as I turned onto Dazzle’s street and shut
the car off in front of her house.
Technically, I suppose Dazzle’s little enterprise could have qualified as a day care. During the morning she watched four preschoolaged children, and a couple of older kids joined them in the afternoon. Getting her day care license, however, would have meant renovating her nearly one-hundred-year-old house to meet the building
and fire codes, not to mention all the inspections to keep her license.
It would have been too expensive. Since most of my clients couldn’t
afford commercial day care centers, without sitters like Dazzle — who
got her toys donated and charged just above what was necessary to
feed the children — they certainly wouldn’t be able to get jobs and do
all the things DHS asked. So we turned a blind eye. I was more than
a little worried that if whatever killed Michael had come from her
home, they were going to shut her down.
Dazzle was a slightly stooped woman in her mid-sixties. Her skin
was a smooth, dark black and she had the most perfect, polished
white teeth I’d ever seen. When she smiled, those teeth were framed
by deep dimples and it was easy to see how she’d gotten her nickname
as a teenager.
Today, however, there was no smile, just Dazzle standing at the
door, dabbing at the corners of her eyes with a paper napkin. “Come
in,” she said. “I just got done sittin’ down with the chil’ren, tellin’ ’em
about Michael. I tol’ them that he died and wen’ to heaven, and now
he’s an angel. We prayed for him. Do you think I did right?”
“Exactly right.”
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“Some o’ their mammas was asking about the funeral. Asking if
they should take ’em. What do you think?”
I followed her into the family room. “I wouldn’t. Kids that age
don’t understand the service, and the burial, if there is one, would
just terrify them. I’d have a separate ceremony for them and their parents. Maybe at the park. I’ve heard of one ritual where the kids release balloons with good-bye messages tied to them. That I think
they’d understand.”
“That’s a good idea.”
Three children entertained themselves in the colorful family
room, which looked as though someone had dumped a giant toy box
into the middle of it. Clustered on the walls were a half century of
photographs of Dazzle’s family, including her deceased husband, her
three kids, and seven grandkids. One of her grandchildren sat on the
couch, mesmerized by Big Bird on the television. Another girl about
the same age was deeply engrossed in the play kitchen set. A younger,
Hispanic-looking toddler made quite a racket with a singing keyboard. “Let’s go in the kitchen,” Dazzle said.
An enormous wooden table dominated the kitchen that served
as both dining area and craft headquarters. A naked Barbie lay face
down on the paint-stained surface. Dazzle positioned herself where
she could see the kids through the door.
“Did the police say anything yesterday?”
“Nothin’, just took a lot of pictures and asked me what he done
yesterday. And what he ate.”
“What did he eat?”
“Bless his heart, he was goin’ through a peanut butter phase.
Wanted it on everythin’. So for lunch he had peanut butter crackers
an’ an apple, and for dinner a peanut butter sandwich with jelly and
some string cheese.”
“I was thinking he might have had an allergy. How was he after he
ate? Any complaints about not feeling well or anything?”
“No, not at all. He was jus’ normal.”
“Was he more tired than usual?”
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“No. He went down on the couch about nine, and his mamma
picked him up a little after ten, like always.”
“He didn’t hit his head yesterday, that you know of?”
“No, he never said nothin’ about that. I watch ’em close, and I
didn’t see no accident or fall or nothin’. ”
This wasn’t allaying my fears. Michael’s death seemed less and less
like an accident. The small girl who had been play cooking wandered
over and patted me on the leg. She couldn’t have been older than four.
She was a beautiful girl of mixed race, with soft, curly black hair and
caramel-colored skin.
“Michael died. He’s in heaven.”
“I know.”
“He’s an angel. He has wings. I want my Barbie.” I handed her the
doll, and she skipped away.
I said good-bye to Dazzle and left for my ten o’clock home visit.
As I descended the concrete steps in front of the house, I noticed
something was wrong with my Civic.
She was sitting lower than she should have been. I crept forward,
scanning the street left and right. No one around. A dog barked in
the distance, but that was the only sound from the wide, tree-lined
street.
I crouched to look at each of the tires. All four of them bore a
two-inch wide slit, near the rim.
“Damn it,” I swore out loud. “Son of a —”
“You awright?” Dazzle called from the stoop.
“Somebody slashed my tires.”
“Oh Lawd, Lawd. What next?”
No kidding. What had I done to deserve this? I had trouble believing it was a random thing. In my experience, these types of attacks were deliberate. I’d been the victim of vandalism before, three
years ago, when one of my clients spray painted “bitch” in orange on
the side of my car. At the time, I’d had a pretty good idea who’d sent
the message. Not this time. The thought scared me.
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“You want to call the police?”
I debated. Whoever had done this was long gone, and it was
doubtful that anyone would be caught. Dazzle’s neighbors were
mostly widows and retirees, and it was unlikely any of them saw anything. Still, I’d probably need the police report to file the insurance.
I pulled out my cell. “Yeah, I’ll do it.”
Dazzle went in to watch the kids, and I waited until an officer
arrived. I gave a quick statement to a young policeman who said I
could pick up a copy tomorrow at his precinct. I called my client to
cancel our meeting. Then I called a tow truck, and a chatty old guy
transported me and my vehicle to the Tire Warehouse. An hour, and
two hundred and twelve painful dollars later, I was on my way.
I picked up a late lunch on the go, went to Family Court for a
hearing that was continued, then on two more home visits. By four o’
clock the stress and the lack of sleep were catching up to me.
I was back at my desk, yawning and writing case notes, when my
cell phone sang its little tune. Nona, from St. Monica’s. She spoke low.
“That detective just called looking for Ashley. I think he’s on his way
over. I got a bad feeling about this.”
“I’m on my way.” I slapped the phone shut, snatched my stuff, and
bolted for the car. Traffic creeped and the stoplights seemed in some
giant electronic conspiracy against me. By the time I got to St. Monica’s, a white Ford Taurus and a Birmingham police car were in the
alley beside the house. The lime green Charger was parked across the
street.
I left the Civic behind the patrol car and was halfway up the steps
to the porch when Detective Brighton came through the door,
followed by a uniformed officer and Ashley, in handcuffs. Nona was
behind Ashley, wringing her hands.
“Miss Conover.” Detective Brighton nodded once to me and shot
Nona a look. “Imagine finding you here.”
Ashley’s head was down, her long, straight hair hiding her face
like a curtain.
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“What’s she under arrest for?”
“Right now she’s charged with negligent homicide, child endangerment, and possession of a controlled substance. That’s to start
with.”
Then he said the words I’d been dreading for almost two days.
“Michael died of a drug overdose.” He paused to consult the small
spiral notebook in his pocket. “Gama hydroxybutyrate.”

