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Why is it so many lawyers become 
novelists?

Over the past twenty years, I’ve met a 
surprising number of lawyers who’ve 
authored one or more novels, some 
published, some not. Is there something 
inherent in the practice of law that explains 
this transition?
One ability that qualifies attorneys to be 
novelists is the professional obligation a 
lawyer has to speak on behalf of someone 
else. Attorneys learn to tell another 
person’s story. They have to crawl inside a 
client’s head and communicate what the 
client felt, believed, heard, did, failed to 
do, etc. This can be unpleasant, but it’s 
necessary to effectively serve as the client’s 
spokesperson. The same process lies at 
the core of writing a novel. Characters take 
the place of clients. This ability, honed in 
the crucible of real-life dramas, to identify 
with and communicate the thoughts, 
motivations, actions, and emotions of other 
people enables lawyers to create interesting 
and believable characters.

To be a lawyer is to be a writer.

Letters, briefs, opinions, 
summaries. The variety of 
circumstances requiring an 
attorney to put pen to paper or 
fingers to keyboard are vast. It’s 
not intimidating for a lawyer to 
write something detailed and 
complex. Most legal briefs (a 
misnomer, for sure) aren’t four 
hundred pages long, but they 
aren’t four-line emails filled with 
abbreviations. It takes many 
hours of thoughtful organization 
to craft a brief to an appellate 
court. Early in my career, the 
lawyer I worked for farmed out 
my services as a brief writer 
to the local public defender’s 
office. Over a two-year period, I 
authored numerous briefs to the 

Georgia Supreme Court. This 
required reading and analyzing 
trial transcripts that far exceeded 
four hundred pages. And honed 
the writing skills that have made 
me a better novelist.

The lawyer's advantage—an 
ear for dialogue.

Lawyers have another inherent 
advantage when it comes to 
writing a novel – an ear for 
dialogue. Any attorney who 
has participated in scores 
of jury trials, hundreds of 
hearings, and thousands of 
depositions becomes familiar 
with the cadence of human 
speech. Questions and answer, 
agreement and disagreement, 
conflicting descriptions and 

Robert Whitlow discusses lawyering, 
writing, and the journey from the 
courtroom to the publishing house 
and the bookstore shelf.

ALSO BY 
ROBERT 
WHIT-
LOW
"A nice option for book 
groups, Christy Award 
winner Whitlow's timely 
story shines a spotlight on 
prejudice, race, and the 
pursuit of justice in a world 
bent on blind revenge. 
Fans of Greg Iles' Natchez 
Burning will find this just as 
compelling if not more so." 

—Library Journal, starred 
Review

"Whitlow gives a powerful 
message about the need 
for people of all colors 
and backgrounds to 
come together in times of 
trouble..."

—Publishers Weekly

COURTROOM 
TO 
BOOKSTORE

explanations are seedbeds 
that sprout effective dialogue. 
For me, writing dialogue is the 
easiest part of crafting a novel. 
Often, I feel like a court reporter 
transcribing what the characters 
say as I’m swept along in the tide 
of conversation. This dynamic 
also helps avoid the pitfall of 
“telling not showing,” a common 
mistake made by beginning 
novelists. Skillful lawyers know 
it’s best to show the judge or jury 
through witness testimony and 
exhibits the truth and let them 
take the final step of reaching a 
result. One must do the same as 
a novelist. 

Lawyers' stock and trade are 
people’s problems.

No one calls an attorney for time, 
temperature, or the weather 
forecast. And often the problems 
that show up on an attorney’s 
doorstep are matters of life and 
death. Living in a highly charged 
professional world, lawyers can 
portray the same level of intense 
drama in the fictional realm. I 
know what it feels like to walk 
into the rear of a courtroom 
to begin a murder case. I’ve 
interviewed witnesses to horrific 
events. I’ve met people who’ve 
faced unbelievable hardships 
and challenges with incredible 
courage. These experiences 
bring credibility to fictional 
scenarios in a novel. And create 
the tension necessary for any 
good story.
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Some questions to prompt your book 
club's discussion of Trial and Error. These 
questions can also be found on pages 
419–420 of the book.

DISCUSSION 
QUESTIONS

1. Amber saw running away 
as her only option to 
protect herself and her 
baby. Imagine yourself 
or your child in a similar 
situation. What would you 
do? How might things have 
been different if Amber had 
told Buddy of her plans or 
asked for his help?

2. Millie made a promise to 
her late husband that she 
would never tell Buddy 
about the checks. Would 
you have done the same in 
her shoes? Was she right 
to tell Buddy or should 
she have honored that 
promise?

3. Have you ever been in a 
situation where the more 
you learned, the more you 
wanted to stop searching 
for answers? Do you 
think knowing the truth is 
worth the search, even if it 
means learning something 
difficult?

4. Social media has changed 
the way we interact with 
people. The ability to 
keep in touch with friends 
and family is a wonderful 
benefit, but there are also 
some very real dangers, 
as shown in this novel. 
What are some ways that 
parents/guardians can 
protect teens from the risks 
of social media (without 
banning them from it 
entirely)? 

5. How did Gracie’s 
community involvement 
work in the story? In what 
ways did her coaching the 
softball team help Buddy?

6. In regard to raising Reagan, 
Sammy told Buddy it was 
“better to keep the peace 
than start a war.” Are there 
times when keeping the 
peace is best? Why might 
it be necessary to “start a 
war” with your child? Is it 
possible to find a balance?

7. What did you think of 
Judge Williams? And, of 
course, Bailiff?

8. Gracie and Buddy start off 
the novel at different places 
in their faith. Talk about 
those different starting 
points and how their faiths 
worked together. When did 
Buddy first start to change 
and deepen in his faith? 
What factors led to this? 
How might he have reacted 
differently in the end if 
he hadn’t changed in that 
way?

IT'S A GOOD READ AND 
WOULD MAKE FOR A GOOD 
BOOK CLUB DISCUSSION. 

—GOODREADS REVIEW
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I love the characters in my 
novels (except the evil ones, of 
course). Creating them, with 
their quirks and idiosyncrasies, 

is one of the most enjoyable 
aspects of writing. But where do 
they come from?
Growing up in the South, I 
attended family gatherings 
where the focus was usually 
on food and the past. After 
we finished eating a big meal, 
my favorite seat would be in a 
corner of the room where the 
adults talked about their lives. 
Humor was common, and the 
line between truth and fiction 
frequently blurred. I soaked it all 
up. 
Then, as a lawyer, I’ve met a met 
so many interesting people that 
it would take multiple lifetimes 
for all of them walk across the 
pages of a novel. I’ve always 
enjoyed listening to others tell 
me their stories. By using my 
ears more than my mouth, I’ve 
created an extensive memory 
bank populated by people and 
events that are novel worthy. As 

Robert Whitlow expounds on how he creates the unique 
characters that populate his fiction.

WHO ARE
THESE PEOPLE?

needed, I dip into the bank and 
make a withdrawal. 
Often, I introduce a character 
with a little bit of knowledge 
about who they are. But after 
that, it’s a journey of discovery 
for me as well as for the reader. 
I’m frequently surprised by 
what my characters say and 
do. Seriously, that happens 
all the time. And makes me 
look forward to turning on 
my computer to find out what 
they’re up to next.  

THIS IS A WONDERFUL STORY WITH 
WIT, WONDERFUL CHARACTERS, A BIT 
OF ROMANCE AND A CAPTIVATING 
STORY LINE.

—GOODREADS REVIEW
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“Trial and Error brings readers 
to a small town with plenty 
of secrets. Buddy Smith is an 
attorney who helps track down 
missing children, including his 
daughter. He teams up with the 
new detective in town along 
with his long-time friend Gracie 
Blaylock to try to find a local teen 
who may be tangled up with 
some unsavory people.
The storyline for Trial and Error 
is a touching one. Readers see 
the transformation of Buddy as 
he lets go of his past and finds 
true faith in God. The mother 
of his child took off with no 
warning, and Buddy hasn’t seen 
his daughter since she was born. 
There are several interesting 

characters, including Maleah, a 
detective who helps Buddy on his 
quest to find missing children. ” 

—Goodreads Review

“I am a big Robert Whitlow fan. 
I have read several of his books 
starting with JIMMY. After 
the first book, I was hooked. I 
think it takes a special talent 
to tell interesting stories about 
interesting characters. I think I 
went to school with Lauren and 
knew of Buddy and Gracie - if I 
didn’t, then I wish I had! Buddy 
is the main character and he is 
a lawyer. Gracie is one of two 
main female characters and 
she is the Clerk of Court. All 
of the characters are very well 

developed and each play an 
important part of the storyline. 
The storyline flows well and 
moves along at a good pace. 
Another winner that I will 
recommend to anyone who will 
listen.”

—Goodreads Review 

“This new to me author is super 
amazing! Just wow! Had me 
turning the pages until the end. I 
couldn't imagine the things this 
father went through. My heart 
was pounding the whole time! 
I love loved this book! It was 
awesome! I even found myself 

a hollering at the detectives 
and clapping when they done 
something right. The inspiration 
throughout the story was just 
right and not overdone. It's why 
I love these types of books. The 
suspense was so cool! Some 
twists and turns I never saw 
coming. I definitely love those 
surprises! I highly recommend 
this author..”

—Goodreads Review 

Readers love the lawyer's perspective, 
the big issues the story tackles, and 
the bit of romance in Trial and Error

WHAT 
READERS 
ARE SAY-
ING

THIS AUTHOR IS ONE OF MY 
FAVORITES, AND THIS BOOK 
MAY BE MY FAVORITE OF ALL 
I’VE READ.

—GOODREADS REVIEW
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START 
READING

1

P R O L O G U E

B U D D Y  S M I T H  S A T  O N  A  G R E E N  V I N Y L  C H A I R  I N  T H E 
expectant fathers’ waiting room at the Milton County 

Memorial Hospital. He stretched out his lanky 5΄11˝ frame and 
ran his fingers through his light brown hair. The minute hand on 
a large round clock on the wall clicked forward. It was 3:00 a.m. 
Buddy yawned. Amber Melrose, his girlfriend, was in the labor 
and delivery suite.

To Buddy’s right sat a man wearing faded jeans and work 
boots with red Georgia clay caked on the sides. The man leaned 
back, rested his head against the wall, and pulled a red ball cap 
down over his eyes. A minute later he snorted, and his head 
jerked up. He rubbed his eyes and glanced at Buddy.

“Did I snore?” he asked. “My wife claims I start making a 
racket even before I’m asleep.”

“I wouldn’t call it snoring.”
“What did it sound like?”
Buddy thought for a moment. “More like the noise you’d 

make when telling a little kid what a pig sounds like.”
The man laughed and slapped his thigh with the palm of his 

hand. “That’s exactly what Crystal claims. And she’s usually right.”

TrialAndError_5P.indd   1 11/4/20   6:04 PM
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Buddy cracked a smile.
“I’m Sammy Landry,” the man said, extending his hand to 

Buddy. “Crystal is about to pop out our fifth pup. She likes having 
me around when she checks into the maternity ward and they 
stick in the epidural, but after that she doesn’t want me bothering 
her while she works. The nurse knows to bring me back when it’s 
time for the big push.”

Leaning forward, Buddy listened closely to what the man was 
saying.

“Babies look gross when they first come out,” Sammy con-
tinued. “But every woman in the room thinks they’re beautiful. 
I’m cool with holding a newborn after they clean it up, but I give 
it back to Crystal as quick as I can.”

Buddy hadn’t thought about anything Sammy mentioned. 
Though he was lagging behind in the dynamic of becoming a 
father, he was determined to catch up. He and Amber didn’t attend 
any prenatal classes together, and they’d broken up twice during 
her pregnancy, first initiated by Buddy, more recently by Amber. 
Anxious and private about the imminent arrival of a baby girl, 
Amber had angrily ordered him not to come to the hospital. But 
when her mother called and told him Amber was in full- blown 
labor, there was no way Buddy was going to lie in bed, staring at 
the ceiling and wondering what was going on. He’d hopped in his 
souped- up car and sped through the quiet streets to the hospital.

Patty Melrose, who was with her only daughter right now, 
had vacillated between resentment toward Buddy and insistence 
that he and Amber get married. Now that the big day had arrived, 
she seemed positive and excited. Three times she’d come to the 
waiting room and given Buddy an update as the contractions 
became stronger and closer together.

TrialAndError_5P.indd   2 11/4/20   6:04 PM
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Amber’s father hadn’t come to the hospital. Buddy hoped the 
deranged former security guard wouldn’t barge into the waiting 
area. John Melrose’s profane, vocal negativity about Buddy and 
Amber’s relationship was scary, and the young couple never hung 
out at her house. Whenever possible, Amber grabbed the oppor-
tunity to spend the night with friends, and it wasn’t unusual for 
Buddy to pick her up for school across town. Hoping to follow in 
the footsteps of her older brother, Amber couldn’t wait to leave 
her parents’ household. The big question was whether she would 
be with Buddy after she left.

“Do you have a name picked out?” Sammy asked.
That was one item Buddy could check off the new- father to- 

do list. “Elise,” he replied.
“Nice,” Sammy said with a nod. “We’re having a girl too. 

Crystal wasn’t too keen about the name I picked out, but she 
named the first four, so it was finally my turn. We’re naming 
our daughter after the greatest president this country has ever 
had.”

Sammy didn’t continue. Buddy waited and thought about his 
AP American History class.

“Washington or Lincoln?” he asked tentatively.
“Reagan,” Sammy replied with a big smile. “You wait and see. 

When our girls are in high school, they’ll be putting Ronnie up 
there with the ones you mentioned.” Sammy adjusted his cap. “Is 
this your first kid?”

“Yes.”
“I figured that. I mean, how old are you? Twenty?”
“Eighteen.”
Sammy gave a low whistle. “Man, I thought we started early. 

I was twenty- one and Crystal was nineteen when our son was 

TrialAndError_5P.indd   3 11/4/20   6:04 PM
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born. He’s almost twelve. Are you still in school or did you drop 
out and go to work?”

“I’m a senior at the high school and will graduate in a couple 
of weeks. My girlfriend finished early because she got pregnant.”

“It’s good they let her do that.” Sammy eyed Buddy closely. 
“You look kind of familiar. Do you play any sports?”

“I ran cross- country, and I’m on the baseball team.”
“That could be it,” Sammy said. “Crystal’s nephew plays 

baseball. His name is Jeff Minshew.”
“Jeff plays shortstop, and I’m in right field.”
“Are you that fast kid who steals all the bases?”
“Yeah. My problem is getting on base in the first place.”
“Tell me about it.” Sammy shook his head. “Once the pitch-

ers started throwing curveballs that dropped out of the sky for 
strikes, my baseball days were over.”

Buddy had more trouble with fastballs. His hand- eye coordi-
nation didn’t match his foot speed. He’d recently started wearing 
contacts. They helped, but it was too late to salvage his batting 
average.

“Have you lived in Clarksburg your whole life?” Sammy 
asked.

“Yeah, I was born in this hospital.”
“Me too. Crystal grew up outside Atlanta. She wasn’t a city 

girl, but she likes to tell people that’s where she’s from. Who are 
your folks?”

“My father is Marvin Smith— ”
“Rascal is your old man?” Sammy interrupted, using the uni-

versal nickname for Buddy’s father. “My folks rented a house from 
him for years. It was a mile outside of town on Newberry Road.”

Buddy knew the rural two- story dwelling. He’d spent two 

TrialAndError_5P.indd   4 11/4/20   6:04 PM
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weeks the previous summer scraping and repainting the white 
frame exterior.

“Does he still own it?” Sammy asked.
“Yeah. Once he buys a place, he usually holds on to it.”
“My brothers and I had a blast at that house. We practically 

lived in that creek out back. We thought it was huge at the time, 
but when I drove by there the other day, it wasn’t much more than 
a wet spot with a trickle of water in the bottom.”

“It depends on the time of the year. It spills over onto the yard 
when there’s a big rain.”

“Oh, that was the best. We’d play football until we were so 
covered with mud that our granny couldn’t recognize us.”

The door opened and a nurse stuck her head into the room. 
Buddy held his breath.

“Mr. Smith?” she said.
“That’s me,” Buddy answered, hoping his voice wouldn’t crack.
“Congratulations. You’re the father of a healthy baby girl.”

TrialAndError_5P.indd   5 11/4/20   6:04 PM
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O N E

T H E  Y O U N G  M O T H E R  G R A B B E D  A  T I S S U E  F R O M  A  B O X  O N 
the corner of Buddy’s desk and pressed it against her eyes. 

When the new client intake screen appeared on his computer 
monitor, Buddy typed in “Sue Ellen Ford— Domestic Matter.” He 
waited patiently for the distraught woman to regain her compo-
sure. Sue Ellen blew her nose and stuck the crumpled tissue into 
the front pocket of her jeans.

“Who referred you to me?” Buddy asked.
“Gracie Blaylock at the courthouse said you were the best law-

yer in town for this sort of emergency. One of my nieces played on 
her summer league softball team last year. I called Gracie because 
I figured she’d know who I should talk to. She told me you don’t 
usually handle divorce cases but have a heart for people who are 
trying to”— Sue Ellen stifled a choking sob— “find their children 
who have been kidnapped.”

Buddy leaned forward. The young woman’s words changed 
everything. He’d not seen his only child since his daughter was 
a newborn. Years of fruitless searching had caused him to lose 
hope of ever finding her.

“Go ahead,” he said.

TrialAndError_5P.indd   7 11/4/20   6:04 PM
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“I don’t really want a divorce. I just want my son back. I mean, 
I’ve thought about leaving Jackie a bunch of times over the years, 
but when I walked down the aisle and said ‘I do,’ I meant it. Now 
I wish I’d listened to my mother, who told me to kick Jackie out 
and hire a lawyer over a year ago.”

“What is your son’s name and date of birth?”
As he entered the responses, Buddy stayed calm and profes-

sional on the outside, but anger rose up within him. To wrongfully 
deprive a deserving parent the right to be with his or her child was 
inexcusable.

Three days earlier, Jackson Ford Sr. had left Milton County, 
Georgia, with the couple’s three- year- old son, Jackson Ford Jr. 
Claiming he was going to visit his grandmother in Knoxville, 
Tennessee, Jackie’s actual goal was to kidnap his son and abandon 
Sue Ellen and their six- year- old daughter, Emily.

“Has he ever taken Jack for an overnight trip before?” Buddy 
asked.

“No, this was the first time. I didn’t want him to do it, but 
we’d been fighting a lot, and it was easier to say yes and try to 
keep the peace. If I had known this would happen, I would have 
done anything to keep him from— ” The young woman stopped, 
and her tears returned.

“You didn’t know,” Buddy said softly. “You couldn’t have 
known.”

“I’d been receiving text messages from Jackie all along saying 
they were doing fine, which made me feel good because things 
between us have been so awful. But when he didn’t come home 
like he was supposed to, I called his grandma. She told me she’d 
not seen or heard from him in weeks. I immediately called and 
texted Jackie. Nothing. I rushed down to the sheriff ’s department, 

TrialAndError_5P.indd   8 11/4/20   6:04 PM
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but the detective told me I had to prove little Jack was in danger 
or that his daddy had violated a court order giving me custody 
before they could do anything. Is that right?”

“Unless there’s a court order limiting a parent’s rights, either 
the father or mother can exercise custody over a child.”

“That’s horrible! A mother ought to have the right to be with 
her child!”

“You do, but you’ll need to get an order from a judge before 
law enforcement personnel can step in and act.”

“How long will it take?”
“Given the circumstances, I think we can convince a judge 

to act quickly. What have you done on your own to try to track 
them down?”

“After calling everybody I could think of, I went to the cell 
phone company to find out where Jackie was when he texted me. 
They said he’d terminated his contract, and even though they 
had the cell tower information, they couldn’t give it to me because 
I wasn’t on his account.”

Buddy was impressed with Sue Ellen’s creativity. And dis-
turbed by her husband’s advance planning.

“According to a recent Supreme Court case, that kind of 
information can’t be disclosed to a third party without a search 
warrant,” he said. “Were you and your husband ever on the same 
cell phone plan?”

“Yes, but he changed it a few weeks ago to save money. By 
the time a court does something, who knows where Jackie and 
little Jack will be?”

“There are other things we can do. I know you talked to your 
husband’s grandmother. What about other relatives and friends? 
Have you spoken with them?”

TrialAndError_5P.indd   9 11/4/20   6:04 PM
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Sue Ellen laid several sheets of paper on the edge of the desk 
beside the box of tissues. “Gracie said you would want that infor-
mation. I’ve made so many phone calls and sent so many emails 
that I haven’t slept more than a few hours over the past two days. 
Nobody has heard anything.”

“They’ll take it more seriously once the police contact them.” 
Buddy flipped through the sheets of paper. “Do you have copies 
of all this information?”

“Yes. Those are for you.”
“What about your bank accounts?”
“We only have one, and I’ve checked it several times a day. 

He hasn’t taken out a penny.”
“If your husband is relying on cash, that will eventually run 

out, and he will have to go to a bank or use a credit card.”
Sue Ellen shook her head. “We don’t have any credit cards. 

Jackie does most of his work for cash. He’s an auto mechanic.”
“Does he have a business name?”
Buddy entered the information Sue Ellen provided.
“Another thing you should know,” she continued, “Jackie was 

always looking at those survivalist websites and talking about 
living off the grid. I’m afraid he’s going to change his name and 
go underground.”

“What kind of vehicle was he driving? Do you know the 
license plate number?”

“He left in an old pickup that he took in as a trade. I don’t 
even think he’d transferred the title into his name. That will 
make it harder to track him down, won’t it?”

“What’s the name of the man who owned the truck?”
Buddy entered that information as well.
“Jackie was trading vehicles all the time,” Sue Ellen said. 

TrialAndError_5P.indd   10 11/4/20   6:04 PM
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“Sometimes the titles weren’t clean because the cars had been 
wrecked, totaled, or water damaged in a flood or hurricane. I 
tried to tell him it was a bad idea to mess with that stuff, but he 
said the government didn’t have any business sticking its nose 
into car trading so long as people had the chance to check out 
vehicles on their own.”

“Any chance he dealt in stolen cars?”
“Maybe,” Sue Ellen answered slowly. “Like a lot of things that 

went on, I stopped asking questions because it just caused a fight.”
“What is your husband’s relationship like with your son and 

daughter?”
“Jackie worships little Jack.” Sue Ellen grabbed another hand-

ful of tissues. “And ignores Emily. Sometimes I think the only 
reason Jackie married me was so he could have a son. He wanted 
another baby right after Emily was born. I got pregnant real 
quick but had a miscarriage. It was another year and a half before 
I became pregnant with little Jack. When the ultrasound came 
back showing a boy, it was the best time of our marriage. I really 
thought we’d turned the corner, and Jackie might start being a 
father to Emily and the baby. But it didn’t last.”

“Why would Jackie want to kidnap little Jack?”
Buddy knew it was an emotionally packed question and hated 

to ask it. But he needed to know. More tears preceded an answer.
“He doesn’t want anyone to raise little Jack but him,” Sue 

Ellen managed after a few moments passed. “He wants our son 
to be just like him, and if I’m around, that can’t happen. My 
mother saw it early on, but I didn’t think anyone could be that 
messed up.”

There were always two sides to every domestic dispute, but 
Buddy couldn’t imagine a scenario in which Jackson Ford Sr. 

TrialAndError_5P.indd   11 11/4/20   6:04 PM
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came off looking like anything except a rogue. He’d heard noth-
ing that justified running off with his son.

“What about your husband’s computers, social media, and 
email accounts?”

“Jackie has an email account but took his laptop with him 
when he left. I don’t know his password and doubt he’ll send 
any emails. He’s paranoid about a lot of stuff and believes the 
government spies on people through the cameras in cell phones 
and computers.”

Buddy held up the papers Sue Ellen brought in. “This is a 
good start for contacts,” he said. “Is there anyone on here that 
Jackie would be more likely to communicate with?”

“I highlighted a few names. One would be Boyd Lipscomb. 
He and Jackie both like to buy and sell cars, and they agree about 
a lot of political stuff. I’ve called Boyd several times since Jackie 
left, but he’s never answered. I even drove out to where he lives to 
see if maybe Jackie had gone there, but I was afraid to knock on 
the door. I’m desperate enough to do anything.”

“Leave him to me. I’ll try to talk to him or hire an investiga-
tor who works with me to do it.”

“Be careful. Boyd is a gun fanatic. At least Jackie never got 
into that.”

“Have you had any conversations with Jackie’s immediate 
family?”

“His grandmother in Tennessee is the only one he cares about. 
His father abandoned Jackie and his mom when Jackie was three 
or four years old— ” Sue Ellen suddenly stopped and put her hand 
to her mouth. “I hadn’t thought about that. Jackie is doing the 
same thing, only taking little Jack with him.”

“What about his mother, brothers, or sisters?”
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“Jackie was an only child. His mother remarried and had 
other kids. They live in Kentucky and stick to themselves. None 
of them came to our wedding, and they never invite us to family 
gatherings.”

Buddy leaned back in his chair. “Write down everything else 
you can think of about Jackie’s personal and business relation-
ships and email it to me. Don’t worry about trying to figure out 
whether or not it’s important. I’ll sort through it. I’ll prepare 
an affidavit for you to sign, which will be the foundation for an 
emergency hearing in front of Judge Claremont. He’s familiar 
with my involvement in these types of situations.”

“Gracie said you and the judge are kinfolks.”
Buddy never emphasized the fact that he and Judge Nathan 

Claremont were first cousins once removed.
“The judge and my mother are first cousins, but that doesn’t 

mean he gives my clients preferential treatment. He’ll rule in our 
favor based on the facts and the law.” Buddy scrolled to a final 
screen. “Was there anyone else in the picture for either one of you?”

“What do you mean?”
“Did either one of you have an affair during the marriage or 

are you in a relationship with another person at this time?”
“I don’t know for sure about Jackie, but I’ve been faithful. 

Like I said, I took my marriage vows seriously. When I first met 
Jackie, he was quiet and kind of shy. He hadn’t dated much. He 
was a hard worker and really wanted kids, or I guess at least a son. 
I thought that meant he would be a family man.”

“How is Emily doing?”
Sue Ellen sighed. “She misses little Jack more than she does 

her daddy. My father has always been the male figure in her life, 
not Jackie. He ignores her.”

TrialAndError_5P.indd   13 11/4/20   6:04 PM



24  |  Book Club Kit Trial and Error |  25

R O B E R T  W H I T L O W

14

“Anything else?”
“There’s so much,” she said, shaking her head sadly. “I’m a 

private person, and I’ve kept my problems to myself and our mar-
riage difficulties behind closed doors. I hate that this is going to 
come out in the open so people can gossip.”

“Even negative publicity can be good, because it gets the word 
out about little Jack. You’re the victim here. No one has the right 
to judge you.”

“I don’t see it that way,” Sue Ellen answered sadly. “Little Jack 
is the victim.”

“Which is why I’m going to help you,” Buddy replied.
“What about paying you? I don’t have much money, but my 

parents say they’ll help.”
“I’ll email a contract for you to sign and return. Don’t worry 

about the money. We’ll work it out. What are your parents’ names 
and their address? I’ll put them on the contract too.”

Sue Ellen gave him the information. “My mama is praying 
like crazy for us,” she said.

“In situations like this, I tell people to call on whatever help 
they believe is out there.”

“I can’t imagine never seeing little Jack again or holding him.” 
Sue Ellen sniffled.

Buddy handed Sue Ellen a packet of information. He didn’t 
tell her that if not quickly resolved, cases like hers could gather 
dust for a long time. Just like his search for Elise.

After Sue Ellen left, Buddy pushed aside two other proj-
ects and spent over an hour engaged in preliminary research. 
Jackson Ford Sr. had no criminal record. He’d not even received 
a traffic ticket during the past ten years. He’d been sued twice in 
small- claims court by people dissatisfied with the repair work 
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he performed on their cars. Both cases settled. Buddy studied 
the Ford family photos. There was no denying the resemblance 
between father and son. Little Jack shared his father’s dark brown 
eyes, square chin, and short curly brown hair. In a recent picture, 
both of them were dressed in blue jeans, work boots, and iden-
tical T- shirts with a hot rod car printed on the front. The photo 
would have been cute if not for the fact that Jackie was trying to 
clone his son. Emily looked more like her mother, with sandy hair 
and scattered freckles. In a family portrait taken nine months 
earlier, the intense expression on Jackie’s face as he glared at the 
photographer caused an involuntary shiver to run down Buddy’s 
spine.
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