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      Thank you for purchasing my book! It means so much to me and it strongly encourages me to keep writing.

      As a gift for your loyalty, I have written a book for you called “The Price of Justice”. It’s only available to people who have downloaded one of my books and you can get it for free by clicking this link here.
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      And let me not forget about a second gift that you can get for free on Amazon!

      “Pursuit of Justice” is available for all of you by clicking this link here.
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            Before You Start Reading…

          

        

      

    

    
      Did you know that there’s a special place where you can chat with me and with thousands of like-minded bookworms all over the globe?!

      Join Cobalt Fairy’s facebook group of voracious readers and I guarantee you, you’d wish you had joined us sooner!

      Let’s connect, right NOW!
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        Just click on the image above! ⇧

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the book

          

        

      

    

    
      After more than fifteen years away from his hometown, Charles must return to take on a murder case.

      

      Charles has left his old life behind since it’s holding his darkest secret.  But when Eleanor Caldwell, his mother’s best friend, is accused of murdering her husband, Charles feels compelled to help her.

      

      He will do anything to save her. And not just because he believes she is innocent; she also holds the key to his past, and if he loses, she has the power to destroy his career and life forever...
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      It promised to be a long, boring, and most probably pointless night. That was how things looked to be shaping up for security guard Namen Haply at the very least. He’d booked this job through an agency, taken at the last minute because the pay was insanely good, and the gig was an easy one. Boring, sure. But deathly easy.

      

      Mostly, it was just sitting around and watching. Waiting. Looking busy whenever anybody was around, but other than that, doing as little as was humanly possible.

      

      Namen wondered if he might be able to get away with a nap, a quick thirty minutes in a broom closet somewhere and if anyone asked, he could just say he was ‘sweeping the perimeter,’ whatever the hell that meant. It was a good line and sounded official but didn’t really mean anything.

      

      Just thinking about that nap and Namen felt his eyelids growing heavy. He stifled a yawn and forced himself to do another once-over of the security feeds, again just to make it appeared as if he was busy and needed and not doing this job because it paid $30 an hour and he had more gambling debts owed than he was proud to admit. Not that at all.

      

      The feeds were all but useless anyway, as the cameras were only attached to the outside of the building. Two on the entrance, two on the exit, one on each of the three windows. It was one of those set-ups that was designed to save money, the logic being that they’d catch the person as he came or went, saving them having to put a camera in every single room of the building. Of course, that only worked if you knew who you were looking for, and the thief was dumb enough to waltz out the front door and wave to the camera after committing his crime. Other than that, the feed was good for bird watching and that was about it.

      

      Another yawn stifled as Namen looked from one monitor to the other, confirming that nothing was amiss.

      

      Not that this surprised him. The function that he’d been hired to guard had started two hours ago and in that time, he could have counted on his hand the number of people who had wandered outside and away from the festivities. Five, was the answer.

      

      One of them was Edmund Caldwell, tonight’s benefactor who had popped outside for a cigarette break and to have a little chat with the curator... Lydia, Namen was pretty sure to be her name. She’d been responsible for hiring him, but he hadn’t dealt with her directly. By the looks of things, she was too busy flirting with Edmund to worry about the hired help; a hand on his hip, an exaggerated laugh, a look in her eyes that could only mean one thing.

      

      Not that Lydia needed to feel guilty because not long after they went back in, Edmund Caldwell’s wife, Eleanor had also wandered out for a cigarette break, this time with a younger man who Namen didn’t know. They had chatted and flirted obviously with one another in much the same way that her husband had done with Lydia the curator moments earlier.

      

      Namen had shaken his head at that. Not judging, just finding it amusing was all. The husband and wife were clearly cheating on one another, but knowing those two, and the types of people who came to these events, that was common enough. At least from what Namen had heard.

      

      And the fifth person was someone he didn’t recognize. A shabby looking guy, tall and skinny, underdressed for the event in question, but Namen didn’t really concern himself with that. Whoever he was, he shuffled inside and disappeared off camera, quickly forgotten.

      

      The function itself was an art show, hosted in a warehouse in the industrial district on what was commonly referred to as the ‘poor’ side of town. In other towns it might have been called the ‘other side of the tracks,’ or something like that but seeing as there were no train tracks in  Harborwood the locals didn’t feel the need to be so subtle. This was the poor side, and it really was that simple.

      

      Feeling himself begin to fade, Namen figured it was time to do a personal sweep through the function. Just a quick walkthrough to remind the guests that he was here and that there wasn’t to be any funny business. A laughable concept, highlighted perfectly when Namen stepped out of the security office and started his patrol.

      

      He was dressed in a standard security outfit, given to him by the agency to wear and double checked by both Edmund Caldwell and the curator, Lydia. Buttons done all the way up, shirt tucked in, mop of messy hair tucked underneath a hat, he looked the part, that was for sure. But that didn’t mean Namen felt comfortable walking through the large warehouse among the guests. He might have been the lone security guard working, and he stood out like a sore thumb because of it. Or better yet, a pimple that needed to be quickly popped and discarded before anyone noticed it. That was how he felt, anyway.

      

      It was the guests that made him feel this way. Or, more specifically, the way they were dressed. Ball gowns and tuxedos were the dress of choice, with plenty of fascinators and walking canes and Namen even saw one older gentleman wearing a monocle. The guests were members of the privileged elite, all growing up on the ‘rich’ side of town, only venturing over to this side so they could show off their wealth at events such as this one.

      

      They were a docile crowd, at least. Too busy trying to impress those around them then risking causing any sort of ruckus. They chattered idly among themselves, stood before the many pieces of art about, pretending to know what they were looking at, and sipped on their flutes of champagne with an air of sophistication that really took all the fun out of drinking.

      

      Namen just shook his head to himself as he walked. A casual glance here. A smile and a nod of the head there. Again, just letting them know that he was about and that they had to be on their best behavior.

      

      You wouldn’t ordinarily catch Namen at an event like this. Heck, someone like Namen wouldn’t ordinarily be allowed through the front doors. He was from the poor side of town, which might explain why he didn’t recognize so much as a single face in the crowd. And where they wouldn’t have recognized him either, the looks of contempt a few gave him might suggest that they did. Or at least that they suspected where he was from.

      

      It was still early in the evening -- not even 6PM -- confirmed when Namen checked the time, only to smother a groan at how early it was. It was going to be a long and boring night, and a small part of him almost hoped something might happen to spice it up. Maybe a fight could break out? Heck, maybe Mr. and Mrs. Caldwell would find out about their mutual affairs and get into it a little? Namen chuckled at the thought, wondering to himself if tomorrow’s papers would report on such a thing... although they were owned by some of the guests here, so he doubted it.

      

      A final look through the main gallery of the warehouse and Namen decided it was time to head back to the security office, park his rump for another hour, and pretend to look busy. Although...

      

      Toward the back of the gallery were the storage rooms, being used tonight to store the more expensive pieces of art before they came out for auction. Namen had been careful about locking those rooms up earlier, strictly ordered to do so by Lydia so that nobody could get to them. Namen hadn’t checked them since then but now he could see that one of them was open.

      

      “What in the name...” he groaned to himself as he hurried through the warehouse.

      

      Lydia had just about bitten his head off when he hadn’t locked them properly earlier this evening. Dammit, she had been mean about it. So harsh that if Namen hadn’t needed the money like he did, he might have said a few not so very nice things to her. And where he’d gotten over the tongue lashing since it happened, it vexed him to no end to see that she’d unlocked them again, gone inside, and then failed to lock them behind her.

      

      “Typical...” he muttered as he reached the door, popped open slightly.

      

      Now, Namen wasn’t sure why he did it. What he was going to do was just pull the door closed and lock it behind him. But just as he was about to click it shut, a thought came over him. Boredom was the likely cause. Or maybe it was that he was starting to get a hang of this whole security thing?

      

      Either way, Namen decided to stick his head inside the door and do a sweep, just in case something was missing.

      

      He poked his head inside and that’s when his mouth dropped open.

      

      There was one person inside the small storage room. He lay on his back and would have been staring at the ceiling if his eyes weren’t closed. But they were; almost like he’d chosen to have a nap. Although that was nowhere near as disconcerting as the pool of blood that ran from his head, or the blood-smeared bust that lay shattered beside him.

      

      No need to run in and see who it was. No need to double check. The second that Namen saw the body he knew who it was. What was more, he realized that this boring night of his had all of a sudden become a heck of a lot more interesting.

      

      The body belonged to Edmund Caldwell, tonight’s rich benefactor. Someone had murdered him.
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      The house looked just the way I remembered it.

      

      Too big, first of all. It began right where I was standing, at the end of the driveway which was barricaded by a metal gate that stood eight feet tall across the driveway’s entrance. This gate turned into a brick wall which surrounded the property in full and was loaded with more security cameras and alarms than the damn Whitehouse.

      

      From there, the driveway snaked its way along the property, running for a solid one hundred feet through garden and over freshly landscaped lawn before arriving at its destination, that being the front of the house. The house itself was a two-story affair, but it was made up of two massive wings, each bigger than my apartment block, stretching across the huge property before getting swallowed by the darkness of night.

      

      From where I was standing, on the other side of the closed gate, my vision blurred by the rain and the wind and the storm, the house looked more like a palace than a residence. The kind of home that could comfortably fit an army, even though I knew it housed maybe ten people.

      

      It was a level of excess that I knew well, even if it did make me feel sick to my stomach. People who lived in homes like this weren’t members of society the same way that average people were. They didn’t play by the same rules. They weren’t affected by the same laws and social norms. They lived a life of privilege, above everyone else, and were proud of it.

      

      And, if you didn’t know this about them, one look at their home was usually enough to remind you of where exactly you stood in their eyes.

      

      The rain beat down on the back of my neck. The wind chilled me to my bones. A cold shudder ran through my body and good sense told me to swallow my pride, push the gates open, and hurry inside before I caught a cold.

      

      And it wasn’t as if I didn’t belong inside that house. It wasn’t as if I was trespassing or dreaming of worlds that I could never know. None of that.

      

      I hated the sight of that opulent, excessive, eye-sore of a house for reasons that ran deeper than jealousy or bitterness or despair. I hated it because it was my house. My home. The reason that I was here.

      

      Another cold shudder rippled through me, and I pulled my soaking wet trench coat closer to my body. Inside the pocket, I could feel the weight of my cell phone there and despite how pointless it was, I reached in and pulled it out, double checking that I hadn’t missed a call or a text message.

      

      I hadn’t.

      

      That in itself was frustrating. Enough that I almost chose to take it as a sign, a very clear signal that coming here was a big mistake and if I wanted to turn around and pretend this had never happened, now was my last chance. It would be so easy too. Nobody knew I was here. Nobody had seen me. I could call a cab, catch it back to the airport, and probably make the last flight out of here...

      

      No. I gave my head a shake and shoved my phone back into my pocket, fixing a determined stare on the house that was once my home. Technically, I supposed that it still was.

      

      It hadn’t always been my home though. Born into relative poverty, my family and I had grown up on what was colloquially called the ‘poor’ side of town. The side with no hope. The side where dreams weren’t made. Personally, I hadn’t minded it that much. It was all I’d known and where it was certainly harder, it built character and did well to remind me that money couldn’t buy everything. That was until it did.

      

      I was sixteen when my parents came into money. Like, a lot of money. And, not wanting to live a life that they considered beneath them, they packed me and my brother and sister up and moved us to this monstrosity. We left behind our neighbors, our friends, even some of our family for what was supposed to be a better life filled with infinite opportunity and unlimited resources. Sounds great, doesn’t it?

      

      For some reason, one I’m still not too sure on, I never vibed with this new life. I found it false and fake and forced. You didn’t have friends on this side of town, just associates and people you knew, usually people trying to get something out of you. I had two years of high school left at that point, and after I graduated, I was only too happy to move out and never look back.

      

      That is, except for those times when I was forced to come back and face the old life that I’d spent so long running from. Like right now, for example.

      

      I suppose there was nothing else for it. Still standing at the end of the driveway, soaked through and freezing cold, I bit the bullet, sucked up all the hesitation and self-doubt twisting through my stomach, and started toward the gate.

      

      The gate was unlocked, which was a welcome surprise. If it wasn’t, I would have had to try calling my mother again, but she hadn’t answered all evening, so I doubted things would change now. I slipped through the gate, gently closed it behind me and started the long trek to the house.

      

      My mother was the reason I’d come home. At forty years of age, I’d left here when I was eighteen and had only returned maybe five times. That was usually for Christmas, and one birthday some ten years ago, but the visits were few and far between, which always gave my mother the excuse she needed to insist that I come back.

      

      And she had insisted too. She’d been damn bullish the way she had cajoled and forced me back here. For no reason this time that she could give me. Just that she wanted to see her youngest son and wouldn’t take no for an answer. Usually, I used my work as an excuse not to visit, but my cases were low right now, nothing new was coming in, and despite how hard I had tried, I couldn’t find a reasonable reason to say no.

      

      Also, there was one other reason that I’d said yes to her insistence that I come for a visit. It was a personal reason, one that didn’t involve my mother or any of my family, and something I’d been putting off for over twenty years now. Something that I still might put off, but I’d cross that bridge when it came.

      

      “You could have picked me up at the airport at least...” I muttered to myself as I trudged toward the front door, head down to keep the rain out of my eyes.

      

      That had been the deal. If I did fly in, and only for the weekend, she was going to collect and drop me off at the airport. Mom knew how much I hated coming back here, so she had endeavored to make the trip as painless for me as possible. Well, that had been the plan, anyhow.

      

      I reached the front door and checked my phone one last time, just in case she had sent a message in the last two minutes. Anything would do, too. Anything that might let me know that she hadn’t completely forgotten that I was coming.

      

      There was no message. Hell, there wasn’t even a light on at the front door to help me see my way up the steps. Two years spent living here and I could do it through muscle memory, but the steps were wet and slippery, my suitcase was a little too heavy, and I was more tired than I realized.

      

      I reached the front door and rang the bell. It dinged and donger inside the large house and I could hear someone shouting out to answer the door. Again, the surprise in the voices inside suggested they weren’t expecting a visitor, which again told me how welcome I was here.

      

      The door flew open suddenly and my mother stood on the other side.

      

      My mother and I had always looked similar. The same messy, dark hair and piercing blue eyes. The same flat chin and small nose. The same tall frame, long neck, and high cheekbones that made her look elegant and me effeminate.

      

      She opened the door, saw me standing on the other side and for a brief moment, it almost felt how I imagined it did with other families when one of them returned after being away for years. That sense of love and companionship felt for a child. That joy that takes over and the happiness that embodies both as they hug and weep and say their hellos. Actions that suggested a deep-seated love that only the closest of families feel. Something like that.

      

      Instead of all of that, however, what I got was a curled lip and a confused stare. “Charles?”

      

      “Hey, Mom,” I sighed. “Nice of you to answer.”

      

      She didn’t move to hug me. Frozen in the doorway, she barred it as if I was the mailman and she worried I might try and duck inside out of the wet. Her brow furrowed. Her face scrunched. Her body half turned and looked back into the house, like she hoped I might become confused and just leave on my own.

      

      It was some relief to say that this wasn’t at all strange. Even the way she was dressed, in a lavish blue gown and her hair done up in a way that might suggest she was about to step out to a ball, was normal as far as Victoria Lawson was concerned. We weren’t a family that hugged and forty years in I guessed we never would be.

      

      “You’re late,” she said, not moving to let me in.

      

      “Nope, right on time. At least the plane was.”

      

      She frowned and looked me over. “Did you walk here? You’re soaking wet.”

      

      I stifled a groan, deciding not to remind her that she was supposed to pick me up. Or at least organize for one of the maids to. “I caught a cab.”

      

      “Well, don’t think you’re coming in here looking like that.” She moved to bar the door. “Around the back thank you, there should be some towels by the door.”

      

      “Mom...”

      

      “Don’t Mom me.” She shook her head at me. “I had the carpeting done last week and can’t have you staining it now, can I?”

      

      I was about to argue. I was about to tell my mother that if she had picked me up like she’d promised, I wouldn’t be this wet and the carpet wouldn’t be a problem. I was about to say some things that would have gotten this weekend off to a very awkward start. But luckily, I was saved from all that.

      

      “Charles!” a voice that could only be my sister’s, suddenly cried from inside the house. A second later and my mother was being pushed to the side as my younger sister, Ava, threw herself at me; those arms of hers wrapping themselves around my neck and pulling me into a hug. “You made it!”

      

      “Hey, Ava,” I chuckled as I held her. “Good to see you.”

      

      “You heard?” Ava said as she let me go. Her voice was frantic and the look on her face was the same. “Tell me that you’ve heard.”

      

      “Heard what?” I frowned and looked at Ava, and then at my mother who I just now noticed to be a little paler than she had been when she’d answered.

      

      “Mom?” Ava looked back at our mother.

      

      My mother pushed her lips together in consideration. “Well, I was going to wait until you were dry to tell you but...” She sighed and clicked her tongue. “It’s a lucky thing you chose this weekend to come visit.”

      

      “Why’s that?”

      

      “Do you remember Mr. Caldwell?”

      

      “Ah... vaguely.” My heart skipped a beat. I knew the last name... a little better than I would have liked, truth be told. A little better than I hoped my mother realized too. “Why?”

      

      “It’s just happened,” my mother said to me. “We were at a function earlier, raising money for some new electric car charges to be built by the wharf. Nothing too spectacular but... well...” her chin began to wobble. “It’s Mr. Caldwell, Charles. He’s been murdered.”
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      "You’re not serious, Mom. Tell me you’re not being serious,” I called after her as she rushed through the large house.

      

      “Of course I am,” my mother said without looking back at me. “Why on earth would I joke about something like this?”

      

      “That’s what I’m trying to figure out!”

      

      “We can talk about it later!” she cried out over her shoulder before disappearing around a corner.

      

      “No, we’re going to talk about it now!”

      

      My mother stuck her head back out from around the corner. Not her body though. That remained hidden, probably halfway across the room as she hurried to wherever it was she needed to be. Away from me, by the looks of things.

      

      “Later,” she said matter-of-factly. “At least until you do something about what you’re wearing. The carpet, dear. I told you, I just had it replaced!” She vanished once more.

      

      “I don’t give a shit about the carpet!” I stormed after her. “Mom!”

      

      I found her a moment later, in what used to be my old bedroom. It looked different to how I remembered it, but I counted that as a good thing as I didn’t much like being reminded of what it was like to live here as a teenager.

      

      Gone were the posters and video games and random bits and pieces that somehow find their way into teenage boys' bedrooms, there to collect dust and take up space. Replaced instead by fine furniture, a four-poster bed, plush carpeting and some questionable artwork on the walls that I thought looked old-fashioned but were probably worth more each than my car.

      

      “Mom!” I hissed.

      

      She wasn’t paying me any attention. That was saved for the maid to whom she was giving strict instructions, to replace the bedding and air-out the room. Nice to know that after forcing me to come all this way, she’d completely forgotten to get my room ready for me on time.

      

      “One second dear...” she held up a finger to silence me as she conversed under her breath with the maid.

      

      “She is happy to see you,” my sister, Ava spoke softly from just over my shoulder. “She was talking about it all last week.”

      

      “Is that right?” I said dryly as I turned around. “Could have fooled me.”

      

      “You know how she is.”

      

      “Cold and calculating?”

      

      Ava laughed. “Erratic and mercurial. Besides, one of her oldest friends was just murdered, Charles. So, you might want to think about cutting her a break.” She glanced past me, focused on my mother for a second, and then grinned. “At least for tonight.”

      

      Ava had been only ten years old when we’d moved to this side of town, so she’d never had to worry about growing up poor the same way me and our older brother had. Remarkably, she’d still managed to grow up relatively normal though. Even after I’d moved out of home, leaving her here with just my mother and father to deal with, she somehow stayed sane.

      

      I always figured that was our father's influence on her. He died nearly twenty years ago now, but I’d known him to be fun and carefree, even immature and juvenile in the way he used to make fun of the people who he was forced to call his contemporaries. Ava was much the same as that, always joking about and trying to find the lighter side in the darkness that was the port-side town of Harborwood.

      

      She looked like our father too. The same dark red hair. The same round face. The same green eyes that were always smiling, or about to because she’d just thought of a joke that she couldn’t wait to share. Ava had been my father’s favorite bar none and after he’d died, my mother had kept a special spot in her heart, just for her. It's a shame I never got the same treatment.

      

      “What the hell happened, Ava?” I sighed. “Mr. Caldwell was murdered? You’re sure about that?”

      

      Ava shrugged. “That’s what they’re saying.”

      

      “Who?”

      

      “Everyone.”

      

      I rubbed my temples and stifled a groaned. “What happened exactly? Are we sure he didn’t just... you know, die? How old was he?”

      

      “Seventy-eight next month,” Ava parroted as if from memory. “Mom was going to have the party here. I think that was the main reason she replaced all the carpet.” Her eyes flicked down to my wet shoes. “You really should take those off.”

      

      I scowled at my sister but kicked my shoes off anyway. Although that just exposed my wet socks, which soaked through the carpet the second they hit the floor.

      

      “Better,” she beamed.

      

      “Tell me what happened,” I said flatly. “From the beginning.”

      

      Ava bit into her lip and glanced at our mother who was still talking to the maid -- from the looks of it, she was showing her how to properly fold towels. “I don’t think it’s my place.”

      

      “I don’t care whose place it is,” I sighed. “In fact, I don’t really care at all. What do I care if someone pushed Mr. Caldwell down the stairs? From what I remember about the guy, they were doing this town a favor.”

      

      “Right!” My mother clapped her hands together suddenly and shooed the maid away. Then she turned to me. “Your room will be ready shortly, dear.”

      

      “Thanks, Mom,” I said politely, knowing that she was the kind of woman who’d appreciate the curtesy. “But you didn’t have to change the sheets --”

      

      “Of course I did,” she waved me down as she swept across the room to where me and Ava were still standing in the doorway. Her eyes flicked to my feet and her nose curled. “I would appreciate it if you removed those socks.”

      

      “I think the damage has been done.”

      

      “And what are you wearing?” she sighed judgingly. “Do they not pay you at that firm of yours? Or is your payment more metaphorical in nature? A sense of personal achievement felt at all the wonderful work you’re doing.”

      

      I was dressed in a pair of dark chinos and a light colored, collared shirt. Soaking wet, of course, but that wasn’t what held my mother’s judgement. I was a lawyer, and in her world that meant expensive suits and tailored outfits always, as if it was a law or something. In her eyes, considering the type of law I practiced, I was little better than a cop.

      

      As such, the expression I fixed on her was unamused, paired with a sharp scowl.

      

      “Mother...” Ava interjected carefully. “Don’t...”

      

      “Oh, I’m only joking,” she waved Ava down. “He knows I’m just joking, don’t you dear?”

      

      “And I assure you, I’m howling on the inside, Mother,” I responded dryly, working overtime to keep my temper in check because my mother just had this way of bringing it out in me.

      

      “In fact, I respect it,” she added with a firm nod. “Putting murderers behind bars, as it is. What could be more fulfilling?”

      

      “I’m glad you think so.” I narrowed my eyes suspiciously. In the sixteen years that I’d worked as a criminal lawyer, she’d said all of two positive things about it. One was fourteen years ago, when she had been drunk at Christmas dinner. The second was just now.

      

      “It’s good that you’re here.” She reached out and took me by the arm. “It really is, dear. And I wanted to talk to you about this in the morning -- the night I’ve had already.” She closed her eyes and shook her head before taking a deep breath and continuing. “But your brother is on the way over and --”

      

      “Michael’s coming?” My stomach lurched suddenly, and my chest tightened. I’d known that I was going to have to see Michael while I was home, but I didn’t think it would be so soon.

      

      “Of course he is,” my mother said.

      

      “He wants to see you. He told me so.” Ava rested a hand on my shoulder. “And it’s still pretty early, so I thought we might eat. Anyone for Chinese?”

      

      “Most certainly not,” my mother snapped. “I’ll have the kitchen staff prepare something.”

      

      “Mother, I am so far ahead of you that I’m lonely,” my sister grinned.

      

      My mother narrowed her eyes at Ava. “So funny.”

      

      Michael, my brother, was four years ahead of me growing up, so he’d moved out of home two years before my parents had suddenly become wealthy. For that reason, he fit into this privileged world even less than I did but he was so desperate for my mother’s love that he forced himself to become a part of it, even if it did fit him like an oversized coat.

      

      We were actually pretty close when he wasn’t being a huge stick in the mud, and ordinarily I wouldn’t have minded so much if he was coming. But Michael was also the only person in the whole world who knew the real reason that I’d come home this weekend -- or at the very least, he might suspect it. A conversation that I dreaded having to have with him.

      

      “When’s he getting here?” I asked.

      

      “Thirty minutes. I called him just before you arrived, but he was finishing up at the police station.”

      

      “Michael’s at the station?” My stomach lurched again. “Why?”

      

      “Why do you think? He was there.”

      

      The room felt like it was turning. “Can someone please explain --”

      

      "Thirty minutes, Charles,” Ava cut me off. Then she curled her lip and looked me over. “Which gives you enough time to have a shower, I think. And put on something less... homeless looking.”

      

      “Have you ever even seen a homeless person?”

      

      “On the news,” she shrugged.

      

      I laughed. “Sure thing. And the diamond encrusted suits are...?”

      

      “There’s two in your room already,” she said as if this was a serious conversation. “And they come with velvet lined shoes with gold --”

      

      “Will you two stop it,” my mother sighed at us. “And Charles.” She grabbed my arm and looked at me. “Before your brother gets here, we need to talk.”

      

      “Mr. Caldwell?” I grimaced.

      

      “Edmund Caldwell,” my mother corrected. She sniffed and touched her nose, pausing a moment to collect herself. “And yes, him.”

      

      “He’s been murdered? You’re sure?”

      

      “What kind of question is that -- of course, I’m sure! I was there.”

      

      I baulked. “You were there too?”

      

      “I was, dear. It really is a whole thing...” she sucked through her teeth and checked the time. “He couldn’t have picked a worse time to come over, your brother. I had hoped to tell you this tomorrow.”

      

      “Mother. What happened?”

      

      My mother breathed out, closed her eyes, touched her forehead as if in pain, but then nodded to herself and straightened up as a sense of determination took over. She’d always had that ability to separate emotion from reason, a trait I was all too familiar with from my childhood.

      

      “As I said earlier, we were at a charity event. Down in the industrial estate on the poor --” She caught her tongue and tittered. “The other side of town. I don’t know exactly what happened but... but...” she sniffed again. “The security guard found him. In one of the storage rooms with his head... his head...” Her chin began to wobble. “Someone had beaten him over the head with a brick. Killed him.”

      

      “Jesus,” I grimaced. “Do they know who did it?”

      

      My mother took a deep breath, her body shaking now. “They have someone in custody.”

      

      “Who?”

      

      She looked at me. “His wife, Eleanor.”

      

      My stomach dropped out so suddenly that I nearly doubled over. That name... it struck a chord with me that I’d almost forgotten existed. A melody that made my knees shake and my skin sweat as my body ran instinctively hot.

      

      “You remember her, don’t you?” my mother continued.

      

      “Ye -- yes. Yes, I think I do,” I said nervously, praying my mother wouldn’t notice how strange I was acting.

      

      “Oh, he remembers,” my sister chuckled.

      

      I scowled at her.

      

      “What does that mean?” my mother said.

      

      “Ask Charles --”

      

      “What does any of this have to do with me?” I cut over my sister, throwing her another angry glare, before turning back on my mother. “I’m sorry to hear what happened, Mom, really, I am. I know that you and Mr. Caldwell were close. But if they have... Mrs. Caldwell in custody then --”

      

      “But she didn’t do it!” my mother interrupted me frantically. “She couldn’t have!”

      

      I frowned. “What do you mean? Do you know something that the police don’t?”

      

      “I just know that she didn’t do it.” She grabbed me by the arm again and squeezed it as she looked at me. Really, looked at me. “There’s just no way.”

      

      “Alright...” I said slowly as I raced to catch up to where this conversation was going. “But I still don’t see what this has to do with me.”

      

      “Charles, now that you’re home, that you’re here...” She hesitated, biting into her lip with such force that she nearly drew blood. “I want you to take on Eleanor as a client --”

      

      “Mother --”

      

      “She needs your help!” My mother grabbed me with both her hands. “You’re the only one who can help her. You’re the only one I trust.” I’d never seen her look so serious. “Please, Charles, you have to.”

      

      Huh. Well, I guess that explained why she was being so nice to me earlier... regarding my career, at least. Although considering what she’d just asked me to do, my thinking was that she probably could have been nicer still.
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      "I can’t believe you almost told her,” I chastised my sister.

      

      “Oh, I did not,” she blew through her lips.

      

      “You know what you did.” I picked up a napkin and tossed it across the table at her, but she managed to swat it away playfully. “I don’t know what you were thinking.”

      

      “Wait, what did you say?” Michael asked, sitting up. “You’re talking about you and Mrs. Caldwell --”

      

      “Shh!” I hissed at him, then glanced over my shoulder at the door to double check that our mother didn’t suddenly come storming through it. “Don’t even say it out loud. You know she can hear like a bat.”

      

      “I can’t believe she didn’t figure it out in the first place,” Michael chuckled. “You weren’t exactly subtle.”

      

      “I wasn’t that bad.”

      

      “That’s my point exactly!” Ava interrupted excitedly. “If she didn’t figure it out back when you were doing it, nothing I say now is going to make a difference. I mean, I was fourteen and even I knew what was going on.”

      

      I grimaced. “Really?”

      

      She looked flatly at me. “Are you really asking me that?”

      

      Memories of the way I used to behave came flashing back to me and I felt myself sinking down in my chair. “I guess not.”

      

      “You’re just lucky she’s so obsessed with herself that she never noticed,” Ava said cheerfully.

      

      “Hey,” Michael warned. “She’d not that bad.”

      

      “Alright, mommy’s boy.”

      

      Michael widened his eyes at Ava. “Say that again.”

      

      Ava grinned. “Mommy’s boy.”

      

      Suddenly, Michael picked up his glass of water and splashed it right in Ava’s face. The glass was mostly empty, so the effect wasn’t nearly as bad as it could have been. But Ava cried out joyfully and pretended to go for her knife.

      

      “Careful, Michael. There’ll be two murders tonight if you’re not careful.”

      

      Michael’s expression hardened. “That’s not funny, Ava.”

      

      Ava groaned and dropped the knife. “God, you are such a killjoy. Oh, better not say the word kill around you.”

      

      “Again, not funny.”

      

      “There’s a surprise!”

      

      It was beginning to feel just like old times.

      

      Me, Michael, and Ava, sitting around and joking and arguing with one another because we had nothing else to do. Because that’s what brothers and sisters did when they were left alone without any parents in the room. We were three adults acting like children and I couldn’t have been gladder for it.

      

      We’d always been close. Maybe not one of those familial relationships that had weekly calls and message groups and organized family holidays together. But whenever the three of us caught up like this, I was always reminded of how similar we all were in our own little ways. Ava was Dad. Michael was Mom. And I was the mediator.

      

      Dinner was ready as soon as Michael arrived. My mother, too distraught with worry over what had happened tonight, went to bed early and left the three of us to it.

      

      We started small, ticking off all the pleasantries about our lives and what we’d been up to since the last time we’d spoken. We laughed about Mom. We remembered Dad. We ate and we drank and we settled in.

      

      Before long, the conversation naturally turned to Mr. Caldwell but, despite the very interesting, damn near impossible to ignore murder that was hovering over us like a proverbial corpse, my sister and brother had decided to take the conversation down a different path.

      

      One that only siblings ever could.

      

      “If you two are done!” I spoke over my brother and sister, both of whom were now shouting at one another. “I would appreciate it if you can see it in yourselves to not talk about me and Mrs. Caldwell while Mom is anywhere near the room -- building, in fact. Or even the town.”

      

      “Mrs. Caldwell?” my sister frowned as if confused. “Don’t you mean, Eleanor?” she purred.

      

      I glared at her. “Don’t even start.”

      

      My sister shot her finger in the air. “I’ll take ‘things you should have said to yourself the first time you and Mrs. Caldwell bumped uglies,’ thank you.”

      

      I groaned and put my head in my hands, doing what I could to ignore the cackles of my sister. There were many reasons why I didn’t want to come home this weekend, and this conversation right here was one of them.

      

      Just to get the obvious out of the way, me and Mrs. Caldwell, one of my mother’s oldest and dearest friends, used to sleep together. A lot.

      

      I didn’t want to get into the details now. It was nearly twenty years ago, and such a thing of the past that it might not have mattered if Mrs. Caldwell had not been so suddenly thrust into my life again.

      

      “Seriously though, Charles,” my brother began sternly from across the dining room table. “How do you expect to represent her and keep it a secret?”

      

      “Easy,” I said. “Because I don’t intend on representing her.”

      

      My brother frowned. “Seriously?”

      

      My sister looked at me. “Seriously?”

      

      “Yes.” I looked at them both. “Seriously. Now, if we can change the --”

      

      “But you have to,” my brother said. “She’s innocent.”

      

      “And you’re sure about that?” I shot back at him.

      

      His brow tightened. “As sure as I can be -- I was there, remember. I don’t think she did it.”

      

      “Care to tell me who did? It would make this whole thing a lot easier.”

      

      My sister reached across the table and took my arm. “Even if the two of you weren’t ex-lovers --”

      

      “Please don’t say it like that,” I winced.

      

      “She’s been a friend of the family for years, Charles,” she continued. “I think it’s the least you can do.”

      

      “She’s right,” my brother agreed. “And think of how happy it would make Mom?”

      

      Another familiar experience: my brother and sister teaming up against me.

      

      Regarding what my mother had asked of me, I hadn’t decided what I was going to do yet.

      

      My mother wanted me to represent Mrs. Caldwell, but with our history I didn’t think that was such a good idea. There was also the little matter of me not knowing a single thing about this case like, for example, what had happened. Add to that the fact I was only in town for the weekend, and that I had other rather pressing things to do while I was here, and the likelihood of me taking on this case was looking slimmer by the second. But try telling anyone in my family that.

      

      “I’d rather not talk about it right now,” I said softly, pulling my arm away from my sister’s grip.

      

      “But --”

      

      “I’ll think about it,” I cut her off with a warning glare. “Alright?”

      

      She considered, narrowing her eyes on me. But then she nodded her understanding and picked up her knife and fork, hacking at a piece of meat on her plate that she was probably imagining looking an awful lot like me.

      

      “What are the odds though,” I sighed and reached for a glass of wine. “I haven’t been home for five years and the weekend I do...” I shook my head and took a sip.

      

      “I was wondering about that,” Michael spoke up. “The reason you came back.”

      

      My stomach turned and I forced myself not to look at him. “No reason.”

      

      “Mom made him,” Ava said thickly through a mouthful of chewed meat. “She’s been nagging him for ages.”

      

      “Is that right?” Michael said. I could feel his eyes on me, boring through my skull and reading my thoughts in a way that only he ever could. “No other reason for this weekend?”

      

      I dared a glance at him. “You’d have to ask Mom. Unless you think she murdered him,” I chuckled nervously.

      

      Michael didn’t laugh along. Instead, he continued to watch me, unblinking as if waiting for me to crack. It was awkward, and I could feel the tension mounting between us as Ava chewed blissfully and ignorantly down the table.

      

      I didn’t want to have this conversation tonight.

      

      I was hoping to do it on my own terms, after I’d had at least thirty minutes of working myself up in the mirror first. Reminding myself that I wasn’t the dirtbag that deep down I knew myself to be. That I wasn’t a coward. That I wasn’t worthless. All things I was sure Michael considered me to be.

      

      But I could feel Michael watching me. He wanted to have the conversation, here and now. He wanted to get it out of the way to make sure that he wasn’t in any real danger. That was the worst part. He didn’t care about me or even the guy who had died. All he cared about was how it affected him.

      

      “Well, that’s me.” Ava broke the silence by pushing her plate away and standing. “Now, if you two don’t mind, I have to visit the little girlies room.”

      

      “Not at all,” Michael said without looking away from me.

      

      I stared at my empty plate as Ava waltzed from the room, humming merrily the whole time. And then I took a long sip from my glass of wine, the whole while feeling Michael’s eyes on me. Watching. Waiting. Letting me bake until I was just right.

      

      As to what Michael wanted to talk to me about? The same reason that I came home on this particular weekend? Twenty-four years ago, when I was just sixteen years old, I hit someone with my car, killed them, and drove away.
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      "What are you doing here, Charles?” Michael asked me as soon as we were alone.

      

      “If Mom has anything to say about it, representing Mrs. Caldwell.”

      

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      

      “I know you didn’t,” I sighed, still staring at my plate of food because I couldn’t bring myself to look at my brother’s judgmental glare. “But I really don’t want to talk about that right now. Okay?”

      

      “No, it’s not okay. And we’re going to talk about it. Of course we are.”

      

      I groaned. “I’m not here for that.”

      

      “So you claim,” Michael continued seriously, watching me across the table as if looking for a weakness he could pounce on. “But the timing of your visit suggests otherwise.”

      

      “It’s just a coincidence, Michael.”

      

      “Why don’t I believe that?”

      

      “Oh, I don’t know,” I breathed out. “Because you’re a naturally distrusting person? Because you want to believe the worst in me? Because you still haven’t removed that stick from up your ass and it’s starting to itch?”

      

      “This isn’t funny, Charles.”

      

      “Who’s laughing, Michael?”

      

      I certainly wasn’t. Considering what we were discussing too, and the implications around it, I was the last person who Michael should have accused of taking things lightly.

      

      Just talking about it with Michael made me feel sick to my stomach. My insides twisted into knots, and I found myself happy that I hadn’t eaten too much for dinner. If I had, it might have come back up again, all over my mother’s expensive tablecloth. Although I wondered what she’d be more upset about? A ruined tablecloth or finding out that her son was a murderer? It would be a close call.

      

      It happened when I was sixteen years old. Twenty-four years ago now, although that doesn’t make it any better. If anything, it only made it worse.

      

      My family had just moved to the rich side of town. A new house. A new school. A new car for me to drive, new clothes for me to wear, even new friends for me to hang out with. My life was coming up and at sixteen, I was more than aware of how significant this would be for me from here on out. Heck, back then I’d been excited for it!

      

      A funny thing happens to you when you become rich. You develop this sense of invincibility, a belief that you're untouchable because most problems can be solved with money, and I now had infinite amounts of it. My parents sent me to a private school, but my grades were up. A girl who I liked had said hi to me in the hallway. I’d even grown a few inches in the past couple of months. Life was looking good, and I couldn’t see any way that would change.

      

      But I was a teenager, too stupid to understand the concepts of karmic realignment and not looking a gift horse in the mouth. One night, exactly twenty-four years ago this Sunday, I got drunk and went for a joy ride in my new car. But I couldn’t zoom around the rich side of town, so I took my wheels to the poor side of town, figuring that I could do anything I wanted there.

      

      I don’t even really remember how it happened. One minute I was cruising down a darkened street in the middle of the industrial estate, the next my car hit what I thought to be a dog or a coyote or some stray animal that didn’t see me coming. More annoyed at the time, I climbed out of my car to see what it was and that was the moment my life changed forever.

      

      His name was Eli Jenkins, a kid I sort of knew but not really. A couple years younger than me, he was from my old school, the poor school that my mother had removed me from as soon as she could. For whatever reason, he’d chosen to go for a late-night stroll and found himself under my tires instead.

      

      Naturally, I panicked. Not thinking. Not considering the consequences, I jumped in my car and took off. The plan was to say nothing and hope it went away but I couldn’t keep it in. Feeling guilt, the likes of which I’d never known, I went to Michael to tell him what I’d done. I had assumed too that he’d tell me to turn myself in, that maybe they would go easy on me...

      

      “Tell no one,” Micheal had commanded of me. “In fact, you were with me that night. I’ll tell anyone who asks.”

      

      “Wh -- what?” I’d stammered, unable to believe it. “I can’t. I have to tell --”

      

      “Who?” he’d cut me off. “Who can you tell? He’s dead, Charles, and telling people what you did won’t change that. It will just put you in prison for the rest of your life and for what? One mistake that you can’t take back?” He shook his head at me. “No, that’s not justice. We keep this between us, got it?”

      

      I hadn’t wanted to. But he was my older brother and the fear I felt at turning myself in was so crippling that it was a relief to hear my brother say the opposite.

      

      Eli was discovered the next day. An investigation was started, but it amounted to nothing. Witnesses were asked to come forward, but nobody did. Pleas were made, offers of rewards were sent out, his parents begged for the killer to step forward and relieve their suffering. But just as my brother had told me to do, as I had agreed to, I kept my mouth closed.

      

      That was twenty-four years ago now. You’d think that after so much time passing, I’d feel different about what had happened. At the very least, not quite as guilty as I once did.

      

      Sadly, after twenty-four years of letting my guilty conscience stew, I felt even worse.

      

      Michael glared at me. “Just tell me that you’re not here to do anything stupid. It’s been twenty years, Charles. We’ve moved on -- everyone has moved on. Why risk bringing it back up again?”

      

      “Is that right?” I forced my eyes off my plate, fixing a scowl on my brother. “Everyone has moved on, have they? Does that include Eli’s parents? His sisters? Do you think they’ve moved on?”

      

      “Telling them what happened now won’t change anything. You know that.”

      

      “I don’t know that,” I growled. “In fact, I predict the opposite would be true.”

      

      I didn’t know what I planned on doing, and that was the truth. This weekend was the anniversary of the murder, and with Mom wanting me to come home for the first time in five years, it felt right to do in a way that it hadn’t before.

      

      Was I going to confess to Eli’s parents what I did? I wasn’t sure. Was I going to turn myself in and take my punishment once and for all? Again, not sure. But I was here, I knew his parents would be in mourning, and despite how stupid I knew it was to do or say anything... I wasn’t sure how much longer I could keep it contained.

      

      “Charles...” Michael’s jaw was clenched and the look he fixed me with was the same a rabid dog might on someone who had accidentally wandered into their territory. “This isn’t the time to suffer a crisis of conscience. Not with everything that’s just happened.”

      

      “Don’t act like Mr. Caldwell’s death has any bearing on this whatsoever.”

      

      “Murder,” Michael corrected me. “He was murdered. And I’m not saying that it does. What I am saying is that if you do plan on helping Mrs. Caldwell -- and Mom, need I remind you.” He looked pointedly at me. “Then telling people what you did can only hurt the case. Fuck me, what’s the plan here? To go to prison for the rest of your life? And then what?”

      

      “I don’t know,” I shrugged lamely, poking idly at my plate because the thought of eating anything was all but impossible. “Get a good night sleep for once. Might be nice.”

      

      “Oh, please,” Michael scoffed.

      

      “What?” I snapped. “It’s easy for you to sit down there and judge me, isn’t it? To tell me what to do because you think you know what it’s like. But you don’t know --”

      

      “I do.”

      

      “No, you don’t.” I glared daggers at him, warning him off pushing me. “The only reason you care at all is because of how you think it will affect you if I do come forward. You don’t care about me. You don’t care about Eli or Mrs. Caldwell or even Mom. All you care about is you.”

      

      Michael shook his head. “That’s so not true.”

      

      “It is,” I said rightly. “I’m an asshole, Michael. But at least I can admit it. You still have some work to do.”

      

      “Better an asshole than a killer,” he said back coldly to which I glared so hard that I thought I might pop a blood vessel.

      

      Despite what this conversation might have suggested, me and Michael were actually pretty close.

      

      He was four years older than me growing up, but that was back when we were poor, living in a world where we had to look out for one another because we knew that nobody else would. It created a bond that wasn’t so easy to break, although that didn’t mean we didn’t test it as often as we could.

      

      With his dark red hair and round face and big green eyes, Michael looked more like our father and sister than I did. But his personality and temperament were always more closely aligned to our mother; they both had that same too-serious, the sky-is-falling streak that my father and my younger sister never took much of a liking to. For that reason, he was always my mother’s favorite, even after he moved out of home and my family struck it rich.

      

      Our sudden change in fortunes had created a huge crisis of conscience inside of Michael, one he was still struggling to grapple with today. As a youth, he’d been encouraged to pursue the arts because when you had as little money as we did, that was considered as good a career path as any. And he was good too, excelling in sculpture making and woodwork in a way that suggested he might even make a little career out of it, when the time came.

      

      But then my family found wealth and fortune and suddenly the idea of having an artist in the family didn’t sound so hot. My mother forced him to go to college and get a real job, a corporate job that he, and she, could be proud of. And Michael, never wanting to disappoint my mother, did just that.

      

      He claimed he was happy too, that he had no regrets, that he was just glad to have a stable job the likes of which he could never dream when he was younger. But I knew the truth. I knew that deep down he was about as far from happy as a person could be, faking his way through life because, again, he wanted to make our mother happy.

      

      I might have felt bad for him if he wasn’t such an asshole about it.

      

      “Look,” I said slowly and carefully, sensing the tension rising and wanting desperately to do away with it before Ava returned. “I’ll set your mind at ease, alright? Lord knows you need it. I didn’t come back for that.”

      

      Michael’s brow tightened. “You’re sure about that?”

      

      I groaned. “Yes -- of course I am! Why on earth do you think I’d want to drudge that back up? What could I possibly have to gain?”

      

      “With you? Who the fuck knows, Charles.”

      

      I laughed. “I wasn’t aware I had that kind of reputation.”

      

      He shook his head at me. “You have to admit, the timing is strange. You can see why I was worried.”

      

      “Just a coincidence,” I assured him. “That’s all. It was Mom’s idea that I come in this weekend and honestly, it wasn’t even until I was on the plane that I realized what date it was.”

      

      “Now, why do I doubt that?”

      

      “Because you’re a naturally distrusting person,” I shot back. “It can’t be helped.”

      

      “Just promise me,” he said, still looking at me with that same unblinking stare that was more a warning than anything. “Just promise me that you’re not going to do or say anything that might...” He sucked through his teeth.

      

      “Get you in trouble?” I said flatly. “Don’t worry, you’re going to be fine.”

      

      His face dropped. “That’s not what I --” He caught his tongue and sucked through his teeth. “It might surprise you to hear, Charles, but I also care about you. Like, don’t think it would bring me any joy to see you in prison.”

      

      “Why not? You’d be there right beside me anyway. We could be cellmates.”

      

      His expression was unamused. “Don’t even joke about --”

      

      “Kidding,” I assured him quickly with a grin. “Just kidding. You know that you’re fine either way. Your reputation might take a hit but --”

      

      “Charles!”

      

      “It’s fine, Michael,” I eased him. “I didn’t come back this weekend to ruin your life. Or mine, for that matter. All I want to do is hang out here for a few days, catch up with some people, and then go home.”

      

      “And Mrs. Caldwell?”

      

      A pit formed in my stomach, but I did what I could to ignore it. “TBD.”

      

      Michael opened his mouth to follow up, but the door flew open and my sister swept into the room.

      

      “Alright, who wants to play a boardgame?” she asked excitedly.

      

      “Not me,” Michael said.

      

      “Big surprise.”

      

      “What game?” I asked, relieved at the topic change.

      

      My sister smiled wickedly. “Oh, something light. I was thinking Clue.”

      

      Despite myself, I burst into laughter. What she said wasn’t even that funny, but it was so offhanded and inappropriate that I couldn’t help myself. Ava joined in, cackling along happily as she slid back into her seat. And even Michael, doing his best to scowl at us both, couldn’t stop himself from smiling.

      

      It had been a strange night. My guess was that tomorrow would be even stranger. But for now, it was nice to be back with my siblings, able to pretend even for a moment that things were perfectly normal and that there wasn’t a sword dangling precariously over our heads. Sometimes, ignorance could be bliss.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

        

      

    

    
      It shouldn’t have come as too much of a surprise to find out that I got little to no sleep last night. It was one of those nights where even closing my eyes and faking sleep was all but impossible to do. From the moment I lay down to the second I sat back up, my mind raced with questions about what I was going to do -- and what would happen if I did it.

      

      I didn’t want to work Mr. Caldwell's case. Not only did I have my own sordid history with that family, but I knew them and this town well enough to know that nothing about what happened was going to be simple. This wasn’t the kind of case that could be won in a couple of days. Months of hard work would be required, which meant months of me staying in this crappy town that I’d worked so hard to avoid for most of my adult life. Did I really want to come back for a case that I didn’t even believe in?

      

      I also had no idea what I was going to do about Eli Jenkins. Likely, I’d take the cowards way out and do nothing. It worked for me these past twenty-four years, so what did it matter? But whenever I considered that I felt ill, so sick that I nearly reached for the phone several times and made the call I should have on that fateful night...

      

      Not yet. But soon. I couldn’t run from my past forever, and now that I was home, it felt like as good a time as any to finally face what I did.

      

      No easy questions. Wrong answers only. I lay awake all-night staring at the ceiling, wondering the whole time if what I should have actually done was the same thing I’d been doing for the past five years. That being staying home and pretending this crappy little town and everyone in it no longer existed.

      

      Things certainly would have been easier that way. That’s for sure.
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        * * *

      

      It had been nearly fifteen years since I’d last seen Mrs. Caldwell. And that was just in passing. I’d come home for the first time in years, and she just happened to be there, having tea with my mother. We’d spoken briefly, kept things relatively normal, and I’d breathed a huge sigh of relief when she eventually excused herself.

      

      At the time, I remember wondering if that might be the last time that I’d ever see her. A small regret had been felt at that realization, but it was masked by a greater sense of vindication that one of my darker secrets would be staying buried in the past where it belonged.

      

      As I made my way into the interview room of the local precinct, preparing myself mentally to speak with Mrs. Caldwell for the first time in fifteen years, I prayed that it would stay there.

      

      She looked just the same as I remembered. Older now, of course, somewhere in her early sixties, although I wasn’t sure where exactly, she still had that same air about her that I’d found so intoxicating when I was younger. There was a regalness to her, a sense of power and control that might have seemed strange for a woman in handcuffs but suited her perfectly. She might have been the one in jail, but I still felt as if I was walking into the lion’s den.

      

      Her hair was silver, worn long but currently up in a bun. Her skin was wrinkled but manicured and botoxed to within an inch of its life. Her face was long, her features pretty but worn with age, her eyes as mischievous and wicked as ever. Attractive, there was no doubt about that. But that just made her dangerous.

      

      “Hello,” I said when I opened the door to the room and stepped inside. “Mrs. Caldwell. It’s nice to see you again.”

      

      It took her a moment to recognize me. She was sitting in the center table, hands cuffed in front of her, eyes narrowed with curiosity as she looked me over. First the suit I wore, then the briefcase in my hands, and then the face which was where she stayed.

      

      “I don’t believe it.” She smiled and shook her head to herself. “Charles Lawson?”

      

      “It’s been a while.” I pulled out the seat across from her and sat down. “I wasn’t sure if you would recognize me or not.”

      

      A tight smile. “When Victoria told me that she’d hired the best lawyer in the country to represent me, I had no idea she meant you.”

      

      “My mother said that?”

      

      “Surprised?”

      

      “I suppose not,” I admitted. “My mother knows how to play fast and loose with the truth when it serves her aims.”

      

      She tittered softly. “Don’t I know it. But don’t sell yourself short, Charles. I mean, you did graduate from Harvard after all, didn’t you? So, I assume that you know what you’re doing. In fact...” Her eyes flashed. “From experience, I can say that you know exactly what you’re doing.”

      

      I swallowed and looked away, feeling my face grow red as Mrs. Caldwell continued to look at me. It was the way she did it that made me feel so uncomfortable; like I was a lobster in the tank, and she was deciding how she’d eat me.

      

      If I was going to represent her, if we were going to work together, I needed to know that she could keep things professional. I knew that I could. But Mrs. Caldwell... well, from experience, she generally got what she wanted and the look she was squaring me up with suggested she only wanted one thing...

      

      “Yes, well, about that.” I cleared my throat and attempted to redirect. “I should let you know that I haven’t agreed to take on this case yet.”

      

      “Is that right?” she smirked.

      

      “Ye --yes,” I stammered. “Not before finding out the details.”

      

      “But you’re here. Unless you just wanted to see me?” She fluttered her eyelashes at me. “And don’t get me wrong, I’m flattered, Charles. I am. But the timing couldn’t be worse. So inappropriate of you. Although...” her eyes flashed again. “I suppose that’s how you’ve always been, haven’t you?”

      

      “I’m here because I want to talk.” My face was still flushed red and my chest was doing all sorts of troubling things, but I powered through and ignored it. “As much as my mother loves the sound of her own voice, she’s been quiet on what exactly happened last night.”

      

      “Has she now?”

      

      “She has been,” I said with a firm nod as I concentrated on Mrs. Caldwell, while ignoring the satisfied look fixed on me. “I have a basic understanding of what was said to have happened, but I’d like to hear it from you.”

      

      “I didn’t do it, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      

      “I’m not, but that’s good to know.” I smiled for her. “I’ll make sure to take it into consideration.”

      

      “As my lawyer, I assumed you had to believe everything I said. Isn’t that the whole deal?”

      

      “I told you, I’m not your lawyer yet.”

      

      “Right,” she said with a long drawl that suggested she didn’t believe me for a second. “Whatever you say.”

      

      I stifled a groan and the urge to massage my temples. I’d known this interview was going to be a trial unto itself. I’d know that the history me and Mrs. Caldwell shared would cause some tension as old wounds were forced back open. What I hadn’t known, or expected, was how much enjoyment she would get out of it.

      

      Although knowing Mrs. Caldwell, that had always been her way.

      

      It happened when I was twenty years old. Home from college for the summer, I’d decided to pay her a visit because I felt that I owed her my thanks. It had come to my attention the previous semester that it was thanks to her recommendation that I’d gotten accepted into Harvard in the first place, and the least I could do was let her know how much I appreciated it.

      

      My plan was never to sleep with her. Heck, it hadn’t even entered my frame of thinking. She was my mother’s friend and much older than I was. Surely not? But she’d been home alone and asked if I wanted to have a drink. I’d said yes to that, and then the second and third that she offered me. Soon we were flirting. Soon we were kissing. And soon... well, no need to say what happened next.

      

      But it kept on happening. All that summer and the next one when I came back. It was like a fantasy come to life, the attractive older woman seducing the young college student right under his parent’s noses. I was too young to care about the moral implications. I was too single-minded to consider the long-term effects. All I wanted was more of what she was giving me.

      

      As luck had it, I went and got myself a girlfriend the year after that. This gave me the excuse I needed to end it, a confession which Mrs. Caldwell hadn’t seemed too upset by one way or the other. She’d laughed it off and told me she’d had fun and if I ever wanted some more, I knew where to find her.

      

      Funny thing, I’m sure that when she told me that, she didn’t expect that place to be the local prison.

      

      “If you don’t mind.” I cleared my throat and tried to steer the conversation down a more serious path. “If you could tell me what happened last night, Mrs. Caldwell --”

      

      “Please, Charles, call me Eleanor.”

      

      “I’d rather not.”

      

      She leaned over the table and rested her hand on mine. It sent a jolt through my arm, and I had to resist the urge to yank it away. “Eleanor,” she said again. “I insist.”

      

      “Fine.” I forced a smile. “Eleanor, can you please tell me what happened.”

      

      She straightened up and smiled. “Sure thing, Charles. Where would you like me to begin?”

      

      “At the start,” I said as I pulled my phone out and hit record. “The event that the ah, that the incident occurred at. It was a charity event?”

      

      “Something like that,” she sighed as if annoyed. “Edmund got it into his mind a few months ago that the pier needed recharger ports for electric cars. They’re the wave of the future, he insisted, and Harborwood  was falling behind by not having any.” A shake of the head. “Personally, I found the whole thing silly and highly pointless.”

      

      “And this event, it was being hosted in the industrial district? At one of the warehouses?”

      

      “That’s right. These last, oh... let’s say six months or so, Edmund has been going through an art phase. Obsession is perhaps a better way to describe it. It’s what happens to men later in life. Too much money paired with too much free time and their minds begin to wander. Edmund decided that he was going to be a connoisseur of fine art and then went about burning through half our fortune to convince the world that he was.”

      

      It didn’t escape my attention that Eleanor spoke about her murdered husband like he was a pest that found its way into the kitchen, rather than her loving husband who just twelve hours ago met his early demise. But that didn’t surprise me as much as it might have, was it a different suspect whom I was talking with. Eleanor and Edmund might have been married for some forty years or so, but theirs was a marriage of convenience, borne from wealth and status and the need to co-exist with people of the same social ilk.

      

      “It was an art auction, correct? And the proceeds made were going to go to these electric car charging ports?”

      

      “Something like that,” she sighed as if bored. “This last month, Edmund was running all over the state in search of the perfect pieces to sell. Some are local works from people right here in town -- your brother, in fact, had an entire collection up for sale.”

      

      “He did?”

      

      “He did,” she said with a smile. “And likely a few others that you know. Over a dozen artists in the end, twenty different pieces for auction, a goal of somewhere around one hundred thousand dollars to be raised. I can’t remember the last time I’d seen Edmund so excited about something.”

      

      “From what you remember, was anyone against the event? Did anyone try and stop it? Or bar it? Were there any protesters --”

      

      “We were raising money for electric cars, Charles,” she sighed. “Even the hippies couldn’t find anything to complain about.”

      

      “But still --”

      

      “There was nobody,” she said, looking right at me. “You’ve met Edmund. You’re aware of who his enemies are. I assure you, none of them were at that function. And I assure you, none of them are responsible for what happened.”

      

      I eyed her curiously. “You are aware that as things currently stand, you’re being accused of your husband's murder?”

      

      “Is that why I’m here?”

      

      “My point is...” I sucked through my teeth. “If I’m going to get you off --”

      

      “Oh, so you are taking on my case.”

      

      “If I’m going to get you off,” I started again, choosing to ignore the question. “I’ll need a reason to. And what better reason than another suspect.”

      

      “I’ve been over all of this with the police.”

      

      “I read the report.”

      

      “Then why are you in here talking to me?”

      

      “Because I want to double check some things.”

      

      “Such as?” she cocked an eyebrow at me.

      

      “If your story changes. Or if it doesn’t.”

      

      She laughed. “You really aren’t sure, are you?”

      

      “Sure of what?”

      

      "Me,” she said with a coy smirk. “You’re still not sure if I did it or not.”
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      “Th -- that's not true,” I said with little conviction.

      

      “I suppose as my lawyer, you have to consider all the options, don’t you.”

      

      “I told you, I’m not your lawyer yet.”

      

      “Well, you can’t be, can you. Especially if you think I’m guilty.”

      

      I groaned. “Mrs. Cad --”

      

      “Eleanor.”

      

      “Eleanor.” I straightened myself up and looked at her. “As things stand right now, I don’t think you killed your husband.”

      

      “Well, that’s a relief.”

      

      “But I also have no idea who did. The cops though, they seem to think you’re guilty and until you give me something else to work with, that’s how it’s going to remain. And no lawyer, no matter how good they are, will tell you differently.”

      

      “And my motive?” Eleanor asked. “Why on earth would I want to kill my husband?”

      

      “Off the top of my head?” I looked at her flatly. “Money. You just said that he was wasting half your fortune on his art obsession. Any decent lawyer could make the connection there.”

      

      “Then why would I do it in such a public setting? If I did kill him, wouldn’t I be a little smarter about it? Push him down the stairs or something.”

      

      “A double bluff,” I responded without missing a beat. “Do it in a public place with enough witnesses and you can argue that it couldn’t have possibly been you. You’re too smart to do something so dumb. Right?”

      

      “So, what you’re saying is that I look rather guilty.”

      

      “From where I’m sitting? Unfortunately so.”

      

      Eleanor leaned back in her chair and scratched her chin as she studied me. “Charles Lawson. Look who went and grew up. It’s just nice to know that my Harvard recommendation wasn’t for nothing.”

      

      I stifled another groan.

      

      To be clear, I didn’t think that Mrs. Caldwell murdered her husband. Even for someone like her, that seemed ludicrous and beyond the realms of reason. Unfortunately, I had no legal reason to think as such and, when it came down to it, that was all that mattered.

      

      “Let’s talk about last night.”

      

      “Love to.”

      

      My jaw clenched. “How many people were at this event?”

      

      “Oh, fifty or so.”

      

      “And you and Edmund knew them all?”

      

      “Of course. All invited personally by Edmund. Most of them were his friends.”

      

      “And those who weren’t?”

      

      “Artists,” she shrugged. “Those whose works were up for sale. So, they might not have been Edmund’s friends yet, but that would have surely changed once they checked their bank statements the following day.”

      

      “And the last time you spoke to Edmund, before his body was discovered?”

      

      Eleanor considered that for a second. “Maybe thirty minutes beforehand? And it wasn’t about anything exciting, either. Out of memory, I was annoyed that the champagne was going to run out and I wanted him to source some more.”

      

      “And where were you when the body was found?”

      

      For the first time since I sat down, I sensed hesitation from Mrs. Caldwell. “Around.”

      

      I eyed her. “Around where?”

      

      She shrugged. “Nowhere near where it happened. And I am sure that at least a dozen other guests can attest to that.”

      

      “It’s going to be a bit hard if even you can’t say where you were.”

      

      Again, she hesitated. A tightening of her brow. Leaning back slightly in her chair. Her eyes even flicked to the door as she so very clearly weighed up what she was going to say next. Or better, what lie she was going to tell me.

      

      Why did I come home? Why did I agree to do this? Why did I think that this would be any different to what I had expected from the moment that my mother opened her mouth? Because I was an idiot, that was why.

      

      Even if Mrs. Caldwell was innocent, the way she was treating this whole thing spoke to who she was as a person, and why taking on this case was always going to be a terrible decision. She was rich. She was powerful. She was a big fish in a small pond, and she lived a life of zero consequences because the society had led her to believe that was how the world worked.

      

      If this had been anyone else, they’d have tripped over themselves to clear their name. They’d have times and dates and witnesses ready to go. They’d have other suspects, motives, suspicions that they’d be pouring out hoping that something stuck. They’d be trying to save themselves from going to prison because in the real world, that’s what happened when you killed someone.

      

      Mrs. Caldwell wasn’t from the real world. She assumed her name was enough to save her and that was simply that. This right here was an inconvenience at most, one that would quickly be cleared up and dealt with in a manner that she didn’t have to concern herself with. Women like her didn’t go to prison and that, as far as she cared to admit, was all that really mattered.

      

      “Alright, so I do have one small confession to make,” she said in a playful manner as if this was all some joke.

      

      “What is it...” I braced myself.

      

      “I know where I was when my husband was murdered.”

      

      “Alright...”

      

      “And it was nowhere near him. I couldn’t have done it because I wasn’t there.”

      

      “And where were you exactly?”

      

      “In the bathroom.”

      

      I frowned. “Okay. And why is that a problem?”

      

      She rolled her eyes at herself and shook her head. “Because, Charles, you of all people should know how bad I can be. Especially where wickedly handsome young men are concerned.”

      

      I could feel my stomach twisting again. “Oh no...”

      

      “I’ve been bad, Charles,” she purred. “So very bad.”

      

      “You weren't...”

      

      She nodded. “I was in the bathroom, but I wasn’t alone. Alex Winters was there with me, and once you manage to convince him to admit what the two of us were doing, well...” She smiled and breathed out with a sense of relief. “You’ll see that I’m as innocent as a puppy dog.”

      

      And again, that same question reared its ugly head: Why in the name of all things did I come home?
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      “Mother!” I shouted as I threw the front door open and stormed inside. “Mother! Where are you?!”

      

      My mother appeared suddenly at the top of the staircase. “You’re home?”

      

      “We need to talk.” I slammed the door shut behind me and started up the stairs.

      

      “I’ll say,” my mother said as she swept down them toward me. “How did it go? Did you speak with Eleanor?”

      

      “Yes, I saw her.” I came to a stop halfway up the steps. “And she told me --”

      

      “Well?” my mother came to a stop one step up from me so that she was towering over me on the staircase. “What do you think?”

      

      “What do I think?”

      

      “Is she innocent?” my mother followed up. “Well, I know that she is. But now that you’ve spoken to her, you can see that she is, yes?”

      

      I baulked. “Um... that’s not really...”

      

      “Is she, or isn’t she? It’s a simple question, dear.”

      

      I groaned. “Yes, I think that she’s innocent. But --”

      

      “Wonderful!” My mother stepped past me and carried on down the stairs. “I knew you’d see things that way. Honestly, I don’t know what the police were thinking, arresting her in the first place! Her husband was murdered and the first thing they can think to do is --” her voice cut off as she wandered through the doors which led to the kitchens.

      

      “Mother!” I groaned and chased after her.

      

      I found her in the kitchen, instructing the staff on what they would be making for lunch today and dinner later on. There were three of them in total, and they stood back as she commanded them, each looking a proper amount of terrified by the shrillness of her voice.

      

      “Mother!” I barked. “We need to talk.”

      

      She looked at me. “Oh, yes! Marge!?” She swung about in search. “Marge where are -- oh, there you are.” Marge, one of the maids, hurried into the kitchen.

      

      “Yes, ma’am?”

      

      “My son will be staying here for the foreseeable future. Please ensure that his things are packed away and that his bedding is --”

      

      “Hold on.” I stormed toward my mother and Marge. “I’m not staying here. Why do you think I’m --”

      

      “You’re not staying in a hotel, that’s for sure,” my mother said rightly. “With all this space that nobody is using. That’s not to mention that the quality of the hotels in this town leave much to be desired, dear. No, that won’t do at all. You’re staying here, end of discussion.”

      

      “Mother --”

      

      “Now, Marge. The bedding!” She clapped her hands at the maid.

      

      “Right away, ma’am.” Marge bowed low and then scurried away before I could think to stop her.

      

      “Clothes.” My mother turned on me. “You only brought the one suitcase, and that simply will not do. Leave me your sizes and I’ll have someone pop out and pick you up some things. Suits, I think. If you’re going to be working this case, the least you can do is look --”

      

      “Will you stop!” I shouted at the top of my lungs. “Please!”

      

      The effect was instantaneous. The three kitchen-staff shrunk back into the walls and seemed to vanish entirely. The boiling pots and screeching kettle both silenced as if they weren't there. And my mother, a veritable tempest of a woman, stopped what she’d been saying and turned to look at me as if she couldn't believe I had the ability to speak. At the very least, it was shock that I had dared to do so.

      

      “I’m sorry,” I said gently. “I didn’t mean to shout.”

      

      “Oh, I’m sure you did.”

      

      “Well, you didn’t leave me much choice, Mother.”

      

      “And aren’t I just the worst? Heaven forbid that I want to make sure you're comfortable while you stay here. You’d think I was organizing to have you put on the rack or something.”

      

      “That’s just it though, I don’t know if I’m going to stay here.”

      

      My mother frowned. “A hotel? Charles, I know you don’t love being here, but there is no need to stay in a hotel --”

      

      “It’s not that, Mom.” I sighed, reached out and rested a hand on her arm, giving it a soft squeeze. “It’s just that... I don’t know if I can represent Mrs. Caldwell.”

      

      “Oh, don’t be silly. Of course, you can.”

      

      “I can’t,” I said more sternly. “And I’m not being silly.”

      

      “That’s exactly what you’re being. Did you not just tell me that you believe her to be innocent? Did you?” She looked down her nose at me.

      

      “Well, yes, I think she is --”

      

      “What then? One of my oldest friends is being accused of murder and my own son won’t even defend her. Am I going insane, or am I missing something here?”

      

      “That depends,” I said, feeling myself calm down slightly.

      

      “On what?”

      

      I looked right at my mother. “Do you know who Alex Winters is?”

      

      “Alex Winters?” my mother thought to herself for a moment. Biting into her lip, scratching her chin, looking into the distance as -- “Oh! Yes, he’s the young man whom Eleanor is sleeping with.”

      

      My mouth dropped open.

      

      “Oh, don’t look so surprised.”

      

      “Surprised?! Of course I am!”

      

      “You shouldn’t be.” My mother stepped around me and swept from the kitchen.

      

      “Mother!” I chased after her. “This is a big deal!”

      

      My mother was at the base of the steps, but she spun about when she heard me coming. “It’s really not.”

      

      “Of course it is!” I cried. “You’re aware that the police have Mrs. Caldwell in custody right now. They think she did it. Once they finish processing her, they’re going to start looking for evidence to back up that claim. And I can promise you, Mom, having an affair with a younger man is like gold when it comes to motive. That’s all they’re going to need to put her away.”

      

      My mother clicked her tongue. “Ridiculous.”

      

      “It’s not,” I said through a clenched jaw. “Do you have any idea what Eleanor and her husband's prenup was like? If there’s even a hint that --”

      

      “It’s ridiculous, Charles, because everyone knows about the affair. And that includes Edmond. It really isn’t the scandal that you’re making it out to be.”

      

      “He -- he knew?” I stammered.

      

      “Of course he did,” my mother sighed. “But he wasn’t exactly innocent either. Edmond was having an affair too, with... oh, what was her name?” She scrunched her hands into a ball as she tried to remember. “Lydia something -- blast, I cannot remember. But she was the event’s curator. A young thing too. Big breasts. Pert buttocks. Believe me, Edmond wasn’t exactly missing out in all of this. Not by a long way.”

      

      What the hell had I gotten myself into here? I’d known that the people of Harborwood were a little strange. Any small community with as many affluent residents as this town had was always going to have a few skeletons tucked away in the closet, but this was something else entirely. Sanctioned affairs, murders treated like speeding tickets, a complete disregard for anything resembling law and order. And it hadn’t even been a day yet!

      

      I’d been debating all morning whether or not to take on this case. Was it worth the hassle that it was surely going to bring me? Was it worth the headache and painful memories that were sure to be drudged back up? If the case had felt righteous enough, if I had felt as if I was truly needed, then I probably would have sucked it up and taken it on. For my mother, if nothing else.

      

      Now, with everything I’d learned, I wasn’t so sure. One day in and my limits had already been tested further than I thought possible. If I made it to two days, I couldn’t even imagine what might happen.

      

      “So, everyone is having an affair, are they?” I sighed.

      

      “Don’t be silly.”

      

      “I’m not, Mom.” My tone was defeated, and the way I gripped the banister to keep me from falling let the world know just how much. “But I spoke to Eleanor for fifteen minutes and do you know what she told me?”

      

      “What, dear?”

      

      “Nothing. Nothing new. Nothing I could use. Fuck me --”

      

      “Don’t curse.”

      

      I looked right at my mother. “Eleanor doesn’t need someone like me to save her, Mom. The best lawyer in the world can’t help someone who doesn’t want it.”

      

      “Of course she needs you --”

      

      “No, she doesn’t. And that’s fine,” I continued softly. “If she really didn’t do it then I’m sure the evidence will bear that out. She’ll be fine.”

      

      “What... what are you saying?” My mother reared back.

      

      “I’m saying...” A deep breath and I held my mother’s eyes, even if it did nearly break me. “I’m saying that I don’t think I can take this case on.”

      

      When I was fourteen, I thought it would be a good idea to paint my own room. Having lived in the same room my entire life, I’d wanted something different. Unfortunately, I didn’t have any money to buy paint, so I stole some from my parents’ savings jar and used that to fund my venture. Never mind how the room looked when I was done because my mother was furious with me. Both for painting the room and stealing money that couldn’t afford to be stolen.

      

      The look she gave me that day... it still sent shivers down my spine. I don’t think I’d ever seen her so disappointed in me. Not before. And certainly not since.

      

      Well, that all changed when I announced that I wouldn’t be helping her friend. Standing one step above me, my mother cast a look of such unfathomable disappointment in my direction that I cowered back instinctively, almost running for the door. And then she held it on me, just long enough to make sure that it really hit home.

      

      “Is that how you feel?” she said coldly.

      

      “It is,” I said with some semblance of control.

      

      “Fine.” She turned to walk up the stairs but then looked back one final time. “If that’s the case, I don’t see much point in you hanging around all weekend either. Clearly, you have more important things to do.” A final disparaging glare and she turned her nose up at me and walked up the stairs.

      

      As to me? I stayed where I was, feeling about as tall as a thumbtack. There were many reasons why I hated coming home but, above all else, it was that inevitable feeling that while at home I was going to do something to disappoint my mother.

      

      It was nice to know that at the very least, some things didn’t change.
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      It didn’t take me long to pack. Mostly, that was because I only brought the single suitcase with enough clothes tucked inside for three days and that was it. But also, it was because I wasn’t in the mood to hang around.

      

      Two minutes. That was all it took. After my mother stormed off to her room, I went straight to mine, happy to pack up my stuff and get out while I still could. My mother wasn’t the type to give up so easily, which suggested her exit to be more of a break than a full bowing out. And what was more, when she did come back, she’d be bringing the fire power.

      

      I’d call her from the airport. Take the whipping she was going to give me, apologize, and hope that everything worked out for Mrs. Caldwell. She claimed that she was innocent so, if she was, surely the evidence would bear that out...?

      

      Still wearing the same chinos from yesterday, only this time with a clean shirt -- no tie, because I most definitely wasn’t working -- I threw my coat over my shoulder, grabbed my suitcase off the bed, and strode for the door.

      

      Once I was out of here, that tight knot that had slowly been building in my stomach since my mother had stormed off, would vanish. I shouldn’t feel guilty. This was the right move.

      

      Only, if it was, why did it feel so wrong?

      

      “You’re not seriously leaving?” My sister stepped around the corner and put herself in the doorway. She was a petite thing, but she blocked the way like a damn cave troll, nonetheless.

      

      “What do you think?”

      

      “That you’re not seriously leaving.”

      

      I exhaled sharply with frustration. “Did you know about Mrs. Caldwell and Mr. Winters?”

      

      “You can just call him Alex. Everyone else does.”

      

      “Did you know?” I said while scowling at her.

      

      “Everybody knows, Charles.”

      

      “Apparently not,” I groaned and rubbed at my forehead as a throbbing headache began to slowly thump away against the inside of my skull.

      

      “Mom’s right,” Ava said as she folded her arms and leaned against the doorframe. “It’s not that big of a deal.”

      

      “Ava...” My shoulders slumped and I very nearly put my briefcase down. I didn’t though. I was leaving and Ava wasn’t about to stop me. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      

      “And you do?”

      

      I blinked. “I am a lawyer. Wait, do you not know what I do for a liv --”

      

      “What I meant,” she huffed. “Is that around here, it’s not that big of a deal. She was doing it. He was doing it. Heck, if I was married then I’m sure I’d be doing it too.” She shrugged. “Don’t be such a prude.”

      

      “It’s still problematic. “If the prenup is as bad for Mrs. Caldwell as I think it’s going to --”

      

      ‘If?” My sister frowned as if confused. “Wait. Have you not read it yet?”

      

      “What? No, why would --”

      

      “Oh, so you’re just making an assumption based on nothing then.” She flashed me a toothy grin. “Didn’t you just say that you were a lawyer? Or are you just not a very good one?”

      

      “Are you done?”

      

      “Not even close.” She pushed herself up and crossed her arms. “You know that she didn’t do this.”

      

      “I don’t know that actually,” I said matter-of-factly. “I don’t know anything. And the moment that I think I do, something else --”

      

      “Charles.” She dropped her arms, her expression softened, and for a moment I thought she was going to hug me. “You know how I never ask you for anything?”

      

      “That’s not true.”

      

      “I’m asking for something now.” She reached out and gently took my arm. “Can you please --”

      

      “I can’t promise to represent her,” I said quickly. “Not if she’s guilty.”

      

      “Which she isn’t.”

      

      “I’ll believe that when I --”

      

      “Find out then.” Her gaze was determined. “You’re a lawyer, so be one. You’ve still got two more days before you’re supposed to leave, right?”

      

      “Three, if you count the day that I go,” I said guiltily, the bag in my hand suddenly feeling much heavier than it did.

      

      “Then use them.” Holding my stare, Ava reached out and took hold of my suitcase, but I refused to hand it over. “Talk to Alex. Speak to the police. Find out what actually happened before you just write Mrs. Caldwell off.”

      

      “I wasn’t -- I don’t think she’s guilty,” I clarified hotly. “I just don’t like not being told everything. And it’s messy. One day in and it’s already messy.”

      

      “Then un-messy it.” She plucked the suitcase from my hand.

      

      “That’s not a word,” I muttered.

      

      She grinned. “You haven’t been home for five years, Charles. Did you really think I was going to let you leave after one night?”

      

      “I wasn’t aware that you had a say?” I couldn’t stop myself from chuckling.

      

      “Of course I do. And now that we have that sorted--” She spun about suddenly, looking for a place to put my suitcase. Her eyes went wide as they landed on my bed, and she hurriedly deposited my case on top. “Much better.”

      

      I eyed my sister curiously, only just now noticing how eager she was. Wanting me to stay for the rest of my trip because she was my sister and didn’t want to see me go so early was one thing, but that wasn’t what this was. She really, really wanted me to look into this case. That was why she was so keen on keeping me here.

      

      “Ava...” I started slowly, eyes narrowing on her. “Why are you so insistent that I help Mrs. Caldwell?”

      

      “What do you mean?” she frowned.

      

      “Well, I understand why Mom wants me to. But why do you care so much? I wasn’t aware that you and Mrs. Caldwell were so close?”

      

      “First of all, can you please call her Eleanor? We’re not sixteen.” She smirked sarcastically and I returned it in kind. “And I dunno. Because Mom wants you to.”

      

      “That’s not --”

      

      “You haven’t been here for five years, remember?” Ava said seriously. “And before that it was another three. But me? I live two blocks away. I have dinner here five nights a --”

      

      “What’s your point?” I sigh.

      

      “Is it really so surprising to you that I want what’s best for Mom?” Hands on hips, she almost looked annoyed with me. “She’s been hysterical about what’s happened to Eleanor. I heard her crying all last night.”

      

      “Oh, you did not.”

      

      “I did!” she snapped. “And if I could do something to help, I would. But I can’t. I’m not a lawyer. Lucky for me, my dumb older brother is. And you’d think it wouldn’t be too much to ask for him to help out. Unless he likes the image of his mother in tears every --”

      

      “Alright, alright,” I eased her. “I said I was going to look into it, didn’t I?”

      

      She beamed. “You did. And thank you.”

      

      I rolled my eyes but then, feeling a sense of gratitude and guilt all rolled into one, I stepped forward and threw an arm around her, pulling her into a tight side-hug. She pretended to shy away from it, but relented nonetheless.

      

      “I’m sorry I don’t come home more often,” I said.

      

      “No, you’re not.”

      

      I laughed. “You’re right, I’m not.”

      

      “You’re such a dick,” she chucked along.

      

      “Alright.” I dropped my arm. “I suppose I better get going then.”

      

      “What?!”

      

      “Not for good,” I scoffed. “I meant I have to go. Out. Do some lawyering.”

      

      “Ohh,” Ava nodded her understanding. “Who are you going to see?”

      

      “Mr. Win -- Alex,” I corrected. “Alex Winter. See what he has to say about this affair.”

      

      “Fun,” Ava grinned. “Although, before you do that, you really shouldn’t be diving into people’s personal affairs on an empty stomach. Lunch?”

      

      “It’s not even 11 yet.”

      

      She shrugged. “I stand by my point.”

      

      “Fine,” I laughed as I gestured for her to leave the room before me. “I suppose it’s a stupid question to ask if there’s any staff on in the kitchen?”

      

      “Very stupid,” she said with a big smile as she waltzed from the room. “What, do you not have personal staff where you live?”

      

      I rolled my eyes at her, and she giggled along as we made our way downstairs, into the dining room where we were promptly waited on. There were a lot of things to hate about being home, but the service wasn’t one of them.
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      I almost didn’t recognize him. Alex Winters, I meant.

      

      He was bigger than I remembered, a solid couple of inches taller than I was, with a much bulkier frame. His features were big too, but all proportioned and symmetrical in a way that I had no doubt the ladies found appealing. His beard was thick, his hair well groomed, his teeth frighteningly white and straight. This Alex Winters was a far cry from the one I knew back in high school.

      

      “I’ll be damned,” Alex whistled softly as I walked into his office. “Charles Lawson.” He shook his head in disbelief as he pushed himself from his very plush-looking seat.

      

      “I was going to say the same thing,” I chuckled as I strode into the office, hand outstretched and ready to shake.

      

      He took it, his hands just as big as his body, making sure to really squeeze my hand as if I didn’t already know how much bigger he was than me. “It’s been a while, hasn’t it?”

      

      “Too long.” I grimaced as he let go of my hand, a fresh pain shooting through it which I had to resist shaking off. No doubt he was watching for it.

      

      “High school, right?” He fell back into his chair, folding his hands behind his head casually.

      

      “Would have been about tenth grade. That was when I...” I waved vaguely, but for some reason felt awkward saying it out loud.

      

      “Changed schools,” Alex nodded along, thankfully making it seem a lot less awkward than it really was.

      

      “Right. When I changed schools.” I smiled and nodded awkwardly, Alex remained with his hands behind his head, smiling a little too much for what the situation warranted.

      

      “Honestly, when my secretary told me who was coming in...” Another low whistle. “Talk about rising from the dead.” His eyes flashed and it sent a strange chill through me.

      

      “I wouldn’t go that far,” I chuckled nervously, still feeling strange about the way he’d said that word. Dead. “But it’s nice being home too. I probably don’t come back as much as I should.”

      

      “Why would you,” he shrugged and folded his hands in his lap. “A town like this. I suspect it’s not big enough for someone like you.”

      

      “Like me?” I frowned at the inflection in his tone.

      

      “You were always a go-getter, is what I meant,” he chuckled. “Come on, Charles Lawson. Debate king. Honors everything. The only thing you couldn’t do was throw a football.”

      

      I smiled sheepishly at the generous write-up of my high school achievements. “Yeah well, it looks like you did okay for yourself.”

      

      “Oh, me?” The smugness that took over his face was so thick that I almost choked on it. A tiny smirk. A twinkle in his eye. A real ‘you fucking know it’ kind of look. “Yeah, I’ve done alright for myself. You could say.” He folded his arms behind his head again and glanced vaguely around his office.

      

      The office was your classic corner office. Both outer walls formed by ceiling-to-floor windows. A private bathroom in the corner. Comfy couches, a coffee table, not to mention a huge TV. Too big by far, it was the kind of office you got because you wanted to show off how much damn money you made. Which was exactly what Alex was doing.

      

      He couldn’t have looked prouder of himself and, if I had any suspicions about how Alex was going to react after seeing me after all this time, they were now well and truly confirmed.

      

      We used to be friends. Fuck, there was a short period there where we were best friends. That was back in our early teenage years, before my parents became mega-rich and promptly pulled me out of the public school I was in and inserted me into a private one instead. One that kids like Alex couldn’t have dreamed of attending.

      

      As one might have suspected, I was a bit of a nerd in high school. Sport was never my thing, so I leaned into the books because that was all I was ever good at. As it happened, Alex was the same and we bonded mostly out of desperation for friendship and the need for someone to help dissuade the bullies who came at us like we were covered in catnip.

      

      I’m not proud to admit what happened after my parents made me move schools, but I suspected it was a huge motivating factor behind why Alex was treating me with such smug contempt.

      

      Basically, I cut Alex off.

      

      I wasn’t proud to do it. But I was sixteen, we lived on opposite sides of town, I was in this new world that didn’t make any sense to me, no idea how to behave or what to do, the thought of facing my old life again and the people in it terrified me. Being the coward that I was, I simply stopped returning Alex’s calls and figured I’d never see him again.

      

      God, how it sucked to be so wrong.

      

      “Anyway...” I started awkwardly, straightening up in my chair and rearranging my collar. “I assume you know why I wanted to see you?”

      

      Alex’s demeanor immediately turned serious. “Unfortunately -- although I don’t understand what you have to do with anything? I’ve already spoken to the police.” He groaned and rubbed his eyes. “For an exhausting amount of time.”

      

      “Right, well there’s a chance I might represent Mrs. Caldwell and I wanted to clear up a few --”

      

      “Ah, so that’s the field you went into,” he nodded over me, smiling coyly to himself as if from pride. “I had wondered about that. I knew you were a lawyer but --” His eyes flicked judgmentally over me. “I wasn’t sure what type.”

      

      “Criminal law,” I chuckled awkwardly.

      

      “I don’t know how you do it,” he chuckled to himself. “Honestly, dealing with felons all day long. The worst of the worst.” He winced. “No, when it came time for me to choose my path, corporate law made more sense.”

      

      “You and my mother would have a lot to talk about,” I tried for a joke.

      

      “Oh, Victoria?” He flashed me a smile that made my insides squirm. “Did she not tell you that we’re quite close? You know how big this town is?” he laughed.

      

      Chalk that one up to another reason I didn’t want to be here. This town, or at least this side of it, was so damn incestuous that it was sickening. Alex looked to have done well for himself, flourishing in his adulthood, most likely living on this side of town now too. But personally, you couldn’t have paid me all the money in the world to live here. Especially working corporate law.

      

      “Be that as it may,” I chuckled awkwardly, trying not to picture him and my mother together. “You and Mrs. Caldwell.”

      

      “Eleanor,” he said with a smile.

      

      “Right. It’s come to my attention that...” I bit nervously into my lip, looking at Alex and hoping he might have me. “That the two of you...”

      

      He sighed. “You can say it, Charles. We were sleeping together.”

      

      “So, my sister is right. It’s not a secret.”

      

      “Hardly,” he said with a sense of regret. “But that doesn’t mean I want to get dragged into this. Or that I should. It’s not as if Edmond cared what we were doing. And I certainly wished the man no ill.”

      

      “I’m not saying you had anything to do with it,” I assured him. “I’m just trying to work out a timeline.”

      

      “I suggest you speak with the police then. I spent hours with them last night, going over it in excruciating detail. And before you ask, yes, they know about the affair.”

      

      “And I intend to speak with them. But I wanted to hear it from you first.” I flashed him a sincere smile.

      

      He groaned and rubbed his eyes again, but then leaned forward in his seat and rested his hands on the table. “Well, I was there that night, clearly. Eleanor invited me along – believe me, I did not want to go.”

      

      “Not much of an art guy?”

      

      “Not much of a rubbing my affair in the husband's face, guy,” he said. “But Eleanor can be... persistent. Not to mention persuasive. Hence my being there.”

      

      “The murder was said to have happened sometime between 5pm and 5:15pm. Eleanor claims she was with you the whole time. Care to confirm?”

      

      “Here’s the thing, Eleanor and I were together.”

      

      “Where, exactly?”

      

      “A bathroom,” he sighed. “No need to say what we were doing.”

      

      “Washing each other’s hands?”

      

      He gave me a sarcastic smile. “We were together. And I know that the body was found maybe... five minutes or so after we left. Could have been as many as ten.”

      

      “So, she wasn’t with you when the murder actually happened?”

      

      “Maybe she was, maybe she wasn’t,” he shrugged. “For the record, I don’t think she did it. She would have been far too exhausted, I assure you.”

      

      I shuddered at the thought. “Good to know.”

      

      “And that’s it.” He clapped his hands together and leaned back. “There’s not really much I can tell you either. I didn’t speak with Mr. Caldwell the whole night, for obvious reasons. I didn’t go near him or so much as look at him. Honestly, this whole thing...” he clicked his tongue with frustration. “If it had only happened next week.”

      

      “What do you mean?” I frowned.

      

      Alex considered, but then ended up smirking to himself and leaning across the table as he dropped his voice. “Between you and me, this thing with Eleanor, it had an expiration date.”

      

      “You were going to dump her?”

      

      He shrugged. “In a fashion. We were just having some fun, that's all. The whole thing was never meant to get as far as it did. A lonely night at a bar and the next thing I know...” His eyes drifted lazily into the back of his head as he escaped into the memory. Then he shook his head and brought himself back. “It was fun and everything, but let’s be real. Me and her? I think I can do a little better, don’t you?”

      

      “Does she know you feel this way?”

      

      “She will, once I -- oh, actually, that reminds me. Do you know when she gets out of jail? I’m assuming she’ll make bail.”

      

      “Ah... I’m hoping to speak with a judge this afternoon.” I didn’t bother adding the ‘assuming I take the case’ portion that time. Somehow, it felt redundant.

      

      “Perfect,” Alex said happily. “I’ll do it tomorrow then.” He exhaled and relaxed in his chair. “Now, I hate to kick you out --”

      

      “Tomorrow?” I sat up. “Do what tomorrow?”

      

      “Break up with her,” he said so matter-of-factly you wouldn’t think he was one of the most repugnant men of all time. “And not a moment too soon. Getting pulled into a case like this one.” A shake of the head. “It’s not something that my firm would be too keen on. You get me?”

      

      Oh, I got him alright. Probably better than he knew.

      

      When I’d heard that Alex and Eleanor were sleeping together, I wasn’t such a fool to think there was any romance there. It wasn’t as if I assumed them to be in the throes of love, desperately trying to hide their affair because they were so obsessed with one another that they didn’t want to do anything to risk it ending. No, nothing like that.

      

      Their affair was one of convenience and boredom and that was fine. No judgements, especially from me. But still... would it have killed Alex to pretend to be just a little worried about his lover’s fate?

      

      That’s what struck me the most. That’s what made the office I was in suddenly feel too hot and far smaller than it was. Alex, despite growing up poor and relatively normal, was now just like everyone he was supposed to revile. All he cared about was himself, his own bottom line, and how this murder might affect his career.

      

      Did I think Alex Winters was lying to me? Probably not. Did that make my job any easier? Not even close.
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      It was time that I visited the scene of the crime. Not something that I enjoyed doing, or even something that I thought I really needed to. Edmund Caldwell had been found in a storage room, head smashed open by a ceramic bust, no cameras, no witnesses, nothing on the scene that might indicate who was to blame. I’d be doing a deep dive into the police report later and, as far as I was concerned, that was all I’d need.

      

      But I wasn’t visiting the scene of the crime because I wanted to scope the place out. I was visiting it because my next witness, maybe my most important witness so far, was there.

      

      I noticed her as soon as I walked into the warehouse. It was a big, open space, divided by fake walls and plant arraignments set up like barriers to herd people through. Mostly, the space was filled with police officers and forensic teams, all there to gather their last bits of evidence before the scene of the crime became an irrelevant name on a piece of paper.

      

      Among the smattering of police uniforms and hazmat-styled suits was one person who so clearly didn’t belong that had I not known who she was, I might have assumed she was a journalist who had broken in to get herself a good scoop for the front page. But that wasn’t it at all.

      

      She was undoubtedly attractive. No older than forty, in terrific shape from what I could see, her hair was golden blonde, her skin was tanned, her face was classically beautiful. From what I remembered of Edmond too and what he looked like at seventy-eight years of age, she was beyond anyone who he should have been able to have an affair with.

      

      “No, no, no!” she shouted at a worker who was in the process of gently lifting a very large piece of art off the wall. It was big and bulky and probably needed at least two more people to help with. “Careful! Will you be careful!”

      

      Her name was Lydia Hastings, curator of the local museum, host of last night’s charity event, lover to Edmond Caldwell and the next person who I needed to speak with.

      

      “Ms. Hastings!” I called out and waved as I crossed the warehouse toward her.

      

      She looked up, saw me, and frowned. “And you are?”

      

      “I’m Charles Lawson, we spoke on the --”

      

      “Oh, yes!” Her eyes widened with realization, and she hurried to shake my hand. “I’m sorry. I completely forgot that you were coming.”

      

      “That’s okay,” I said with a friendly smile as I gave her hand a quick shake. “I imagine you’re pretty busy.”

      

      She groaned and massaged her temples. “Understatement of the century, that one. Even if last night hadn’t been a total calamity, these philistines --” she flicked her wrist angrily in the direction of the police officers. “Are being incredible pricks about literally everything. I can’t even sneeze without them swarming me.”

      

      “They don’t like the idea of taking the art off the walls?” I chuckled.

      

      She sighed and shook her head. “And I told them, they can’t stay here. I didn’t want to leave them overnight, let alone another day! But I’ve had to get permission for each piece to be removed, as if my museum isn’t the one that owns half of them in the first place.”

      

      “Yeah, police tend to have a thing about crime scene’s being tampered with.”

      

      “And I get that, I do. But none of this --” She indicated to the wall in front of her, where a monstrously sized portrait of someone who I didn’t recognize, was still hanging. “-- has anything to do with that. I’ve already agreed to leave the storage room where he was found untouched. But these can’t very well stay here, can they!”

      

      I admired the passion, even if I didn’t fully understand it. At a quick glance, I could see as many as twenty different installations across the warehouse. Most of them were portraits and pieces of painted art, but there were statues and other random structures that I didn’t understand but was sure were worth thousands a piece. And from what I understood, if they weren’t here, they’d just be in the museum in town, so what was the difference?

      

      Not that I voiced this to her, of course. No doubt the difference was huge and no doubt she’d be more than happy to tell me.

      

      “I’m sure the police will be finished soon,” I said with a light smile. “From what I understand, there wasn’t much to be found here anyway.”

      

      “Despite the body, you mean?”

      

      I grimaced. “Well, yes. I suppose that.”

      

      “I’m sorry.” She sucked through her teeth apologetically. “I shouldn’t -- I don’t deal very well with tragedy. My M.O is usually to ignore it but seeing as I can’t do that, making jokes feels like the next best thing.”

      

      “It’s fine,” I assured her. “Everyone deals with death in different ways. Maybe making jokes is one of the healthier methods.”

      

      That made her smile, and I could see her relax slightly. Although that changed a second later when a loud crash ricocheted across the warehouse.

      

      Her head whipped around. “Sam!” she cried. “What on earth are you doing?!”

      

      Sam was the worker who was helping her remove the art from the walls. He was tall and long looking, with a spindly frame and clothes that were far too large for his lithe proportions. Shabbily dressed too, messy hair and beard and that sort of thing, it was a strange thing to think but I wondered immediately if he was from Harborwood... knowing that if he was, he would have grown up on this side of town.

      

      The cause of the noise was his attempt at pulling another piece of art off the walls. From the looks of things, he’d over balanced and dropped it. Hard.

      

      “Sorry, Ms. Hastings,” Sam muttered nervously. “He bent down to try and pick the frame back up.”

      

      “No! Don’t --” Lydia shot out a hand to stop him. “You’ll just drop it again. How about you go and ask if any of the officers can take a moment to help? There’s enough of them around, surely one of them has a minute to spare.”

      

      “Yes, Ms. Hastings,” Sam nodded awkwardly. “Right away.” He bowed for her, glanced curiously at me, and then hurried away.

      

      “Urgh,” Lydia groaned once he was out of earshot. “Like I said, it’s been a morning.”

      

      “Does he work at the museum with you?” I asked casually, watching Sam dart through the warehouse as he nervously approached random officers, most of whom ignored him.

      

      “Sam? God no,” she snorted. “He’s nice enough, but a little strange, you know?”

      

      “Strange how?”

      

      “I guess that’s unfair,” she sighed and slumped her shoulders a little. “He’s an artist, and they’re all whack jobs, aren’t they?” A chuckle. “Although I don’t think he’s quite good enough to get away with it.”

      

      “Is he now?” I cast my gaze further through the warehouse. “And which one of these is his?”

      

      She snorted again. “Try none. Sam gives it his best, don’t get me wrong. But he’s not quite at this level yet.” Her tone was arrogant, as if she was proud to say such a thing. “We were going to let him display something last night too – he hassles me enough, so I thought it would be a nice way to shut him up.”

      

      “But you didn’t?”

      

      “A change at the last minute,” she shrugged. “A local artist, Michael Lawson – say, do you know him? That name-”

      

      “He’s my brother,” I smiled.

      

      “Ah, that’s it,” she said with a knowing nod. “Well, some busts that he’d been working on were ready when we didn’t think they would be. So he got the nod over Sam.”

      

      “Fair enough,” I said with a casual shrug, indicating I was more or less done with talking about Sam Whitman and his failed artistic aspirations. “But I was hoping that I could speak with you about more pressing matters...” I trailed off, knowing she didn’t need to be told what exactly.

      

      “You’re representing Mrs. Caldwell?” she asked.

      

      I thought to lie again. I thought to say that I wasn’t sure and it was still being decided. But I refrained from that, figuring that by that point lying to myself was just a waste of time. I wasn’t sure exactly when I’d made the choice to represent Mrs. Caldwell fully. But apparently, it had happened.

      

      “That’s right. I’m seeing a judge this afternoon about her bail but before I do that, I’m trying to tie up a few loose ends. Get a better understanding of what happened here last night.”

      

      “What do you know so far?”

      

      “Admittedly, not much,” I chuckled awkwardly. “I know that Mr. Caldwell was hosting a charity fundraiser here, using the art from your museum to raise money. I know that at 5:15pm he was found murdered in one of the storage rooms. And I know that Mrs. Caldwell was arrested for it, even though she claims that she didn’t do it.”

      

      “And I assume you believe her?”

      

      “I’d rather hear what you think.”

      

      She tittered at that. “I’m sure it’s what you already know.” She looked at me and I indicated for her to continue. “It’s as you said. The fundraiser was in full swing, everything looked to be normal and the next thing I knew, Mr. Caldwell’s body was discovered. Outside of that, I’m as in the dark as you apparently are.”

      

      “And Mrs. Caldwell?” I pressed.

      

      She shrugged. “Not my place to say. As I said, this has nothing to do with me.”

      

      I couldn’t help myself. It was how dismissive she was being that got me. How casual and noncommittal. As if what had happened didn’t involve her in any way, almost like she was a victim here and any suggestion otherwise was ludicrous. She dismissed my question with a flick of her hand, but I wasn’t about to let her off the hook so easily.

      

      “Ms. Hastings,” I sighed and looked pointedly at her. “I think we both know that isn’t true.”

      

      Her face dropped. “So, you know?”

      

      “Doesn’t everyone?”

      

      She groaned and rubbed her eyes. “Well, I suppose we might as well get it over with then. Yes, I was sleeping with Edmund. Happy?”

      

      “Not particularly,” I said simply. “But you understand why that might be seen as a problem?”

      

      “Urgh, this town,” she groaned. “You know, I’m not from here originally, don’t you? I only moved here a few years ago, and I never thought I was going to stay. It’s the locals that irk me. They’re all so...”

      

      “Welcoming?”

      

      Her lip curled. “How about the exact opposite? It’s lucky that I work with art, which means money, which means that they at least pretend to put up with me. But it’s about as far from welcoming as you can get.”

      

      “Was Mr. Caldwell the same?” I asked politely, not wanting to imply anything.

      

      “Surprisingly, not,” she laughed. “Or perhaps that isn’t too surprising. And I know what you’re thinking. You look at him and you look at me and you think the same thing everyone else is.” She raised an eyebrow at me. “Gold digger. Why else would I want to sleep with him?”

      

      “And were you? Gold digging, I mean.”

      

      “How could you even ask that?”

      

      “I assure you, it won’t be the last time.”

      

      “Look.” She sighed and crossed her arms. “I met Edmond about six months ago. He came into the museum, we struck up a conversation and he seemed like a genuinely nice enough man. He bought a few pieces and I figured that was that. But then he came back. And then he came back again.”

      

      “How did the affair start?”

      

      “The same as most of them, I expect,” she shrugged. “And don’t go judging me either.”

      

      “I wasn’t --”

      

      “You know that wife of his was having an affair too? And you know that me and her discussed my affair. She actually came to the museum one day, wanted to double check that I didn’t keep her husband out too late. Do you believe that?”

      

      I grimaced. “Unfortunately, I do.”

      

      “The point is, what me and Edmond were doing was irrelevant. I wasn’t sleeping with him for money. We weren’t in love. And I gain nothing from his death. So, when I said that this doesn’t involve me, I was being serious. It doesn’t.”

      

      “Be that as it may --”

      

      A loud crash cut through my point and we both looked up just in time to see Sam again, standing over a statue that he’d knocked to the ground. He stood frozen, staring at it, not sure what to do or if maybe standing perfectly still would see him turn invisible.

      

      “You have got to be -- Sam! What on earth are you doing?!” she shouted. Then she took a step toward him but spun back to face me. “Can we do this another time, perhaps? This really is the worst --”

      

      “You know what, I think I have enough for now,” I eased her, which had her breathing a huge sigh of relief. “But I’ll be calling if I have any more questions.”

      

      “Please,” she said. “Anything at all. I do want to help. I do want to catch whoever did this to poor Edmond.”

      

      They were the right words to say, but the way she said them sounded forced and obligatory. The entire interview, in fact, had felt more like an afterthought than anything else. She didn’t want to talk to me any more than she wanted the cops interfering with her work.

      

      But that didn’t mean she had anything to do with Edmond’s murder. And where the disinterested way she spoke about him, almost like he’d just left town rather than being brutally murdered, might have suggested she was hiding something, the reality was much more likely. She, like everyone else in this town, cared only about themselves and the murder of their dear friend was nothing short of an inconvenience they could do without.

      

      An odd way to treat a murder, sure. But that was Harborwood for you.
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      Mrs. Caldwell’s arraignment was set for later that afternoon. And seeing as this was a small town without a burgeoning crime scene, it wasn’t going to be the standard court procedure that I was used to. That would come later.

      

      Instead, as I was informed when I arrived at the police station, it would be staged more as a meeting between myself, the prosecutor, and the judge. We would sit in a room together, the prosecution would put forward their charge, I would enter Mrs. Caldwell’s not-guilty plea, and then I’d do everything that I could to secure her bail. Not that I thought this would be a problem, figuring that it was more of a formality than anything. Mrs. Caldwell would be getting out on bail. Of that, I was certain.

      

      However, that didn’t mean I was going to take the process lightly and, with a few hours to kill until the meeting was set to begin, I opted to use those hours to further unravel what was quickly becoming a tangled web of a case.

      

      Just to be clear, I’d decided to take on Mrs. Caldwell as a client. For all the double guessing that I was doing, and all the ‘will I, won’t I’ theatrics that I’d been in constant argument with my mother about, by the time I wandered into the police station, those concerns had been rendered null and void.

      

      I was there. Mrs. Caldwell was a family friend. And my mother wanted it. The odds of me saying no were always going to be slim.

      

      That was unless another speed bump suddenly appeared on the road and everything that I thought I’d known about this case turned out to be a lie. But I was choosing to be optimistic.

      

      I didn’t have much to do with the police when I was growing up, so the local precinct didn’t bring with it a sudden flood of bad memories like other parts of this town did. But it still felt strange to walk through the doors, anyway, knowing what I’d once done and what I was trying to hide. I was there for a good reason, but it didn’t stop me from flinching every time a cop glanced in my direction.

      

      Eventually, I was able to track down the officer who had made the initial arrest, confirming finally why he’d thought it prudent to arrest Mrs. Caldwell in the first place.

      

      “It was a no brainer,” he said with a simple shrug as he settled into the chair across from me. We were in an interview room, door locked, curtains pulled closed.

      

      “Is that right?” I asked skeptically. “Because I don’t think I’ve ever heard of the wife being arrested for...” I frowned as if confused. “To be honest, I’m still not sure why you made the initial arrest in the first place. From what I understand, Mr. Caldwell was found alone and there were no witnesses.”

      

      “That’s right,” he said, expression stern as he readied himself to slap down whatever point I was going to make.

      

      “She didn’t have any blood on her. Nobody saw her anywhere near Mr. Caldwell before or after the murder. From what I can gather you arrested her for no other reason than you needed someone in handcuffs. Unless I’m missing something,” I quickly added in an effort to not piss him off too much.

      

      His name was Officer Peters, a name I kind of recognized from back in my high school days, but not really. He looked to be a few years younger than I was, but I was certain he came from the other side of town, meaning that if our paths were to have crossed, it would have been before my family had moved.

      

      “It’s Mr. Lawson, isn’t it?” Officer Peters said calmly.

      

      “That’s right.”

      

      “You’re related to Victoria Lawson? And her children, presumably?”

      

      “She’s my mother,” I said slowly, wondering where this was going.

      

      He nodded his understanding. “So, you’re from Harborwood then? Which means you know what this town is like.”

      

      “I haven’t lived here in twenty years,” I said. “So, I wouldn’t presume to say that I know anything. And even if I did, I don’t see what that has to do with --”

      

      “Look, on the face of it, you’re right.” He sighed and sat himself up, appearing far more relaxed than he should have been. Especially considering I was in his domain, essentially accusing him of being bad at his job. “Mr. Caldwell was found on his own, head beaten in by a random bust -- there were five of them lined up, so we can presume the killer grabbed whatever they could get their hands on.”

      

      “Alright...”

      

      “Nobody saw Mr. Caldwell, or anybody, go into that room. Or come out of it for that matter. We wouldn’t have swabbed Mrs. Caldwell when she came in, but she already had his blood all over her hands and dress. But that’s not surprising.”

      

      “Because...”

      

      “Because when we turned up, she was in the room by the corpse. Her and about fifty other people, mind you. The scene was contaminated.”

      

      “I’m waiting for the but,” I laughed nervously.

      

      Officer Peters looked right at me. “If this had been anybody else, chances are that we wouldn’t have made an arrest. Chances are, we still wouldn’t have. But you’re from this town, Mr. Lawson, you know what the people here are like. Can you really look me in the eye and tell me you think Mrs. Caldwell is innocent?”

      

      I frowned. “It doesn’t matter what I think. What matters is what the evidence says.”

      

      “I couldn’t agree more,” he said with a smile. “Let’s take a look at that, shall we? See if we can’t dispel this pesky notion of yours that I’m bad at my job.”

      

      I grimaced. “I didn’t mean to imply that --”

      

      “There were fifty-eight people in total at the fundraiser event that night, and me and my fellow officers spoke to all of them on scene. Not a one left that building until we’d at least had a quick word with them. Do you know who the last person was we spoke with?”

      

      “Who?”

      

      “Mrs. Caldwell. And not for lack of trying either,” he chuckled. “Obviously, the widow is the first person who we’d try and speak with. If for no other reason than to offer our condolences.”

      

      “Alright, but that doesn’t mean anything. Her husband had just been killed, so you might want to forgive her if she was a little --”

      

      “Too busy to talk to us?” he cut me off, his tone still polite. “She wasn’t in the corner crying. She wasn’t wailing over her husband's corpse. She was far too busy making sure all the guests had drinks, food, that nobody was bored. I even saw her trying to close out a sale.”

      

      “Shock,” I said with little conviction. “It’s not unusual for victims to experience shock in moments of crises.”

      

      He shrugged. “Maybe. Is it usual for victims to refuse to come down to the station, when asked? And this wasn’t to make the arrest either. When we first arrived, we wanted her away from the scene of the crime, somewhere safe where she might have a chance to recover. But she refused. Was damn abusive when we tried to speak with her.”

      

      “So, Mrs. Caldwell’s personality is the reason you made the arrest?”

      

      “I’ve made a lot of arrests in my time, Mr. Lawson. The way she was behaving that night was typical of a guilty party.”

      

      “Even still, that doesn’t mean that she --”

      

      “I presume you’ve spoken to Ms. Lydia Hastings?” he cut me off again.

      

      I blinked. “I have.”

      

      “Then, you know about the affair? She and Mr. Caldwell were engaged in an affair. They had been for some time.” He looked pointedly at me.

      

      “But you didn’t arrest Ms. Hastings.”

      

      He shook his head. “I didn’t think it prudent. Especially when considering that Mrs. Caldwell was having an affair of her own. Is it safe to say you’ve spoken with Mr. Alex Winters also?”

      

      I grimaced again. “I have. And Mrs. Caldwell claims she was with him at the time of the murder. But I can assume you knew that?”

      

      “Not at the time of the murder,” he corrected. “Just around about that time. It’s nothing close to a solid alibi and you yourself must know it won’t stand up in court.”

      

      “Be that as it may, an affair might be motive, but only if you can prove it as such. I still don’t see why --”

      

      “I was curious if you were from here,” he cut me off as he reached across the table to a stack of folders that had been sitting there since we first sat down. “Because I wanted to know if you understood how this town worked. Or more specifically, how the people in this town worked.” He started flipping casually through the folders.

      

      “And how is that, exactly?”

      

      He glanced up and smiled. “Money. Everything in this town comes down to money. I don’t care who you are or what side you're from, money talks and everyone without it walks.” A shrug. “That’s just the way these things are.”

      

      “Again, if you believed that, shouldn’t you be talking to Ms. Hastings? Or even Mr. Winters, assuming he wanted Mr. Caldwell out of the way for --”

      

      “If I wasn’t from these parts, I might think the same.” Finding what he was looking for, he pulled a stack of paper sheets from out of the folders and pushed the rest away. “Likely, I’d be looking closely at Mr. Winters. Maybe he was worried that the affair was going to end and he’d come out the other side with nothing. Maybe he needed Mr. Caldwell out of the way so he could secure his fortune? Or maybe he just didn’t like seeing his woman hooking up with her husband right in front of him.” A cold chuckle. “Who knows with these people.”

      

      “I assume you have --”

      

      “But I am from these parts,” he said with more command. “I know how these people work. I know what makes them tick. What makes them kill.” He pushed the stack of papers toward me. “I wasn’t going to arrest Mrs. Caldwell initially, but by the time she finally made herself available to speak with me, I’d manage to get my hands on this.” He indicated the papers in my hand. “And to be honest with you, that was all I needed.”

      

      The papers, I saw from a quick glance, were a prenuptial agreement. A slightly longer glance and I realized that it was Mr. and Mrs. Caldwell’s prenuptial agreement. I’d asked her about this earlier, and she’d dismissed it immediately. Irrelevant, was how she had made it out to be.

      

      Officer Peters folded his arms and looked down his nose at me, not smug, not self-satisfied, not even appearing that happy with himself. If anything, he looked tired, just plain sick of the people he was forced to put up with. Being a cop in this town and I couldn’t blame him.

      

      But it was that calmness of poise that disturbed me as much as anything. The prenup was too thick and detailed to read at a glance, but whatever was contained in those papers was enough to convince Officer Peters that Mrs. Caldwell had killed her husband.

      

      I had a bad feeling too that it was going to do the same for me.
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      "Mrs. Caldwell can you --”

      

      “Eleanor, dear.”

      

      “Eleanor,” I groaned as I followed her up the driveway. “Can you please try and take this seriously? I don’t think you understand how big of a deal this is.”

      

      She ignored me entirely as she walked up the steps to the front door of her home. And then she continued to ignore me as she unlocked the door, threw it open, and swept inside as if caught in a gust of wind.

      

      “Eleanor!” I hurried inside after her.

      

      The house was a mansion, even bigger than my mother’s, and even more gaudy in every respect. The foyer alone was a high ceiling ballroom with plush purple carpeting that ran from the door all the way up the winding staircase and then down the halls. Crystal chandeliers, family portraits dating back generations, vases and statues and decorative bowls just to name a few.

      

      It was a reminder that it wasn’t enough to be wealthy. You had to show it off too, so that other people knew just how much.

      

      “Oh, it’s good to be home.” Mrs. Caldwell stood in the middle of the foyer, hands clutched to her chest, eyes closed as she took a deep breath and then slowly exhaled. “What a relief.”

      

      “Can we please talk?” I had her prenup scrunched in my hand, and I waved it before me.

      

      She turned around, saw the prenup, and smiled. “Later, dear. There’s no rush.”

      

      “There definitely is.”

      

      “If I’d known you were going to be such a downer, I wouldn’t have invited you over.”

      

      “You didn’t invite,” I said. “I drove you. From the station, remember? After I got you out on bail.”

      

      “That was you?” she tittered. “I would have never guessed. It’s not as if you haven’t brought it up a dozen times -- kidding,” she then hurried as my face began to contort into a ball of fury. “I’m just kidding, Charles. You know, I remembered you having a better sense of humor than this.”

      

      “I was younger then,” I responded dryly. “More idealistic. Less jaded, you know?”

      

      “No, I don’t,” she said simply. “It must be a Seattle thing. All that rain you get.”

      

      “Eleanor --”

      

      “Later.” She waved her hand dismissively. “I’ve been in prison for nearly two days, and all I’ve dreamt of since was the feel of warm water cascading down my skin as I washed the stench of that horrible place off. So, if you don’t mind.” She flashed me a smile and then strode through the foyer.

      

      “You’re going to be back there again in a month, Eleanor if you don’t stop and talk to me -- to explain why you kept this from me!” I waved the prenup at her again.

      

      She reached the first landing of the staircase and paused as she looked over her shoulder at me. “Your mother said that you were the best criminal lawyer in the country, Charles. The least you can do is start acting like it.” A dismissive eye roll and she started up the staircase.

      

      I watched her go, my jaw firmly rested on the floor, unable to comprehend the sheer... the sheer lunacy of what was happening. Ordinarily, a person falsely charged with murder was willing to do anything they could to clear their name. Bending over backwards was the expression that came to mind.

      

      Eleanor Caldwell, as privileged as she was, as special as she assumed herself to be, was of a very different breed to what I was used to dealing with.

      

      At least the arraignment had gone well. Especially when considering the prenup that I still held firmly in my hand. After reading what it contained, there was a small part of me that worried the judge might have chosen to play it safe and keep Eleanor behind bars until the date of her trial. Someone with that much money, now looking all the guiltier than she had just a few hours ago, and there would have been little reason for me to argue against it.

      

      Once again, I was reminded of what it meant to be rich in the town of Harborwood. In this country especially, one where we were judged by our peers, a local judge had been willing to accept that a person of Mrs. Caldwell’s status wouldn’t dream of doing something as ghastly as running. That would be unheard of!

      

      Never mind that she was also being charged with first degree murder of her husband.

      

      Bail was granted. Mrs. Caldwell was released. And the trial date would be given to me within the next couple of days. Like it or not, I was a part of this case now... even if a part of me was starting to suspect my client’s probable guilt.

      

      “Eleanor!” I groaned and rushed up the steps after her.

      

      I found her in her master bedroom, laying a white bathrobe on the bed while trying to pair it with one of the many slippers choices that she had. She ummed and ahhed as she held different pairs beside the robe, eventually settling on what looked to me like purple-padded Crocs.

      

      “Why didn’t you tell me about the prenup?” I demanded.

      

      “You didn’t ask,” she said without looking.

      

      “You knew it was the reason for your arrest,” I continued, now standing back about five feet. “They would have told you their claim when they locked you up. Correct?”

      

      She tilted her head in thought. “Yes, something might have been --”

      

      “You’re being charged with murder, Eleanor!” I erupted suddenly, surprising myself a little because even I hadn’t realized how wound-up I was. “Tell me you understand how serious this is?”

      

      “Of course I do.” Finally, she took her attention off the bathrobe and fixed it on me. “I don’t know what you think of me, Charles, but this is the first time something like this has ever happened to me. It’s not as if I make a habit of being charged with killing people.”

      

      “Then why are you being so difficult?”

      

      “I am?” she smirked and leaned back.

      

      “You know that you are.” I sighed. “I’m trying to ask you about the key piece of evidence being used to charge you with the murder of your husband. And all you seem to care about are what slippers you’re going to wear with that robe.”

      

      “I don’t want to be uncomfortable.”

      

      “That’s not the --”

      

      “Kidding,” she eased me, taking a quick step forward and resting a hand on my shoulder. A smile came next, one that reached her eyes. And I don’t know why... and I’d hate to even consider it... but it sent a small pulse through my body, down to my legs in ways that I knew all too well. “I’m just kidding, Charles.”

      

      “I’m not in the mood for jokes.” I quickly stepped back and looked away. “I’m trying to help you here, Eleanor. But if you don’t want it...”

      

      “Of course I do.”

      

      “Then prove it.” I looked at her again, forcing myself to meet those clear blue eyes of hers. “Why didn’t you tell me about the prenup?”

      

      Her lip curled in distaste. “Because I shouldn’t have to.”

      

      “Eleanor --”

      

      “Think about it from my perspective, Charles,” she snapped. “I’m innocent. I know I am. You could throw all the evidence to the contrary you want in my face, and it wouldn’t make a difference. So, when you ask me why I didn’t mention the prenup, it’s because I know it has nothing to do with anything, so why even bother?”

      

      I felt like a boy being scolded by his mother. The look in her eyes. The hands on her hips. The way I subconsciously cowed back as memories from my boyhood flashed through my mind. But most of all, I felt embarrassed.

      

      For all Eleanor’s bleating and arrogance and pure stubbornness, I could see now that she wasn’t nearly as confident as she liked to pretend. There was fear there, and anger too at having to defend herself against something that she didn’t do. To her, the prenup was just one in a long list of injustices she was forced to deal with.

      

      And then there was prison to contend with! Although I didn’t think she was quite at the point where that was a real consideration... yet.

      

      “I’m sorry,” I said gently. “I didn’t consider that.”

      

      Her expression softened. “It’s alright, Charles, I know you’re just doing your job. I’ll try not to hold it against you.”

      

      I chuckled. “Thanks. But you have to understand, it’s not enough to know that you didn’t do it. You still have to prove it.” I held the prenup up again. “And whether you like it or not, the prosecution is going to use this thing like a silver bullet again you.”

      

      Her lip curled again. “I knew it was a mistake to sign that thing.”

      

      “It’s not the prenup itself that’s the problem,” I said. “It’s the clause added at the bottom of article five. In the case of deaths or early demise...”

      

      She eyed the prenup with a glare of disdain, so red hot that I worried the paper might suddenly catch fire in my hand. But then, just as quickly as her anger had arrived, it was gone, replaced with a great big smile that suggested she’d just been injected with a shot of pure dopamine.

      

      “Later, Charles.”

      

      “No, Eleanor. We need to do this --”

      

      “Later.” She held a hand up to silence me. “Nothing is going to change from having to wait one night. I need a bath. You need...” A smirk and her eyes looked suggestively over me. “A nap, most probably. For now, just know that whatever is in those pages doesn’t matter because I didn’t do this. Alright?”

      

      “I don’t think alright nearly covers it.”

      

      “It will have to do,” she tittered. Then, she clapped her hands together and her eyes danced. “Now, if you don’t mind, I have somewhere I need to be.”

      

      I frowned. “What? Where are you going?”

      

      Her smile grew. “Nowhere too exciting. I’d invite you, Charles, but somehow, I just don’t think that would be appropriate.”

      

      It took me a second. A little longer than it probably should have, truthfully. But my eyes worked across the room, from Mrs. Caldwell to the robe and slippers to her dirty gown and messy hair to the open ensuite bathroom just over her right shoulder. And then it clicked.

      

      “Oh!” My eyes shot open. “No, you’re right. Not appropriate.”

      

      “Shame,” she said with a mild-mannered shrug. “It could have been just like old times.”

      

      “I -- I’ll leave you,” I stammered and backed away. “But I’ll call you first thing tomorrow morning.”

      

      “What about later tonight?” she purred in what I hoped to be a joking manner.

      

      “Tomorrow,” I said with a firm nod. “Keep your phone on.”

      

      She laughed and then sauntered backwards, swaying her hips as she went. She might have been over sixty years old, wearing a flowing gown that was dirty and creased, with her silver hair a tangled mess... but there was still something about her that was inescapably alluring. And when she reached the ensuite and unzipped that dress, baring her shoulders as she made intense eye contact with me...

      

      “Goodnight!” I blurted a little too loudly.

      

      She laughed and dismissed me with a wave of her hand. “Goodnight, Charles. Sleep tight.”

      

      I didn’t see a need to respond. I just about ran from the room and down the steps, not feeling completely safe or in control until I had the front door of the mansion closed behind me.

      

      Just to be clear. I had no desire to slip back into old habits and seduce Mrs. Caldwell again. None whatsoever. But I also knew her as well as anyone, more than aware that if Mrs. Caldwell wanted you, there wasn’t much you could do about it.

      

      And all the while that prenup burned in my hand like it was on fire.

      

      She might have dismissed it as a nothing piece of evidence, but I knew better. With no witnesses to call on, and no DNA evidence to work with, this right here was going to be the prosecution’s key in bringing her down.

      

      I knew that because if I was the one prosecuting Mrs. Caldwell for the murder of her husband, I’d be doing the exact same thing. And what was more, if I had been on the other side of this case, I’d be liking my chances. A lot more than Mrs. Caldwell’s confidence might have suggested, anyhow.
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      The stretch of road looked exactly the same as it did in my dreams. A little too narrow to fit two lanes comfortably. Overgrown fields on one side. Broken down homes and abandoned apartment buildings on the other. And the way the road curved steadily... just enough that it made it difficult to see too far ahead. Twenty-four years exactly and it was as if not even a day had gone by.

      

      The storm passed overnight, leaving blue skies and a steadily warming sun in its wake. But it was still relatively early, just on 9am, so the fog hung low and thick in the air, making it difficult to see properly. Almost subconsciously, I took a step to the side onto the pavement, even glancing back in case a car might have been coming.

      

      I couldn’t help but laugh at the irony. Just imagine, getting hit by a car and killed in the exact same place that I’d done the same thing. And on the day that I’d come here to pay my respects too. Was that justice?

      

      No, justice would have been me turning myself in twenty-four years ago when it happened. It might not have brought Eli Jenkins back, but it would have given his family closure. In this town, considering what I’d done, that was probably as good as they could have hoped for.

      

      But they didn’t even get that.

      

      I couldn’t say what I planned on doing. When my mother had insisted that I come home, pitching me a handful of dates that would work for her, the fact that one of them fell on the anniversary of the worst night of my life had felt like fate. What I did that night had hung over my head like a storm cloud ever since and I’d felt like maybe it was time I stopped running and faced up to my past once and for all.

      

      A nice sentiment. But it was easier said than done.

      

      Just coming back to the scene of the crime was enough to scare that notion out of me. And my argument with Michael from two nights ago echoed through my head as a means to further warn me off that path. As he’d pointed out, he was involved in this too and if I came forward, he would suffer as well as I.

      

      Was that enough of a reason to say nothing? Or was using my brother as an excuse to stay silent even worse somehow?

      

      Even if my brother hadn’t been involved, the longer I stood on that pavement, staring at the road, the more I wondered what the point of turning myself in even was. What did I hope to achieve? What did I think would happen? That the Jenkins family would forgive me? That all would be well? That I’d get a slap on the wrists, a stern talking to, and then be sent on my way?

      

      If I did turn myself in, wouldn’t it just make things worse?

      

      I laughed at that notion, knowing exactly what I was doing. I was making excuses. Already, without even doing or deciding on anything, I was busy coming up with reasons why I couldn’t do exactly what I’d come home to do in the first place. I guess running had always been in my genes. First the hit and run. Then home. And now this again.

      

      It made me think of Eleanor. Where I’d committed the crime and was happy to run, she insisted on her innocence, and I knew that she would never dream of high tailing it out of here. Her honor wouldn’t allow it.

      

      Did that mean she was innocent? The prenuptial agreement that she was so sour on certainly didn’t suggest as much. There it was in black and white, signed by her own hand, a pledge to stay married to Edmund Caldwell for forty years before the terms of the prenup became null and void. That was unless he died beforehand, at which point the same happened.

      

      As to the rub? The reason this prenup was so damming? Eleanor and Edmund had only been married for thirty-eight years meaning that if Edmund had decided to get a divorce suddenly, maybe even marry the young woman who he’d been sleeping with for the past six months, then Eleanor would get nothing.

      

      It was this town. These people. All they cared about was money and it didn’t take an ace lawyer to make the case that Eleanor had killed her husband so she could secure his fortune for herself. Even the most disbelieving of juries would happily buy that.

      

      I wanted to believe that Eleanor was innocent. I really did. But she was yet to give me a reason to. What was more, she didn’t seem to think that she needed to do so. She was innocent and that was that. Now, it was my job to not only believe it, but make everyone else believe it too.

      

      The mist on the road slowly began to clear as the morning sun burned through it. I was still standing on the pavement, with no notion of what I was going to do. In regard to both Eleanor’s case and my own.

      

      Although I knew that standing on the side of the road all morning wasn’t going to solve anything either. I’d come here to see if it might jog something inside of me, but it had only made things more confusing. I wanted to put Eli Jenkins behind me, I just didn’t know how to do it...

      

      I started back down the road, toward where I’d parked my car just around the corner. This part of town was always empty, so I wasn’t surprised by the lack of pedestrians or cars about. But I suppose that was what made me notice the only other car on the street.

      

      It was a blue Holden, an old model, parked a few hundred feet behind mine. On the same side of the road too. And although I couldn’t be certain... I didn’t think it was there when I arrived.

      

      I eyed the car as I slowly approached my own. Now that I was closer, I could see that the car wasn’t parked there at all. The engine was on, and someone was behind the wheel. The windows were too tinted to see who was driving, but whoever it was, he was watching me.

      

      A lump formed in my stomach as I ran through the possibilities.

      

      Was it just a coincidence? At this time of day, in this part of town, right as I’d decided to come and visit... it didn’t seem likely.

      

      Whoever that was, I knew in my bones that they were there because of me. And if that was the case, it could be only one person. I hoped.

      

      I reached into my pocket and pulled out my cell. A second later and I was dialing the number.

      

      “Yallo?” my brother answered the phone.

      

      “Michael!” I exclaimed. “Where are you right now?”

      

      “Huh? What do you --”

      

      “Where?!” I demanded.

      

      “Home,” he said. “It’s Sunday morning, Charles. Where else would I be? Why? What’s going --”

      

      I hung up and shoved the phone back into my pocket.

      

      It wasn’t Michael. I’d been sure that it had to be though. He was the only other person who knew about what I’d done. He was the only person who would have known to come here on this day...

      

      That lump in my stomach? It began to grow at a considerable rate, but I ignored it as I walked past my car and toward the blue Holden watching me. I stared the driver down -- his outline anyway -- as I went, even waving at him to get his attention.

      

      “Hey!” I shouted. “Hey, you!”

      

      The car took off. Before I could get even five feet past the back of my car, the blue Holden was slipping into gear and roaring past me. I tried to look through the window to see who it was, but he moved too quickly, staying low inside the front driver’s seat. Before I could so much as blink, he was gone.

      

      I stayed standing in the middle of the road after that, staring after the car, heart pounding, mind racing as I considered the options. No, not options. There was only one as far as I was concerned.

      

      Someone else knew what I had done here twenty-four years ago. And that someone was letting me know it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14

          

        

      

    

    
      I decided to spend the rest of the day lying low. There was a small chance that whoever had been in that car wasn’t there for me. One big coincidence was all, and I was panicking for nothing...

      

      It was a chance, sure. But not one I felt comfortable taking.

      

      Staying out of sight felt like a pretty good option instead. At least until I knew what I was going to do. It was just lucky then that I only had one more thing I needed to do today, and it didn't involve going outside or speaking to anyone other than Mrs. Caldwell.

      

      She answered her phone on the first ring, which was shocking enough that I thought it must have gone to voicemail. But that was nowhere near as shocking as her suddenly agreeing to assist me in any way that I needed.

      

      “I was thinking about you while I was in the bath last night,” she purred through the line.

      

      “Eleanor...” I groaned. “This really isn’t --”

      

      “What you said, I mean,” she hurried to explain, laughing joyously over how uncomfortable I so clearly was. “And how I’ve been behaving. I haven’t been very easy to deal with, Charles. I see that now.”

      

      “You do?” I blinked, certain a punchline was coming.

      

      “I do,” she said rightly. “And seeing as it’s my neck on the line, I suppose that it behooves me to help you in any way that you see fit. Even if it will cut into my Sunday morning.”

      

      I drove straight to her house, where she answered on the first knock and then led me into her home with a warm smile. From there, it was to the drawing room where she asked if I wanted a drink, I told her it was too early, she poured herself a glass of wine anyway, and then we got down to business.

      

      We spent the entire day together. I arrived just after 10am and it wasn’t until 6PM that night when I finally chose to call it a day. And where I would have liked to have said that I came out on the other end with a clear game plan in mind and brimming with confidence, it might have been more accurate to say the exact opposite was true.

      

      Nothing new was learned. Nothing explosive was revealed. No bright ideas or clever strategies were thought up. Really, the grand sum of the entire day was a reiteration of what I already knew.

      

      Mr. and Mrs. Caldwell’s marriage wasn’t as strong as either would like people to believe. Both in the midst of affairs with much younger partners, they knew that they were being used for their money and influence and didn’t seem to care. Nor did they care about one another’s dalliances, almost admitting to an open marriage of sorts.

      

      The prenuptial agreement, while damming, wasn’t a factor -- at least Eleanor didn’t think so. Yes, a divorce within the first forty years would have significantly affected her inheritance. And yes, they’d only been married for thirty-eight. And yes, an early death meant that she got everything. And yes, people would say that she worried her husband had fallen in love with Lydia and might divorce her. But they shouldn’t be!

      

      “People can say what they like,” she had said airily. “But the fact was, Edmund wouldn’t dare divorce me.”

      

      “You’re sure about that?”

      

      “Of course, dear,” she tittered as she curled her silvery hair through her fingers. “If you knew what I did for that man...” she sighed and shook her head. “He’d rather peel back his own toenails than leave me. Of that, you have my word.”

      

      “Yes well, that’s all well and good, but your word isn’t going to be enough to convince the jury.”

      

      “Let’s just hope you’re as good a lawyer as your mother says you are,” she responded with a sly smile.

      

      Disproving the relevance of the prenup was a dead end for now. The prosecution was going to bring it up, and I was going to have to convince a jury to ignore it, but as things stood, I didn’t know how I’d do that exactly. So, rather than dread it, I decided to move on.

      

      “Let’s move onto the night in question,” I started up. “It was Charles’ idea to host the fundraiser?”

      

      She shook her head as if annoyed. “Who else? I told you already that the man became obsessed with his art collection, didn’t I? Too much money and too much free time will lead a man to do crazy things.”

      

      “And the guests?”

      

      “Locals, mostly,” she said. ‘Friends. Business partners. A few of the artists. Anyone with money, really. The goal was to raise one hundred thousand dollars.”

      

      “I’ve seen the guest list, and I intend to question everyone individually later but for now, was there anyone there who might have...” I hesitated and I considered how to phrase the question. “Who might have borne Edmund ill wishes?”

      

      “You mean wished to murder him?” she said flatly.

      

      I grimaced. “Yes, that.”

      

      She considered for a moment, pushing her lips together. “Honestly, no.”

      

      I groaned and sunk down in my chair.

      

      “I don’t know what world you’re from, Charles, but in mine this thing doesn’t happen very often. And why you would think we’d invite someone to a party who we suspected of wanting to kill us --”

      

      “Money,” I cut her off. “Did Edmund owe anyone money?”

      

      “No.”

      

      “Favors? Did Edmund do any favors for anybody? Or was anyone asking him a favor that he knew he couldn’t follow through on? Anything at all, Eleanor?”

      

      She shook her head. “Nobody. Unless you count Lydia? But honestly, I don’t think the little tramp has it in her.”

      

      I’d considered Lydia. And I still was considering her. Alex too. Of all fifty-eight guests at the fundraiser, those were the two names that stood out. They both had personal stakes invested with the Caldwells, and they were both clearly hiding something from me. But before I got to them, I still needed to wade through the filth that was Eleanor’s conviction.

      

      “Did you see her and Edmund at all that night?” I asked.

      

      She shrugged. “Of course. She was hosting the event, after all. The entire week leading up to it, he was with her more often than not.”

      

      A thought suddenly occurred to me. “Do you have any idea what their relationship was like? Were they...” I hesitated awkwardly. “Were they happy?”

      

      “I told you, Edmund wasn’t going to leave me for --”

      

      “No, that’s not what I meant. Do you know if Edmund and Lydia were having problems? Did they ever fight, for example?”

      

      “You’d have to ask her. It might surprise you to find out that my husband and I didn’t discuss our affairs.”

      

      “Good point,” I said while making a mental note to follow up with Lydia later. Likely, I’d be doing so on several things.

      

      We worked our way slowly through the evening of the murder. Hour by hour, minute by minute, making sure that every single one was accounted for.

      

      “I arrived at 2:48 exactly,” she told me. “I remember the time because I beat Edmund there, which I was furious about.”

      

      “What time did he arrive?”

      

      “Five after three.” She shook her head. “He arrived with Lydia too, face all flushed red. No need to guess why they were late.”

      

      From there, it was a predictable enough evening, until it wasn’t. Annoyed with her husband, and not wanting to be there in the first place, Eleanor spent most of that evening avoiding him. She spoke to guests, she helped make sales, she worked the room as any good socialite was known to do.

      

      “My night improved considerably when Alex arrived.” Her eyes flashed.

      

      “Is that right?” I responded dryly.

      

      “Younger men,” she sighed happily. “They just know how to have fun, you know? No hang-ups. All the energy in the world. And the vitality,” she growled. “Even better than when you were --”

      

      “And you were with him from when?” I spoke over her, throwing her a warning glare at the same time.

      

      She grinned. “He arrived at oh... 430ish, but you’d have to ask Alex.”

      

      “I will.”

      

      “We drank. We flirted a little. And when nobody was looking...” her eyes flashed again and her grin grew. “We decided to see if the bathrooms were sound proofed or not. Hint, they most certainly weren’t.”

      

      I’d read the police reports and witness interviews, and although nobody had seen Eleanor and Alex enter the bathrooms at the time they claimed, a few of the witnesses had certainly heard them. There was, however, one problem with that.

      

      “We can skip over all those details for now,” I said quickly. “Instead, I’d rather focus on the after. That being, where did you go when you were finished with Alex? According to him, you finished up fifteen minutes before your husband was found.”

      

      “I can’t say,” Eleanor sighed.

      

      “Eleanor...”

      

      “I’m serious, Charles. I’d honestly assumed I was in the bathroom when it happened. But the wine was flowing, I was a little beat from the beating that Alex had given me --” I stifled a groaned at that one. “-- and I have no idea what I was doing. Likely just wandering around, trying to get my face to stop flushing so red. But I wasn’t hiding.”

      

      “Do you remember where you were when the police came?”

      

      “Looking at art, I suppose,” she said. “But who’s to say.”

      

      “Nobody,” I muttered bitterly. “Nobody can account for your whereabouts before or after your husband’s murder.”

      

      She frowned, almost smiled at the suggestion. “Well, isn’t that just terrible luck then.”

      

      She could say that again. Better say it twice, just to really hammer home how dire the situation was.

      

      An entire day spent with Eleanor Caldwell and by the time I walked out her front door, I felt as if I was in the exact same position I’d been when I’d walked inside. Nothing new was learned. The same hard truths were confirmed. And Eleanor’s guilt, whether it was true or not, was as unshakable as ever.

      

      It was about the time that I climbed in my car, ready to drive back to my mother’s home where she was sure to grill me about the case, when I knew what I was going to have to do, the only thing I could do if I was to have any chance of saving Eleanor.

      

      I was going to have to find myself some new suspects. If I couldn’t prove unequivocally that Eleanor didn't kill her husband, I was going to have to prove that someone else did.
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      Monday morning arrived with a fresh serving of news from the judge: the court date had been officially set for thirty-three days' time.

      

      “You’ll stay here the whole time, of course,” my mother had insisted when I told her the news. “An entire month. We can’t have you staying in a hotel now, can we?”

      

      I didn’t see any point in arguing. She was right, there was no point in me staying at a hotel. She had the space, it was a familiar setting, and the bonus was having kitchen staff there to cook my meals for me whenever I wanted them.

      

      The downside, of course, was having to spend thirty-three days at home with my mother, but I also figured that wasn’t going to be nearly as bad as it could have been. I wasn’t here for a holiday or to catch-up on some ‘us’ time. With only thirty-three days to build my case, I knew that every waking hour would be going toward that and my mother, as much as I was sure she would have loved to have spent as much time with me as possible, was going to have to handle being treated as an afterthought.

      

      It was as such that once the news came through from the judge that I decided a fresh start was needed. So far, nothing I’d learned was helpful and the more I peeled back, the worse the situation became. But that was only because all my focus had been on proving Eleanor as innocent where what I needed to do was prove that someone else was guilty.

      

      For that, I had two leading contenders to work with.

      

      I chose to speak with Lydia Hastings first because from a distance, she looked the most likely to be guilty. She had no direct alibi for the time of Edmund’s death, was seen with him that night and, to top it all off, was having an affair with him. It might not have been the most original motive but for now, it was going to have to do.

      

      I decided to surprise her, wanting to catch her off guard and put her on the back foot early. No call. No warnings of my arrival. I drove down to her studio right on 10am -- the exact time it opened -- and poked my head in the door as if I was supposed to be there.

      

      “Ms. Hastings,” I started with a friendly knock on her office door. “Sorry to come by like this but --”

      

      “Oh, Mr. Lawson.” She was sitting behind her desk, already busy at work, but a smile crossed her face when she recognized me, and it didn’t look at all surprised by the sight. “You made it.”

      

      I balked, “I -- were you expecting me?”

      

      “Your mother called,” she said simply and then pushed herself to her feet. “Said you were on the way.”

      

      I groaned internally and cursed my mother silently. She’d asked where I was going and stupidly, I’d told her. But I didn’t think she would call ahead and warn Lydia! Why on earth would she do that?”

      

      “And what did she say?” I asked carefully. The last thing I needed was Lydia knowing I was down here trying to unearth any evidence at all that she was a murderer. Somehow, I guessed that revelation might not go down so well.

      

      “To make sure that everything was packed securely,” Lydia explained as she swept past me and into her studio. “She doesn’t want anything breaking on the way.”

      

      “I -- what was that?” I went after her.

      

      “The artwork.” Lydia spun about. “You’re here to collect what she bought the other night, yes?”

      

      “Oh!” My eyes widened, but I hastily flashed her a smile. “Yes, obviously that’s why I’m here.”

      

      She frowned curiously but then shook it off. “Good. This way, thank you.” She turned around again and hurried through the studio.

      

      The studio was a large single room, all white walls and floors and high ceilings, every available inch just about covered in some sort of decorative art piece. Some of them were clearly finished, framed and ready to go. Others looked to be half done, while there were drop sheets and paint buckets everywhere. And none of that was to mention the dozens of vases and statues and plates and bowls and other decorative pieces stacked about.

      

      “Sam!” she cried out as she moved to the corner of the room. “Sam!” She stopped by a stack of four wooden crates, each the size of a milk crate. “This is them,” she indicated. “And that --” She shot a finger at a painting that hung on the wall. “And of course, those.” Another sweep of the hand at some smaller framed paintings hanging beneath. “Your mother... she has an eye on her.”

      

      “Is that right?” I said skeptically, eyeing the artwork and not seeing anything that suggested ‘an eye.’

      

      “Oh yes, these weren’t cheap,” Lydia assured me. “The busts, especially. But I want them gone. Bad memories, all of them!”

      

      “The busts?” I eyed the crates, each one closed up. “What’s wrong with them?”

      

      She frowned at me again. “These are the pieces that your brother made.”

      

      “Okay...?”

      

      “One of which was used to kill Edmund.”

      

      “Oh!” My eyes went wide again and I looked down at the crates, as if expecting to see something new. “Right. Yes, of course.”

      

      I’d known that Michael had sculptured five busts to be sold at the fundraiser. I’d known them to be the facsimiles of famous residents from Harborwood’s history. I’d known that one of them had been used to club Edmund’s head in and was now contained in the evidence locker at the precinct. What I hadn’t known was that my mother had bought the other four.

      

      “Your brother is a fantastic artist,” Lydia said, almost to herself. “It’s a shame the entire set couldn’t stay intact. Sam!” She shouted again suddenly.

      

      “Sorry about that, Ms. Hastings,” Sam suddenly appeared from around the corner. “I was in the bathroom.”

      

      “It’s fine, Sam,” Lydia sighed, clearly a little annoyed. “Mr. Lawson is here to collect the pieces purchased by Mrs. Lawson. You know the ones.”

      

      “I do,” he nodded.

      

      “Well?” She indicated to them with a wave of her hand. “Can you help Mr. Lawson carry them to his car, thank you? And quickly, please.”

      

      “Right away, Mrs. Hastings.” He bowed for her, never once taking his eyes away, and then started on the first crate.

      

      Sam Whitman, I was pretty sure, was his name. I’d seen him at the warehouse the other day when I’d first spoken with Lydia. At the time, I’d assumed he was there as a volunteer, or maybe a friend lending a helping hand. I certainly didn’t think he was involved in anyway. But now that I thought about it, that really didn’t matter.

      

      I’d come here to try and glean some information out of Lydia about her and Edmund. That was always going to be fraught with risk as the moment she realized what I was doing, she was likely to turn on me. But now, I realized as I watched Sam gingerly lift one of the boxes into his arms, I might not have to speak with her at all.

      

      “Here, let me help you.” I was quick to bend down and hoist one of the boxes into my arms. It weighed more than I anticipated, and my back buckled as I took the weight.

      

      “It’s fine,” Lydia assured me. “Sam is happy to do it.”

      

      “It’s fine,” I said to her. “That’s why I came down.”

      

      She shook her head at me. “Have it your way.” She turned to leave but then paused and looked back at me. “Is that all, Mr. Lawson? Or was there anything else that you needed?”

      

      “That’s all for now,” I said with a friendly smile. “But have a lovely day.”

      

      She smiled once and then sauntered away without looking back. Despite myself, I watched her go, wondering the same question that I was sure so many people had asked before me: what on earth was someone like that doing with Edmund Caldwell?

      

      “Thanks for the help, by the way,” I said to Sam as I fell in beside him.

      

      “It’s fine,” he said simply.

      

      “I suppose it would have been too much to hope that Lydia might have helped us carry one of these?” I joked.

      

      Sam didn’t so much as smile. “I don’t mind doing it. And Ms. Hastings, she’s too busy for this kind of work. I like helping her.”

      

      “Of course,” I agreed with a friendly smile that Sam didn’t see because he wasn’t paying me any attention. “I can’t get over how heavy these busts are though. I hope she’s paying you per pound.”

      

      “She doesn’t pay me.”

      

      “She doesn’t?”

      

      “I volunteered to help.” The way that Sam spoke was all sharp, dismissive sentences. Although I wasn’t sure if that was just his way of speaking, or if he was trying to dissuade me from talking to him.

      

      “Oh, that’s nice of you.”

      

      He picked up his pace as we reached the parking lot. The crate was heavy in my arms, but I managed to balance it a little better so I could use one arm to point in the direction of my car. Not that I needed too. Those two extra seconds I took to find my balance were enough for Sam to put some distance between me and him as he strode toward my car as if he already knew which one it was.

      

      “Yep! That’s it!” I called after him.

      

      He reached the car and placed the box by the wheel. Then, again without looking at me, he turned around and strode back to the studio.

      

      I had to be quick about putting my crate down and hurrying after him. Sam so clearly didn’t want to chat to me, but it wasn’t his choice. I needed information, he was here and whether he liked it or not, he was going to give it to me.

      

      “So, you’re an artist?” I asked as we walked back into the studio.

      

      “Sometimes.”

      

      “That’s not what Lydia said.” We reached the crates again but this time, before picking his up, Sam glanced back at me, a look on his face that was as confused as it was intrigued. “She said you were one of the best artists she knew.”

      

      “Sh -- she said that?”

      

      “She did,” I assured him. “She was disappointed that you weren’t able to get any of your works into the fundraiser. She sounded like she really meant it.”

      

      A smug smile spread over Sam’s lips as he picked up the crate. “Well... she was the one who first suggested it. She’s always been supportive, Ms. Hastings. Always.”

      

      “She clearly likes you,” I agreed with a groan as I picked up the crate. Dammit, those busts were heavy.

      

      “I like to think so.”

      

      “So, what happened?” I asked as I hurried in behind him. “Why weren’t you allowed to put any of your art up for sale at the fundraiser? The way Lydia talks about you, I thought you be a shoe in.”

      

      I felt a little guilty, lying about what Lydia did or didn’t say about his art. But I could see how much he appreciated it, the little skip that it gave to his step that wasn’t there before. Sometimes, if you wanted someone to open up to you, you had to butter them up first.

      

      “It wasn’t her fault,” he explained as he crossed the parking lot. “It was that Mr. Caldwell.” His nose curled as he said the name. “He promised me. He did. Said that I could nominate one piece. But then the day came, and he changed his mind.”

      

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      

      “It’s fine,” he said without sounding like he meant it. “That’s part of being an artist. At least Michael got a chance.”

      

      “Michael Lawson? You know Michael?”

      

      “That’s him.” We reached my car and he dumped his crate on the one he’d put there earlier. “This is a small town. Us fellow artists tend to know one another.”

      

      “Right -- ah, fuck.” I went to put my crate down but slipped up and stumbled into my car.

      

      “Watch it.” Sam was quick to catch me, nimbly stepping in and putting himself before the car, stopping the crate from slamming into the side. He took it in his stomach instead, grunting as it smacked into him.

      

      “Sorry about that,” I grimaced as I caught my balance, standing back up and pulling the crate away.

      

      “It’s fine,” he said simply. “Now, do you need help loading these in? Or do you want me to grab the rest of it?”

      

      “Ah, let’s get these in first, aye? See how they fit.”

      

      He nodded and then slapped the boot. I quickly unlocked it and then the two of us gently and carefully started loading the four large wooden crates into my trunk.

      

      “So, you knew Mr. Caldwell then?” I asked as casually as I could.

      

      He shrugged as he dumped the first box in. “Well enough. He was here a lot these last few months, that's why. The fundraiser.”

      

      “Right. Mr. Caldwell and Lydia...” I began cautiously as I handed him my crate. “They were friendly, weren’t they?”

      

      He took the crate and eyed me skeptically, his expression hardening as if I’d said something insulting.

      

      “I’m not judging,” I hurried to explain. “I’ve just heard a few rumors, that's all. I was wondering if there was any truth to them? Surely, someone as close as you are to Lydia would know more than the rumors that common gossip likes to circulate.”

      

      “People talk.” He dumped the second crate in the trunk and pushed it to the back.

      

      “They do,” I agreed as I bent down and lifted the third crate. “But that doesn’t mean there isn’t some truth behind what they say, right?” I handed him the crate but, as he went to take it from me, I held on. “Do you know what the nature of Lydia and Mr. Caldwell’s relationship was?”

      

      Sam couldn’t have looked less happy about the question. He wrenched the crate from my hands and turned his back on me as he shoved it into the car with a crunch.

      

      “Sam?” I pressed.

      

      He turned back around. “Why are you asking me this?”

      

      “I’m just trying to get to the truth.”

      

      “You’re a lawyer, aren’t ya? The one representing Mrs. Caldwell?”

      

      “That’s right.”

      

      He nodded his understanding. “So, you don’t mind defending murders then?”

      

      “Alleged,” I corrected with a friendly smile. “But that’s what I’m trying to find it. If you know anything...” I trailed off suggestively.

      

      “Lydia had nothing to do with it.”

      

      “I’m not saying that she --”

      

      “That’s why you’re here, ain’t it? Asking me these questions.” He shook his head to himself and stepped around me, going for the final crate himself. “You think she had something to do with his death.”

      

      “Did she?”

      

      His back was to me, but I saw him shake his head to himself. “I don’t care what people say. Lydia and Mr. Caldwell were just friends. That’s all.”

      

      I frowned at the response. “Sam... they were more than just --”

      

      “They weren’t.” He pushed the final crate into the trunk and turned on me. “She didn’t even like him. Not really. She was just being nice, on account of what he was going to do for her studio.”

      

      “What was he going to do for her studio?”

      

      Sam’s eyes went wide and he looked away. “What he was doing, I mean -- the fundraiser. She knew it was a good opportunity and that was it. The two weren’t... they would never... she would never...” His lip curled in disgust, and I could see the pain that it caused him just to consider Lydia and Mr. Caldwell together.

      

      “So, they weren’t serious? Is that what you’re saying?”

      

      “They were just friends and that was all,” he insisted hotly. “And she had nothing to do with anything that happened. That’s fact.”

      

      “I didn’t say she did.”

      

      “Good.” He crossed his arms and glared at me as if in challenge. “Good.”

      

      An awkward, even tense silence followed. Sam continued to glare at me, and I began to reassess the nature of Sam and Lydia’s relationship... or what Sam wished their relationship to be. Clearly, he had a little crush on Lydia and clearly, he preferred to live in a fantasy world where she and her older lover were just friends.

      

      Being a good lawyer was as much about being able to read people as it was about one’s knowledge of the law. Juries were made up of people, as were defendants and the accused, as were judges and witnesses and the aggrieved.

      

      Sam was getting frustrated, even angry. What was more, he was clearly making his mind up about me, and the look in his eyes suggested that I wasn’t nearly his favorite person in this town. And where I usually wouldn’t care one way or the other, I also figured that I might need him in the future. If Lydia was involved in any way, Sam was going to have to stand as witnesses... whether he liked it or not.

      

      “You know what.” I smiled broadly. “Obviously, I was wrong. Serves me right for listening to the rumors, right?”

      

      “You shouldn't spread gossip like that.”

      

      “That’s my mistake.” I turned my palms out in defense. “Let’s talk about something --”

      

      “You know what,” he said suddenly, slamming the trunk closed. “I actually have some stuff I need to get to. Do you mind getting the rest by yourself? It’s just a couple paintings, nothing too heavy.”

      

      “Oh, right. Sure thing. What should I tell --”

      

      Sam was gone before I even finished the question. Across the parking lot and around the corner, he ran from me like he was escaping the scene of the crime. I might have found the behavior suspicious, even electing to follow him or doing a little digging on one Sam Whitman but... to be honest, I didn’t think it warranted it.

      

      To me, Sam was more of a lovesick puppy than anything close to dangerous. He liked a girl, she didn’t like him back, and he was sick to death of everyone rubbing it in his face. I even felt a little sorry for him, deep down hoping that Lydia wasn’t a murderer so the two might have a chance together. But that wasn’t really relevant to anything but my softer sensibilities.

      

      The simple fact was that Lydia had been sleeping with Mr. Caldwell. If Sam Whiteman was to be believed, she was only doing it because she needed him, and if that was the case, it shot an arrow through any theories I might have had about her involvement with the murder People tended not to kill those who were doing them favors.

      

      I sighed with frustration as I started slowly back across the parking lot, toward the studio. Where the morning so far might have felt like a waste, at least I was able to pick up some artwork for my mother. So, not a total loss.
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      “This really isn’t a good time,” Alex Winters said when he saw me approaching his office.

      

      I had hoped to catch him by surprise. A head through the door. Maybe closing it behind me as I walked in. Giving him no chance to think of or come up with lies and excuses for why he couldn’t talk to me. Unfortunately, his office sat down at the end of a long hallway, meaning that he had a full view of its length and anyone who might try and sneak their way in.

      

      “I just need two minutes,” I assured him as I stepped inside. Then, I turned to close the door behind --

      

      “Leave it open.” He stood quickly, adjusting his jacket and tie as he stepped around the desk. “I’m not staying.”

      

      “Oh, that’s fine. I can walk with --”

      

      “I’d prefer if you didn’t.” He reached where I was standing, putting himself right next to me as if he was trying to intimidate me with his size. “In fact, I’d prefer if you called next time before you stopped by.”

      

      “I was in the area,” I said with a friendly smile. “And I really only have one or two questions --”

      

      “That I’m not going to answer.” He rested a large hand on my shoulder and smiled. “I know what you’re here to do, Charles. And if you think I’m going to play into it, then you don’t have nearly the same level of respect for me that I have for you.”

      

      “What I’m here to...” I frowned and leaned back. “What do you think I’m trying to do?”

      

      His smile grew. “You’re trying to trick me into confessing something.”

      

      “Definitely not,” I assured him. “But I am trying to build a case, Mr. Winters. And like it or not, you’re a part of it. A rather big part.”

      

      He rolled his eyes and shook his head as if in frustration. “It serves me right, you know.”

      

      “Excuse me?”

      

      “This. All of it.” A groan and he rubbed his eyes. “From the moment I started sleeping with Eleanor, I knew it would come back to bite me. I just knew it.”

      

      “Why’s that?” I asked quickly. “What did you think would happen?”

      

      “Ah, ah.” He waved a finger in my face and smiled. “Nice try.”

      

      “I wasn’t trying --”

      

      “Affairs are trouble, Charles. That’s all. I slept with a married woman. Drama followed. And now, as you said, like it or not, I’m being forced to pay for it.”

      

      “I think Mr. Caldwell is paying just a little more than you are.”

      

      “Ha!” He laughed and slapped me on the arm. “Were you always this funny? Or did that come later in life?”

      

      “Maybe your standards have just dropped?”

      

      “That could be it too,” he grinned. “But either way, any questions that you do have for me, from now on, I think it’s better if you ask them in an official setting.”

      

      “Meaning?”

      

      “With lawyers present.” He slapped me on the arm again and then, without another word, started down the hallway.

      

      I chased after him. “I just needed to ask you a few more questions concerning yours's and Mrs. Caldwell’s relationship.”

      

      “I’m sure you do.”

      

      “Nothing untoward, I promise. I just want to confirm its nature.”

      

      “We were fucking, Charles,” he said over his shoulder, his pace increasing. “Casually. I was doing it because I was bored and she was doing it because... well, you’ll have to ask her.”

      

      “And there was no other reason?” I pressed as I fell in behind him. “Mr. Caldwell is one of your clients, no? Isn’t that a conflict of interest?”

      

      He reached the end of the hallway and hit the button for the elevator. “We have hundreds of clients, Charles.”

      

      “But only one whose wife you were sleeping with. I wonder, did you and Mrs. Caldwell ever discuss her husband and his business with you?”

      

      That got another laugh. “God, you are tenacious, aren’t you. A shame you went into criminal law. We could use someone like you around here.”

      

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” I said dryly. “But first, I’d much rather --”

      

      Ping! The arrival of the elevator cut me off, as did the opening of its doors, as did the way that Alex quickly stepped inside. He was a large man, those broad shoulders and that wide back of his, but nowhere near enough to take up the entire space inside the elevator. Not that he didn’t give it his best shot, standing right in the middle of the tight space and blocking me from following.

      

      “This is where I leave you.”

      

      “Alex, please. If you will just --”

      

      “You know what the funny thing is,” Alex said with a friendly smile, not at all upset, almost as if he felt sorry for me. “You’re going to spend weeks looking in me, digging up dirt, trying to find an angle you can press on the jury to obfuscate from your guilty client.”

      

      “That’s not --”

      

      “And during it all, not once are you going to bother looking closer to home. You want to know who has skin in the game, Charles? Why don’t you ask your sister.”

      

      “Ava...” I leaned back as if he’d struck me. “What has she got to do with this?”

      

      “Like me? Probably nothing. But you know this town as well as anyone -- probably the reason why you left,” he laughed. “We all have secrets. We all owe someone something. The problem is, you start pulling at those threads and you might not like what you find.”

      

      “Are you saying Ava has something to do with what happened to Mr. Caldwell?”

      

      “Goodbye, Charles.” He shoved his finger into the panel on the wall. “I’m sure we’ll speak again soon.”

      

      Instinct told me to stick my foot in the door and stop it from closing. But shock, and an inability to reckon with what Alex was implying, stopped me from doing it.

      

      Alex smiled for me as the doors closed, looking mighty pleased with himself for the state he’d left me in. And after those doors did close, long after he’d left the building most likely, I was still standing in that same spot, staring at the same closed doors as my mind whirred.

      

      Ava? Could she really have been... there was no way that... surely, Alex was just throwing dirt in my eyes?

      

      If this had been back home in Seattle where people were relatively normal, I would have just assumed that Alex was fucking with me. In fact, I would have assumed he was doing so to hide his own guilt, which would have had me looking at him that little bit closer.

      

      But here in Harborwood, nothing was as it seemed. And it was like Alex said, everyone owed someone something and everyone had secrets they were terrified would be revealed. Was it possible that my sister was wrapped up in something with the Caldwell’s? And worse than that, was it possible she was willing to kill to stop it from getting out?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

        

      

    

    
      I found my sister in a park across the road from St. Augustine’s Grammar, the most expensive and therefore the most exclusive private school in all of Harborwood. It was a verdant little park, designed more to be aesthetically pleasing to the eye, than practical for schoolchildren. No swings or monkey bars or any of that nonsense. A few park benches, a nice little path that weaved from one end to the other, and plenty of hedges and tress and lush grass.

      

      But I wasn’t there for the view.

      

      I was there because it was my sister’s lunchbreak from work and, after checking with my mother, I knew she’d be here. Apparently, she came here nearly every day, even if it was a fifteen-minute drive from her office.

      

      And just like me, my sister didn’t come all this way for the view.

      

      “Ava!” I called out and waved as I crossed into the park, taking the winding stone path around the globe-shaped hedges to the bench that she was sitting on.

      

      “Charles?” She looked surprised to see me. “What are you doing here?”

      

      “Killing two birds with one stone.” I didn’t walk to greet my sister. Instead, I took a sharp turn off the path, onto a patch of grass where my twelve-year-old niece was sitting with her book. “Hey Veronika, wow you have grown.”

      

      She looked up from her book, confused at first, only for the recognition to slowly set in. “Oh, hey Uncle Charles.”

      

      I crouched down on my haunches in front of her. “What are you now? Eighteen? Twenty?”

      

      “Twelve,” she snorted and rolled her eyes, but I could see a hint of a smile behind the book she was reading. “I’m twelve.”

      

      “God, well you don’t look it.”

      

      “Thank you,” she said politely as her eyes flicked over my shoulder in search of her mother, catching her and then pleading silently to be saved.

      

      I didn’t hold it against her. To be honest, the fact that she even recognized me was a small victory that made me feel prouder than it really should have. Living in Seattle, visiting Harbortown as little as possible, and my relationship with my only niece wasn’t nearly as solid as it should have been.

      

      Although she’d grown since the last time I’d seen her, Veronika still looked just as I remembered. Hair so blonde it was almost white. A sharp face and sharper eyes, but intelligent and just a little bit too old for the girl they belonged to. Even sitting down, she looked tall for her age, and my thinking was that those long legs of hers still had some growing left to do.

      

      In short, she didn’t look a thing like her mother. But there was a good reason for that.

      

      “I’m just going to talk to your mother,” I said with a friendly smile. “But it’s good to see you, Veronika.”

      

      Already back on her book, she glanced up quickly. “You too, Uncle Charles.” And then it was back to the book.

      

      I groaned as I slowly stood, my legs aching from that short squat, turned around and not at all surprised to find my sister watching me with an expression of utmost curiosity. Still sitting down, she nibbled at a sandwich as she happily watched her daughter read because, as I understood it, Veronika was usually still in bed when Ava left for work, and often close to it when she came home. This right here was the only real time that she got to spend with her daughter during the week and here I was, ruining it.

      

      "No call?” she asked. “If you wanted to see Veronika, I could have set something up.”

      

      “No need,” I said as I crossed to the bench. I leaned forward and gave Ava a kiss on the cheek, then sat down beside her. “I wanted to surprise you.”

      

      “Then why does it feel more like an ambush?” she eyed me sideways.

      

      I laughed that off. “You know, after an entire morning of having to defend myself against suspicious witnesses who would sooner spit on me then talk to me, I’d hoped that my own sister might at least be glad to see me.”

      

      “I’m sorry,” she said sheepishly. “I just know how you are.”

      

      “Caring?” I suggested.

      

      “An asshole,” she grinned. Then she quickly looked at Veronika, to make sure she didn’t overhear. But the girl was busy reading, blissfully unaware of what her mother had correctly labelled an ambush.

      

      “How have you been?” I asked, gently shifting the conversation.

      

      She breathed out and slumped down. “How is it only Tuesday? Don’t get me started on work. Which I would do, if it wasn’t for Veronika’s teachers driving me up the wall. I’m about this close to having a mental breakdown, Charles.” She held her fingers together. “This close.”

      

      “So, pretty well then?” I joked.

      

      She laughed. “Can’t complain.”

      

      “What’s wrong with Veronika’s teachers?” I asked.

      

      “Stupidity, that's what,” she grumbled. “They’re upset with me because they don’t think I’m spending enough quality time with Veronika. My own daughter!” she cried, then grimaced and glanced at her daughter to make sure she didn’t hear. “I don’t read to her enough, apparently. Or help her with her homework -- she's getting A’s, but that doesn’t matter.” Her face scrunched into an angry ball. “Was it like this when we were in high school?”

      

      “At St. Augustine’s?” I chuckled. “Definitely.”

      

      Don’t get what Ava was saying twisted. She wasn’t a bad mother, nor did she go out of her way to avoid spending time with her daughter. Clearly. But Ava had a career to worry about too, a burgeoning one at that. She managed hedge funds for a living, a job title that I didn’t understand but knew to be high risk high reward with very long hours.

      

      To make matters more intriguing, Veronika was adopted by Ava from Ukraine when she was just a baby. Single, wanting a child, but not that interested in harvesting some random guy’s sperm, Ava went down the adoption route and from what I understood, hadn’t regretted it for a day.

      

      “How’s your thing going?” she asked me, shuffling in closer and wrapping her arms through mine. Then she rested her head on my shoulder. “Should we swap places?”

      

      “I wouldn’t wish it on my worst enemy.”

      

      “That bad, huh?”

      

      “Undecided yet,” I said. “It’s more this town than anything. It’s just so... being back is weird.”

      

      “You never liked it here.”

      

      “I don’t deny it,” I chuckled. “But you know what I mean? And it’s not the place, it’s the people. Straight answers don’t exist. Everyone is hiding something. Even Eleanor, who I’m trying to save from going to prison for the rest of her life, treats this like a game.”

      

      “Ooh I hope you win,” Ava giggled.

      

      “It would be easier if everyone was just straight with me,” I said carefully... gently nudging the conversation toward where I needed it to be. “Just once, I’d like a straight answer.”

      

      “Well, I’m glad you’re the one who’s doing it anyway.” She gave my arm a squeeze. “Better than anyone else.”

      

      “Hey, can I ask you a question?” I asked, making my voice as casual as I could.

      

      “Sure.”

      

      “The other night. When you insisted that I take this case...”

      

      “What about it?”

      

      “Well, I’ve been thinking about that, and you were really, really insistent that I take it on. Like, I don’t think I’ve ever seen you so determined.”

      

      “That’s not true.”

      

      “Seriously.” I pulled my arm out of Ava’s grip and turned to face her. “Why do you want me to take this case so bad?”

      

      Ava leaned back, brow scrunched with confusion. “What does that mean?”

      

      “I’m guessing exactly what it sounded like.”

      

      Ava’s expression remained hard. A quick glance at her daughter and she looked back at me. “Because of Mom. She wants this and --”

      

      “Come on, Ava,” I sighed. “What did I just say about people lying to me.”

      

      “What are you implying?”

      

      I took a deep breath. “I spoke to Alex Winters this morning.”

      

      “So?”

      

      “So.” I looked rightly at her. “He told me that... he suggested that you have an invested interest with Mrs. Caldwell. That’s there’s a reason you want me to take this case on -- to get her off.”

      

      “Seriously?” she scoffed. “That’s ridiculous.”

      

      “Is it?”

      

      “What are you saying, Charles?” She scoffed again. “That I might have killed Edmund.”

      

      “Of course not!”

      

      “Then what?”

      

      “Look.” I breathed out sharply and fixed Ava with a determined glare. “The deeper I look into what happened, the more... the more muddled everything becomes. The affairs. The blatant acknowledgment of the affairs. Love triangles --”

      

      “Who's in a love triangle?”

      

      “It doesn’t matter. The point is this case is going to be hard enough to win. The fact that I’m so close to the defendant doesn’t make things any easier -- the fact that my mother is her best friend. Juries find this kind of stuff out, and when they do, they don’t like it. Add in my, ah... my history with Eleanor, my history with Alex --”

      

      “With Alex? What did you and Alex --”

      

      “Is there anything you need to tell me?” I spoke over her, my glare warning her off trying to dodge the question again. “Please, Ava. And not for me, but for Eleanor.”

      

      Ava’s head dropped and pushed her lips together as if she was about to throw a tantrum. “I suppose I should mention then that Eleanor is Veronika’s godmother --”

      

      “What?!”

      

      “And there’s also the little matter of how she’s helping me with Veronika’s birth parents.”

      

      My stomach twisted. “What’s she doing with Veronika’s birth parents?”

      

      “We found out about them two years ago. Veronika was curious about her heritage, so I did some digging. As it turns out, they’re alive, which is nice. They gave Ava up because they couldn’t afford to keep her and wanted her to have a better life.”

      

      “Sweet.”

      

      “It is, isn’t it,” she smiled softly. “Unfortunately, they’re not doing so well. Or they weren’t. But the last two years have really been a blessing for them -- and for Veronika too, of course. And with any luck, in a few years they might even be living in America.”

      

      “Seriously?” I gawked. “Is that... do you want that?”

      

      “Of course,” she insisted. “It’s good for Veronika which is good for me. It might be a little strange but... but I’ll adjust.”

      

      “And what does Mrs. Caldwell have to do with this?”

      

      Ava breathed out. “Mother doesn’t know. And don’t you dare tell her.” She glared warningly at me. “You know how she would behave -- how she was when I first told her about Veronika. So, when I needed help, I went to Eleanor.”

      

      “So, she just helped you get in contact?”

      

      “That and...” she sucked through her teeth. “I might have borrowed some money off her to help pay for Veronika’s parent’s visa applications. And housing in Ukraine. And food. And just some general supplies.”

      

      “Jesus...” I groaned. “How much?”

      

      “Oh... nothing too big. Just a couple of hundred thousand --”

      

      “What?!”

      

      “She can afford it,” Ava shrugged. “I would have paid for it all myself, but this school costs a fortune. And there was no way I was asking mother for the money.”

      

      “Ava...” I groaned again as the realization hit me. “Do you know how this looks?”

      

      She frowned at me. “Like a loving godmother trying to help her goddaughter anyway that she can? The jury might like it.”

      

      “That, or if I don’t clear Mrs. Caldwell’s name and she loses her fortune because of the prenup that she signed, my sister and only niece go broke.”

      

      “Oh.” Her face dropped. “I didn’t think of that.”

      

      “Why would you?” I collapsed my face into my hands.

      

      On its own, that little reveal wouldn’t have been nearly as big of a deal as I was making it out to be. So what if my sister had financial ties to Mrs. Caldwell? That shouldn’t and didn’t affect her guilt in any way shape or form. And it certainly shouldn’t have affected my right to defend her.

      

      Only, it wasn’t that simple.

      

      I couldn’t help but picture the prosecution and the attack they were going to use. The very real fact that I was defending somebody not because I thought they were innocent, but because I had no choice. A prosecution wasn’t going to be built around the case, but me and my family.

      

      If I wasn’t able to find some sort of smoking gun, anything or anybody that suggested or pointed to Eleanor’s innocence as indisputable fact, then I wasn’t going to be winning this case.

      

      “I’m sorry,” she said, rubbing my arm and attempting to look guilty.

      

      “It’s okay,” I said grumpily. “It’ not your fault.”

      

      “I know. But I felt I had to say it.”

      

      I snorted. “Gee, thanks.”

      

      My sister eyed me, the concern written in her expression. “What are you going to do?”

      

      “The only thing I can do.” I sat myself up, took a deep breath and willed myself to believe. Eyes focused on my niece, who was now linked to this case whether she liked it or not, I had to remind myself that this wasn’t the first challenging case I’d ever taken on. And that any case, no matter how difficult it was, was winnable. “Get to work.”
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      It took me four days to come up with a plan.

      

      And I’m not going to lie, those four days were tough. I felt like Hercules fighting against the formidable Lernaean Hydra, more heads than I could count, each one snapping for a piece of my flesh. I’d cut one off, certain to be down with it, only for two more heads to grow back in its place, both just as hungry and vicious as the one I’d dismantled.

      

      Those heads were the lines of attack that the defense was going to use against Eleanor.

      

      That was the problem with playing defense, I realized on the first day after speaking with my sister in the park. You could never be certain what you were going to come up against, until it was right in your face. For that reason, I had to be prepared and ready for any possibility. Anything that the prosecution threw at me, I had to have a counter locked and loaded.

      

      So, for the first four days, that was how I approached the case and my defense both.

      

      I had to break down the case to its barest parts and assess how the prosecution was going to come at me. The night of the murder. The events leading up to it. The players involved. Everything would be approached from the perspective of ‘this was why Eleanor sought to kill her husband.’ and I needed to be ready.

      

      Beyond that, there were the intangibles that I knew that the prosecution was going to use against me. My relationship with Mrs. Caldwell. My sister’s relationship with Mrs. Caldwell. My mother’s relationship with Mrs. Caldwell. They would sow those seeds of doubt, implying that my reasons for defending her had nothing to do with a belief that she was innocent. I just didn’t want a family friend going to prison.

      

      There was the prenuptial agreement too. A bullet through this case that I had no idea how I was going to block. My only possible chance at throwing smoke over such a damming piece of evidence was to somehow get the jury to believe that Edmund and Lydia’s relationship wasn’t that serious, but somehow, I doubted Lydia was going to admit that on the stand. If the prosecution was half decent at their job, they’d prep her to within an inch of her life so that by the time this was all said and done, the jury would think the two were readying to run off together.

      

      And don’t even get me started on where Alex Winters came into this! He was adamant that he and Mrs. Caldwell were casual and nothing more, but the more I thought about it, the more I knew that it would only hurt me. Mrs. Caldwell would be painted as the spurned lover, jealous of her husband's paramour, driven to kill out of sheer anger if nothing else.

      

      It was a damn hydra. Those heads kept on popping up and snapping at me. I’d cut one away, two more would appear, and I’d have to start the whole thing over again.

      

      And then came day four and everything changed.

      

      Funnily enough, it was thanks to my mother that it did, as loathe as I was to admit it. Seeing as I was forced to stay in Harborwood until the trial was finished with, I’d elected to set up a workspace in one of the many studies located in my mother’s house. The one on the top floor, at the back of the home, where no one ever went or thought to check.

      

      My mother however, who had probably never stepped foot in that room in her life, made a habit of sticking her head in often to ‘check’ how I was doing. Sometimes it was just a quick word. Other times, she would hang around blathering until I had to ask her to leave. And on those rare occasions, she did so because she needed something.

      

      “I really don’t have time,” I groaned and tried to pull my arm free from her grasp. “You’re aware that I’m working a murder trial, yes?”

      

      “Oh, don’t be so dramatic,” she insisted, still pulling on my arm, trying to wrench me from my seat. “Fifteen minutes won’t make a difference.”

      

      “It might.”

      

      “Then work fifteen minutes longer tonight,” she said rightly. “Make it thirty if you’re so worried.”

      

      “That’s not really the point...” I allowed myself to be lifted to my feet.

      

      “Trust me,” she insisted as she dragged me from the study. “This will help.”

      

      “I don’t see how.”

      

      “Me,” she corrected. “It will help me. And I like to think that you get a thrill out of seeing your mother happy, so we can count it as a win for everyone.”

      

      She wanted help unpacking and setting up those busts that she had bought at the fundraiser. They were still packed in their crates in the foyer and where I suspected she could have just asked the staff to help, clearly she wanted me to be the one to do it. The reason for that? Where my mother was concerned, it could have been anything.

      

      “He’s talented, your brother,” she gushed as I lifted the first one out of its crate. It was roughly the size of a soccer ball, but weighed more than a backpack full of bricks.

      

      “He always has been,” I groaned as I hoisted it into my stomach and then waddled it to the small table in the middle of the foyer that she had ready for its placement.

      

      “Oh, I know that.” She waved me down, happy to stand back and watch. “And now everyone else will. I want it to be the first thing that people see when they come into the house.”

      

      I eyed my mother suspiciously. “Remind me, when did you suddenly become so supportive of Michael’s artwork?”

      

      “I’ve always been supportive -- and don’t give me that look,” she snapped. “I have been. Is it my fault that I also want my firstborn son to have a career? One that pays.”

      

      “So, what? Now that he has that career, you’re happy to be supportive?”

      

      “Exactly,” she said without a hint of irony. “But enough of that. The next one, thank you.”

      

      I shouldn’t have been so judgmental of her. She was being supportive in her own way. What was more, I knew how hard it was for her. She wanted so badly to be accepted as part of the social elite that reckoning with a son who wanted to make statues for a living couldn’t have been easy to deal with.

      

      The second bust was a little smaller than the first, but still heavy. As I lifted it from the crate, I couldn’t help but consider how much more difficult it would be to get it above my head and then smash it into someone. I was nearly six feet tall and in decent enough shape, and even I was struggling. Could Mrs. Caldwell really have used something like this to kill her husband? I made a mental note to add that to my defense.

      

      The second bust was to be put in the main dining room, so I waddled it in and set it up on the cabinet where there was a space prepared. The bust itself was of a rather odd looking individual with an oversized mustache, a large chin, and a nose that defied belief.

      

      “Who’s this?” I asked as I studied him.

      

      “Oh, that’s Eric Longtail,” she tittered. “Have you not heard of him?”

      

      “Eric Longtail? I’d like to think I’d remember the name.”

      

      “Don’t you know your Harborwood history?” she asked. I frowned and she rolled her eyes. “He was said to be one of this town’s original settlers. Although oddly enough, there wasn’t a record of him until fifty years after the town was founded, and that was for a man named Jonathan Rivers.”

      

      “What?” My face scrunched. “I don’t understand.”

      

      “He’s made up, dear. At least now most people think that he is. As the story goes, his relative at the time was trying to secure some land that he claimed belonged to him through inheritance. So, he conjured up the name Eric Longtail and tried to insert him into historical records.” She tittered. “The cheek.”

      

      “But if everyone knows he’s made up, why is he still famous? Or spoken about? Or bust worthy?”

      

      “Well, that’s all part of the story. You see, Jonothan Rivers didn’t just make the name up and then hope that everyone would believe him. He did his due diligence, as any good liar would.” She nodded rightfully. “He forged birth certificates. Immigration reports. He created an entire family tree and lineage, all to try and sell the lie. He was so darn insistent that the local government at the time, unable to separate fact from fiction, eventually just gave in and agreed he was probably telling the truth. And thus, Eric Longtail was born.”

      

      “So, he’s made up then?”

      

      “Almost certainly.”

      

      “But the people of this town still honor him?”

      

      “In a fashion,” she shrugged. “And it’s not so much honoring him as it is...” she breathed out sharply as she considered how to phrase it. “He’s a part of our history now, whether we like it or not.”

      

      “That doesn’t make any sense though. If they knew he was lying --”

      

      “They didn’t know. They suspected, but he built enough of a case that they had no choice but to believe it. That’s all truth is, dear.” She looked at me. “A lie told so elaborately and so often that it can’t possibly be false.”

      

      I shook my head. “That’s not...” I trailed off as a realization struck me.

      

      “That’s not what, dear?”

      

      My eyes widened and I broke into a smile. “Mom, you’re a genius.”

      

      “Well, I know that.”

      

      “No, seriously.” I walked up to her, grabbed her by both arms, and kissed her on the forehead. “An absolute genius.” And then, without saying anything else, I strode from the room.

      

      “Charles!” my mother called after me. “Charles! Where are you going?”

      

      I didn’t respond. And when I walked into my study, I locked the door behind me so that my mother couldn’t burst in and disturb me. For four days I’d struggled to come up with a means by which I’d be able to successfully defend Mrs. Caldwell but now, finally, I had one.

      

      I’d been approaching my defense all wrong. Trying to defend where I should have been going on the attack. And sure, that was hard to do when you were literally a part of the defense, but desperate times called for desperate measures.

      

      This case, I realized, wasn’t about trying to prove that Mrs. Caldwell was innocent. Rather, it was about trying to convince the jury that someone else was guilty. I didn’t have one other suspect. I didn’t have a single person who I could try and pass the blame on. What I had instead were two suspects, both there for the taking, both ready to shoulder the responsibility whether they liked it or not.

      

      From that moment on, just after lunch on the fourth day, which was twenty-nine days before the trial started, I completely reworked my defense.

      

      Now, Lydia Hastings was at its center. She was Mr. Caldwell’s lover, possibly spurred, almost definitely jealous, willing to kill if she had to because he’d promised her the world and looked to be getting cold feet. Did I have any hard proof? Not exactly, but I had enough to try and convince the jury it was true.

      

      Alex Winters also, another key component in my defense. Mrs. Caldwell’s lover, possibly wanting more out of her then just casual sex. But she would never leave her husband for someone like him... that was unless her husband was dead. Again, I might not have had any proof to the fact, but I had enough to imply it. To suggest it. To give the jury something else to think about.

      

      I wasn’t going to prove that Mrs. Caldwell didn’t kill her husband. Instead, I was going to prove that it could have been any number of people and without a silver bullet to unequivocally suggest otherwise, convicting her of murder would be a gross act of misjustice.

      

      There was one risk in mounting a defense like this, and as I worked away over the next month, I buried it deep down and ignored its cries of warning. This new line of defense meant that I wasn’t technically defending Mrs. Caldwell, which meant that I wouldn’t be dismissing the evidence that the prosecution brought. I’d instead be adding to it, confusing it, making it unclear and thus creating an unsure jury.

      

      Now, if the jury became wise to my games, they might see through my tricks and convict Mrs. Caldwell anyway. It wasn’t as if I was giving them a reason not to. But the beauty of the America legal system was its insistence that a felon be judged by a jury of their own peers, and my mother had said it herself, lies and deceit were baked into this town’s history. Their subconscious. Their way of being.

      

      If I was anywhere else, I might not have risked it. If I was anywhere else, I might have stuck to my original plan and hoped for the best. But this wasn’t anywhere else. This was Harborwood where the rules of the real world didn’t apply. And in that, I found my advantage.
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      I was feeling more nervous than I should have been.

      

      Ordinarily, the first day of the trial was the least stressful. It was the day of no surprises, simply because there wasn’t time to stage any. Day one was all set-up, with just a little bit of drama sprinkled in. The prosecution would give their opening statements, I’d follow with mine, and the rest of the day would be dedicated to the prosecution as they set the scene for what was to come.

      

      I supposed those usual lack of nerves was down to familiarity. Back in Seattle, I knew or was at least aware of most attorneys who I’d be coming up against. Winning trials was as much about knowing who you were going to be fighting against as it was about the details of the case. How they operated. Their usual mode of procedure. If you knew the attorney, you could prepare with them in mind, confident that they weren’t going to pull out any last-minute tricks that you weren’t expecting and couldn’t plan for.

      

      Harborwood was a different beast, as were the lawyers who lived there.

      

      The trial began at 9am sharp, but I arrived with Eleanor an hour before that. We spent it going over the day's procedure, which pretty much amounted to Eleanor keeping her mouth shut no matter what was said.

      

      “I’ll be fine,” she assured me angrily. “I’m not a child.”

      

      “Prove it,” I shot back at her. “Because the prosecution is going to be saying some things about yours’s and Edmund’s relationship that you’re not going to like hearing.”

      

      “I can handle it, Charles. You don’t have to worry.”

      

      “Let’s hope so.”

      

      We ran through what I expected to happen today. I read my opening statements to her, for no other reason than I wanted a little feedback, then I explained how she needed to sit throughout them, the look she had to have on her face, the way she was going to have to react to certain things said. If she wanted to come out the other side of this a free and innocent woman, she needed the jury on her side.

      

      “Remember, the jury is who decides your fate, not the judge.”

      

      “And I suppose bribing them is out of the question?”

      

      My expression was flat. “I’ll pretend that I didn’t hear that.”

      

      “And this outfit!” she then complained, scrunching her nose in distaste as she pulled at the collar of her shirt. “I feel like a Mormon.”

      

      “You look like a kindly grandmother who couldn’t possibly murder --”

      

      “Urgh!” she groaned. “Just throw me in prison now, why don’t you? Surely, it can’t be any worse than this?”

      

      “Should I get them to measure you for your jumpsuit, then?” I asked. “I’ve always suspected that orange is your color.”

      

      Eleanor had wanted to wear her very best. A gown of some sort and, if not that, an expensive dress that wouldn’t have been out of place on the red carpet at the Oscars. She seemed to think the jury would be impressed by her fashion sense, as if the well-dressed were by and large more innocent than the shabby.

      

      I shot a hole through that request immediately. The jury would mostly be made up of people from the poorer side of Harborwood and I didn’t think they’d much like having their noses rubbed in Eleanor’s wealth -- especially when considering that her wealth was going to be a focus for the prosecution.

      

      “You’re a grandmother,” I explained and slapped her hand away so that she’d stop fidgeting. “An elderly, couldn’t possibly murder anyone grandmother because she’s too busy worrying about what she’s going to bake her grandkids when they come and visit next.”

      

      “I don’t have any grandkids.”

      

      “In that outfit, you do.”

      

      She wore a beige colored cardigan over a patchwork-shirt that looked like something she might have knitted herself. Her silver hair was up in a bun, her make-up was minimal, and I’d even gone downtown and bought her a pair of reading glasses that she could wear through the week.

      

      The look didn’t at all work for her, and she looked a solid ten years older at least. But this entire case was going to come down to confusion, trying to bait the jury into believing the things said about her were all but impossible.

      

      But it was time. I was ready. Thirty-three days straight, working sunrise to midnight, and I was prepared as I could possibly be. The only thing left to consider was the one thing I couldn’t prepare for. The prosecution.

      

      Her name was Emily Myers, and over this past month I’d had a few interactions with her, but not enough to get a feel for what sort of lawyer she was. That, I knew, would come once she got into her work.

      

      “Ladies and gentlemen of the jury,” Emily Myers began that first morning. “I want to start by saying welcome and thank you. Thank you for taking the time, because although I know it can’t have been easy to put your lives on hold so you could be here today and, indeed, this entire week, the importance of this trial cannot be overstated. Why, I would go so far as to say that this is the most important trial in this town’s history, bar none.”

      

      She was an attractive woman, Emily Myers. And where that shouldn’t have made a difference, I knew that it did. Maybe not a big one. Maybe not enough to turn those not-guilty votes around completely. But if there was someone on that jury who was unsure, a man specifically, sometimes a kind smile and a pair of pretty eyes was all that was needed to swing opinion.

      

      And she did have pretty eyes too. Emerald green and sharp, magnified by the librarian-styled glasses she wore perched on the end of her cute nose. Her blonde hair was worn out to flow past her shoulders, and her outfit was a tight pencil skirt and a tucked in white blouse, paired with a jacket that she left folded over the back of her chair. She had an air about her too, a command of the room that spoke to her experience and general ability. As she read through her opening statements, she kept a firm eye on the jury always, roaming from member to member, offering each a smile, letting them all know that they were seen and accounted for.

      

      “This isn’t the first murder charge that’s gone to trial in this town, and nor will it be the last. But there’s a distinct difference here that needs to be highlighted and exposed, for it’s the crux of this entire case and no doubt what each of you will be taking into consideration when it comes to casting your vote. That difference, ladies and gentlemen, is privilege.”

      

      I studied the jury as Myers spoke, assessing each to the last to determine who’s side they might be on. Sadly, and most predictably, based on their clothes and the general look of them, the majority of the jury appeared to be from the poorer side of town. And where that might not have been a huge issue was this taking place anywhere else. The fact that we were in Harborside meant that it would be all the difference.

      

      And that difference was going to hurt my case far more than it helped it.

      

      “To the average citizen, people like you and me,” she said to the jury, even catching the eye of one over-weight man in the front and winking at them. “If we were to do what the defendant is being accused of, we wouldn’t even get a trial. No, trials aren’t for people like you and me. We would have been arrested, thrown in prison, and then had the key melted before our eyes so there would be no chance of getting out. So that we would know it. This country, as amazing as it is, suffers from a two-tier justice system that I am sure most of you are only too aware of.”

      

      “One type of justice for us. One type of justice for them. That is what I mean by privilege.” She swept her eyes over the jury. “The defendant lives in a world of privilege the likes of which we can only dream, and it’s because of this that when she killed her husband -- and believe me, that is exactly what she did. There can be no doubt. But she did it without care or worry, knowing that here, in this town, she could do what she wanted without having to pay the consequences.”

      

      “But it doesn’t have to be that way,” she continued as she walked the length of the juror’s bench. “It doesn’t have to be us or them. That is what this trial is really about, ladies and gentlemen of the jury. It’s about reminding people like Mrs. Caldwell that the law is blind and if you break it, you will pay.” She shot a glance over her shoulder, right at Eleanor. “I don’t care how much money you make.”

      

      I might not have come up against Emily Myers before, but that didn’t mean that I didn’t do my due diligence and research as much about her as I could before today’s trial. Listening to the argument that she was mounting, I had to resist the urge to scoff. The woman spoke of privilege and wealth as if she wasn’t from the rich side of town, as if she didn’t graduate from St. Augustine’s, as if she wasn’t the exact type of person who she was so bent on taking down.

      

      It was a shame that the jury didn’t seem to notice. I watched them closely, noting the many who nodded along and ate up her words as if it was a bowl of warm pumpkin soup.

      

      “As you’re going to see throughout the duration of the trial, this case is about more than just the murder. It’s about the people involved. From the defendant, Mrs. Caldwell --” She indicated behind her. “-- to her lawyer, Mr. Lawson. His mother, his sister, even Mr. Lawson himself have deep ties to this case in ways that you will not believe. But it speaks to the person, the killer, the defendant who thought she would get away with it, simply because of who she is.”

      

      There it was. The exact frame of argument that I expected her to take.

      

      It wasn’t a surprise in any way. But that didn’t mean I enjoyed hearing it. A quick glance at the jury, careful not to look put out as I did, confirmed that what she was saying was very much landing.

      

      “The evidence is going to bare the defendant’s guilt. Over the proceeding days, as long as it takes, you’re going to be shown unequivocal evidence which proves that Mrs. Caldwell killed her husband in cold blood. First degree murder is the charge, and it carries with it a sentence of life. I do not ask you to take it lightly, and nor should you. But as you listen, I want you to remember who it is that you’re dealing with here, the type of person the defendant is, because that is the case.”

      

      Emily Myers walked to the center of the court room. Her hands folded behind her back, her head held high and her smile just a little bit smug, she projected her voice so it would thunder throughout the room, addressing everyone now as she hammered in the final nail.

      

      “Privilege.” She swept her eyes across the room, finishing on Mrs. Caldwell who held her gaze with a dismissive smile. “That is what this case is about. It’s about a woman who has lived a life of privilege the likes of which most can never know. It’s a life without perceived consequences, where money talks and everything else walks. That is, until they don’t.” She spun and focused on the jury. “Mrs. Caldwell murdered her husband in cold blood not because she had to, or because she was trying to defend herself. There was nothing noble about what she did. She did it because she thought she could get away with it and that is all. Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, thank you.” She gave a short bow, a sharp smile, and then returned to her seat.

      

      I watched her go, filtering between being both impressed by her opening statements, and slightly underwhelmed.

      

      It didn’t escape my notice that not once did Emily Myers present so much as a slither of evidence to support her position. She didn’t go through the night in question. She didn’t explain why she believed Mrs. Caldwell to be guilty. She barely ever spoke about the murder.

      

      She was making this entire case about Eleanor Caldwell. By feeding into this town’s people’s hatred of one another, she was banking that it would be enough to have the jury turn on Eleanor, regardless of what the evidence bore out.

      

      It was an interesting strategy. A bold one too, there was no doubt about that. But then again, so was mine.
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      "Reasonable doubt,” I began, my voice dropped low, spoken carefully to emphasize to the jury the importance of what I was saying. “It’s a term that you’re going to be hearing a lot over the proceeding days of this trial. It’s a term that I am going to be using often, almost comically so, as if I’m speaking another language, one I’m not sure that you understand so dammit if I’m not going to repeat myself as much as I can, just to really hammer the term home.” I paused in the middle of the courtroom, turned to face the jury, offering them a friendly smile and a soft chuckle. “I want to clarify right now that I don’t think you’re stupid, by the way. Not even close.” Another soft chuckle and a shake of my head, then I powered toward the juror’s bench, fixing the jury with a determined stare as my voice steadily rose.

      

      “I bring this up because that term, reasonable doubt, the values that it embodies, the reason that it is so pivotal in this case, cannot be understated. It is in every sense of the word the very cornerstone of the American legal system and it is tantamount that when it comes to assessing this case, passing judgement on it, and eventually reaching a verdict, that each of you, ladies and gentlemen of the jury, remember what it means, what it represents, and why it was that I mentioned it, oh... by the time we’re done here, at least two dozen times.” I laughed at that and was relieved to see a few members of the jury laugh along.

      

      I always liked giving my opening statements. When it came to working a trial, it was without a doubt my favorite part of the entire process. Especially when representing the defense, because I gave mine after the prosecution gave theirs, so was a sense of safety that came with that. And a sense of control.

      

      The prosecution couldn’t object. The prosecution couldn’t rebuttal. The prosecution couldn’t do much of anything but sit there and listen as I laid out the basis for my case with complete freedom.

      

      It was the one time in a trial where I didn’t have to worry about any tricks or misdirects. I’d spent weeks working on what I was going to say, and the way that the rest of the trial would unfold, the interest of the jury and whose side they started on, all came down to this.

      

      “But what is reasonable doubt?” I walked the length of the juror’s bench, catching the eyes of its members as I went. “To put it simply, it’s when the prosecution presents insufficient evidence to justifiably convict a defendant of the crime they’re being charged with. In other words, it’s what occurs when the prosecution doesn’t have enough evidence to make their case, meaning that you, the jury, can’t possibly convict because that, ladies and gentlemen, would be a gross miscarriage of justice the likes of which should never occur in a country as just as this one. We pride ourselves on having the most iron clad, resolute legal system in the history of mankind and it begins with reasonable doubt -- I told you I’d be saying it a lot,” I joked.

      

      Another reason that I liked giving my opening statements was that it gave me a chance to talk to the jury directly, again without having to worry about being objected over or cut off. I could say what I wanted, how I wanted it, free to build both my case and my own standing in the eyes of the jury members.

      

      In a weird way, winning cases like this one wasn’t unlike winning a popularity contest. When the jury wasn’t sure which way to vote, often their opinion of the counsel was what swayed their final decision. This case, I already knew, was going to go down to the wire and if I wanted to win, I had to make sure the jury liked me.

      

      “But I don’t want to bore you with legal mumbo-jumbo,” I chuckled and shook my head to myself. “The next couple of days are going to be long enough, and I don’t want to make it any more tiring on you than it already promises to be. So, let me provide you with an example instead, one that I hope provides some relevant parallels to this case and why reasonable doubt is so damn important.”

      

      I turned around and started back along the bench. As I went, I caught Emily Myers watching me curiously, a slight smirk on her lips as she caught up to where I was going with this. She nodded to herself and scribbled on a notepad in front of her, no doubt already in the midst of dismantling my arguments when she got the chance.

      

      “I might be from Harborside, but I haven’t lived here some twenty years. Instead, I reside in Seattle, a city that I regret to say has a lot more crime than this fair town. Why, just last month, the apartment next to mine was broken into and the residents of that apartment were assaulted. They’re okay, thank God, but naturally once they were recovered and out of hospital, they wanted justice as any American citizen deserves. Lucky for them, they already knew who did it.”

      

      “They knew for fact that it had to be their ex-tenant who broke in. He had the motive, having been kicked out of the apartment a few weeks earlier for not paying rent. He had the means, still possessing a key to the front door that he didn’t bother returning. Heck, he was even spotted in the neighborhood that same day. As far as they were concerned, as well as the police who made the arrest, this ex-tenant was guilty. Case closed.” I held my palms out. “Only, it wasn’t.”

      

      “The reason that reasonable doubt is so important is that rarely, if ever, are crimes, and the cases that follow them, so simple. That tenant, as guilty as he appeared, as much as the evidence pointed in his direction, turned out to be innocent. I knew the lawyer defending him and as he told it to me, there was no physical evidence to support the arrest. No DNA. No witnesses. Nothing that put him in that apartment when the break-in occurred, except for an assurance that it had to be him. If reasonable doubt didn’t exist, he would have found himself convicted, in prison, his life over for something he didn’t do.”

      

      “Of course, the case was looked into, and the break-in turned out to be random thug. Even though the ex-tenant couldn’t prove that he didn’t break into this apartment, the prosecution was unable to prove that he did. And that, ladies and gentlemen of the jury, is everything.” I swept my eyes over the jury, making sure to meet those of every single member. I paused on each one. I held their stare. I made sure they realized how important that statement was. “The prosecution could not prove beyond reasonable doubt that he was guilty and because of this, rightly, he was allowed to walk free.”

      

      I spun about and started back toward the center of the courtroom, pitching my voice high so it would echo over the chambers. This next part wasn’t just for the jury, but for everyone. I was taking command and putting my stamp on this case, showing that I wasn’t just playing defense, but willing to go on the attack also.

      

      “Earlier, the prosecution made the claim that this case was about more than just the murder of Edmund Caldwell. A strange thing to say during a murder trial, but that’s the point now, isn’t it?” A glance at Emily Myers, a shake of my head as if in dismay, and then I spun back and looked at the jury. “The prosecution doesn’t want this trial to be about the murder because to put it simply, they don’t have enough evidence to make it about the murder. The prosecution is going to spend a lot of time talking about the defendant as person, where she comes from, who she is friends with, even how much money she is worth. They are going to try and make you hate her for no other reason than they need you too because, at the end of the day, hating her will make it a lot easier for you to ignore the complete lack of evidence that they are going to present you.”

      

      “And that’s because there is none.” I smiled and then scoffed. “Honestly, I’ve been practicing law for twenty years now and I don’t think I’ve ever witnessed a case so brazenly weak as this one. No witnesses. No DNA evidence. No case! The prosecution has no case, so they are going to focus on everything but the murder.” I looked at Emily Myers. “It’s a bold strategy, but don’t fall for it. You can’t fall for it.”

      

      I was still standing in the middle of the courtroom, but I dropped my voice again, bowed my head and turned my tone to somber. “If I’ve said it once, I’ve said it a million times. Reasonable doubt. The defendant here is a victim, and that’s all she is. Her husband was murdered and because of who she is, she’s being charged with that murder. There’s no good reason that she should be, and as you will see over the course of this trial, there is every reason that she shouldn’t be. More reasonable doubt than you can poke a stick at, paired with as little evidence as I’ve ever seen and when it comes time to pass your judgement, I only hope that you remember those two little words.” I held up two fingers. “Reasonable doubt. Repeat it. Remember it. Let it guide you. Don’t judge the defendant, judge the crime and you’ll see that my client can’t possibly be guilty. There simply isn’t the evidence to support it. Thank you.” I bowed my head once and walked back to my seat.

      

      The dull mummering and muttering of the jury followed me as I sat down. I offered Mrs. Caldwell a confident smile and a nod, indicating for her to say nothing.

      

      Like Emily Myers, I hadn’t bothered talking about the specifics of the case. That would come later. I had decided to talk only about the concept of reasonable doubt because I wanted it hammered into the jury’s subconscious like a nail. I needed them to come back to it every time they had to consider the evidence, every time they had to ask themselves if Mrs. Caldwell might be guilty. They needed to understand that if a person was to be convicted of murder, that you had to be one hundred percent certain they were guilty.

      

      If there was even the tiniest of chances that they weren’t, it behooved them to pass a not-guilty verdict. It didn’t matter if they liked Mrs. Caldwell. It didn’t matter if they hated her. All that mattered was what the prosecution could prove which, as I had pointed out and would continue to point out, wasn’t much.

      

      With that done and taken care of, now it was time to see if my messaging would stick. It was time to get this trial underway.
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      The sign of a good lawyer was one who had courage in their convictions. It was one who didn’t react to the opposition and move to change their attack based on what the defense was doing. It was one who stuck to their guns, no matter what the situation because, after a month of preparation, it was almost never a good idea to change methods midstream.

      

      Now, I didn’t think that my opening statements were so darn good that Emily Myers would hear them, realize the folly of her attack, and then scramble to come up with a new line of argument because she realized suddenly that she couldn’t possibly win with the prosecution she was laying out. I didn’t think that.

      

      But I had hoped that it might have rattled her a little. That it might have made her consider the possibility that focusing on the person rather than the crime wasn’t the best strategy when it came to a murder charge. I had hoped that I might have seen some indecision, some lack of assertiveness, or even a slight veering of her path as she moved to strengthen a case that on the face of it wasn’t all that strong.

      

      As it turned out, Emily Myers wasn’t just a good lawyer, she was a great lawyer. And as to the possibility that I might have rattled her a little? Once she got going, I realized how laughable that was.

      

      “And how long have you known the defendant?” Myers asked her first witness,

      

      “Don’t know her so much now,” Raelynn Jones said, her accent thick and heavy as if she’d just taken a mouthful of soup. “Haven’t spoken to her in fifty odd years just about.”

      

      Myers stood facing the witness stand, but was closer to the jury, her body half turned toward them. “When did you first meet?” she clarified with a friendly smile.

      

      “When we was six,” Raelynn said. She then looked across the room at Mrs. Caldwell, frowning at the little old lady that sat beside me. “Wouldn’t know her now as to look at her.”

      

      “But you grew up together? In the Ozarks, near Table Rock Lake?”

      

      “That’s right.”

      

      “And you were close friends until Mrs. Caldwell turned eighteen. Is that right?”

      

      “Yeah, I’d say we was pretty tight.” She looked at Mrs. Caldwell again and shook her head with amusement. “But that just goes to show ya.”

      

      “Show you what?”

      

      “How little you can really know a person, ya know? Twelve years we was best friends just about and then one day I wake up and she’s gone. No note. No phone call. Just an empty bed.”

      

      “And were you worried? Did you file a missing person’s report?”

      

      Raelynn scoffed. “No need. I knew where she’d gone. Or I suspected anyway.” She waited for another question, but Myers indicated for her to continue. “El was never going to hang about the Ozarks. She always said she was meant for better, and that she was going to get it too. Me...?” she shrugged. “I thought she was just talking out of her ass.” The jury chuckled.

      

      “Counselor,” Judge Armstrong warned. “Please ensure that the witness keeps profanity out of my courtroom.”

      

      “Yes, sorry Your Honor,” Emily Myers apologized quickly, seeming to make her smile bigger and more gorgeous for the older, male judge. Then, she was back on Raelynn Jones. “Please, Ms. Jones. If you could continue, without cursing this time?”

      

      “Sorry,” she said begrudgingly. “Anyways, like I was saying..."

      

      Raelynn Jones was about as opposite a person that existed, compared to Eleanor Caldwell. She wore a denim-heavy outfit, was missing a front tooth, was shrunken and feeble with wrinkled, pasty skin and thinning grey hair.

      

      Somehow, she also happened to have been Eleanor Caldwell’s best friend growing up.

      

      I learned a lot about Mrs. Caldwell over this past month.

      

      She was born dirt poor into a family of three brothers, two sisters, no father and a mother with a gambling problem. When she was eighteen, she left home and moved across the country, working as a waitress mostly, until she finally found her way to California.

      

      As was her dream, she started working as a model, scrapping by for several years as she struggled to get work and make a decent living. She dated during this time, always men of wealth and worth and means, those she deemed as good future investments... if it ever came to that.

      

      Which eventually it did. She met Edmund when she was twenty-six years old. They dated for four years and then, on her thirtieth birthday, he proposed, and they’d been happily married ever since...

      

      None of that was relevant to the murder. At least it shouldn’t have been. But as Emily Myers had been sure to point out on numerous occasions, this case wasn’t about the murder. It was about Mrs. Caldwell and her driving motive behind the murder, one which as far as she was concerned, extended all the way back to Mrs. Caldwell’s birth.

      

      “And you dated Mrs. Caldwell for six months?” Emily Myers asked her next witness, Dr. Dean Johnson.

      

      “About that, yes,” he said with a charming smile that showed a set of perfect teeth. Although they were probably fake, seeing as he was pushing eighty. “But that was a long time ago.”

      

      “And how did the two of you meet?” Myers asked him.

      

      “At a club,” he said. “I don’t remember the name exactly. But it was a swanky joint, I remember that much. I was at the bar, putting down a tab and then...” He trailed off as his mind cast back to the memory, a twinkle appearing in his eye and a smile forming on his lips.

      

      “Dr. Johnson?” Myers pressed.

      

      “Oh, right.” He gave his head a shake and continued. “Eleanor appeared as if by divine intervention. One minute she was there and the next...” he drifted off again, this time his smile turning mischievous.

      

      “Your Honor,” I called out. “I think we get the idea.”

      

      Raelynn Jones and Dean Johnson were just two of six witnesses that Emily Myers had lined up for day one. They were character witnesses, bearing no actual authority where the murder was concerned, but needed by the prosecution to build their case. Their case being my client’s sordid history.

      

      Eleanor Caldwell was a gold digger. Unfortunately, it really was as simple as that. So matter-of-fact that I didn’t bother cross-examining any of the witnesses. They didn’t say anything incriminating or purge themselves in any way. All they did was explain to the jury how they knew my client, and that was it.

      

      She was working toward the prenuptial agreement. Eleanor, the gold digger, a woman who has spent her life trying to secure her fortune, forced to contemplate the very real possibility that her husband might leave her for another. If he did that, because of that prenup, she would get nothing.

      

      It was a good enough argument, assuming you could get the jury to buy it, of course. But kudos to Emily Myers, she was doing just about everything in her power to do just that.

      

      “And how long have the two of you been friends?” Myers asked her sixth and final witness.

      

      “Oh, about twenty years or so now.”

      

      “Twenty-four actually,” Myers contradicted. She stood right by the witness stand, almost leaning over it as if she was trying to intimidate the witness. Which she very much was. “Which was the same year that you and your husband came into great wealth, wasn’t it?”

      

      It was my mother on the stand, doing everything that she could to not walk right into the trap that I warned her Myers was going to set. We found out three weeks ago that she’d be standing as a witness, but despite all that perpetration, I knew my mother well enough to know it wasn’t going to make much difference.

      

      “I wouldn’t say great wealth,” my mother said, at the same time sitting herself up a little more and pointing her chin that little bit higher in the air. It was as if she did it on instinct.

      

      I stifled a groan as my mother played right into Myers’ hands.

      

      This entire day had been about establishing who Eleanor Caldwell really was. What did she want? What motivated her? How had she gone from a poor hick growing up in the Ozarks to being synonymous with wealth and privilege to anyone from Harborside?

      

      The answer was pretty simple. Mrs. Caldwell’s entire life was one dedicated to chasing wealth and status. From the men she dated to who she married to the people she called friends, they all had one thing in common and it was the size of their wallets. This need for wealth and status was such a part of her identity that to lose it would be unthinkable.

      

      “Two-hundred million dollars,” Myers frowned at my mother and then cast it back to the jury, many of whom scoffed and shook their heads at the figure. “That’s your net worth, is it not?”

      

      “Is it?” my mother pretended to look confused. “I haven’t checked in a while...”

      

      I stifled another groan.

      

      “Either way,” Myers chuckled as she made sure to get another look in at the jury, sharing in their judgement that someone could be so casual about having so much wealth. “It was twenty-four years ago when the two of you first became friends. Which was the same year that you moved to this side of Harborside.”

      

      “If you say so, dear.”

      

      “Tell us...” She stepped back and opened my mother’s eyeline to the jury. “Did you know Mrs. Caldwell before then?”

      

      My mother hesitated. “Did I know...?”

      

      “Did you know one another?”

      

      “Um... I knew of her.”

      

      “But you didn’t know her, did you? On a personal level? If you saw Mrs. Caldwell on the street even twenty-five years ago, you wouldn’t have said hello or stopped for a little chat?”

      

      “No, well... no. But to be fair, that was just because I didn’t come to this side of town,” my mother justified. I tried to get her attention to stop her from talking, but she ignored me. “I’m sure if I did come to this side of town, she would have said hello. Once I moved, she was very friendly.”

      

      “I’m sure that she was,” Myers said with a satisfied smile.

      

      “Oh, please,” Mrs. Caldwell scoffed under her breath from beside me. “Should you point out to the jury that Myers’ suit cost nearly eight hundred dollars? I’m sure they’d love to hear that.”

      

      I gestured for her to be quiet. Even if she was right.

      

      Eleanor Caldwell’s past shouldn’t have been part of this case, even if it was a smart move on the prosecution’s part. One look at the jury and it was obvious what side of town they came from, and in a case that promised to be this close, that might just be the difference...
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      Day two picked up right where day one left off with more witness interviews.

      

      However, where day one was spent interviewing people from Mrs. Caldwell’s past, we had now officially arrived at the present. The jury had learned who Mrs. Caldwell was, and now it was time to show them what she had become.

      

      “Ms. Hastings,” Emily Myers began. “Would you mind telling the jury how it is that you knew Mr. Caldwell?”

      

      Lydia gave a short, nervous nod. “We... we were sleep -- seeing one another.”

      

      “For how long were the two of you seeing one another?”

      

      A deep breath. “Roughly six months or so.”

      

      “And did you know during these six months that Mr. Caldwell was married?”

      

      “I...” Lydia looked at Mrs. Caldwell, a flash of what almost looked like regret crossing her face. “I did.”

      

      “And that didn’t bother you?” Myers frowned and looked over at the jury. “Surely, it must have?”

      

      “It’s not...” Lydia hesitated, biting into her lip as she stared at her lap, trying to work up the courage to speak. “It’s not that simple.”

      

      “How so?”

      

      She forced herself to look at Myers. “We... we weren’t just seeing one another. We weren’t just sleeping together. Me and Edmund... we were in love.”

      

      The jury gasped. Eleanor scoffed. Myers faked surprise. And I groaned, resisting the urge to rub my eyes and look away because I didn’t want anyone on the jury to see me look so frustrated.

      

      I’d known this was coming. It had to be. Lydia was always going to take the stand for the prosecution, as she’d basically refused to speak to me this past month, and once I’d gotten an idea of what line of attack Myers was going to take, this had always been the most obvious outcome.

      

      But I guess a small part of me was hopeful. That maybe Lydia would do the right thing and not lie on the stand. That she would tell the truth about her and Edmund’s relationship, rather than romanticizing it to a point of complete fiction.

      

      “Maybe you should start at the beginning?” Myers suggested.

      

      “What do you mean?” Lydia asked innocently.

      

      Myers gave her a friendly smile. “Tell us how you and Edmund first met. I think we’d all like to hear it.”

      

      Lydia couldn’t have looked more different to how she usually did. She was dressed modestly, with little make-up on, her hair tied back in a ponytail, and a pair of reading glasses that she hung from a chain around her neck. More a librarian than a homewrecker, and certainly not capable of seducing an older man away from his wife.

      

      “To be honest with you, I didn’t think much of him when we first met.” Lydia laughed softly and shook her head at herself, and a few of the jury members tittered away. “He came into the studio to look at some paintings that I’d just gotten in. He told me he was just getting into art so for now, he was just browsing.” She rolled her eyes. “I thought he was wasting my time, to be honest with you.”

      

      “And then what happened?”

      

      A warm smile took over Lydia’s face. “He came back. Again, and again and again. It was about the fourth time when I began to suspect he was interested in more than just the art.” Another soft laugh. “But Edmund always was the gentleman.”

      

      I hadn’t expected Lydia to go so hard. At most, I thought she might have exaggerated just a little bit how much she and Edmund liked one another. More than just a fling. A serious relationship. A possible future, if the circumstances weren’t so different. But this? It was on par with Romeo & Juliet.

      

      It made me wonder. Had Myers offered her something for this brand of testimony? Or was she doing it on her own accord? Either because she wanted to see Mrs. Caldwell go to prison, or because a month on and by now she actually believed her own lies?

      

      The story of their courtship was reminiscent of Arthurian legend. The tale of their forbidden love, one of tragedy. Yes, what they did was wrong, and they both knew it, but they also knew what they had and that was worth the deceit.

      

      “Ask her about the time I found them having sex in the car in the driveway,” Mrs. Caldwell whispered under her breath to me, her expression more annoyed than angry. “See how romantic the jury thinks that is.”

      

      “I’ll see if I have time,” I responded dryly, also under my breath, paired with a disparaging glare so she’d keep her mouth shut and eyes ahead.

      

      Myers made sure to give Lydia plenty of time to build the romance for the jury. To really paint a picture for them, so that they would know just how darn in love the two were. And as to me? I was forced to sit through it, careful not to object unless I absolutely had to.

      

      But that was only because everything that Lydia said was playing right into my hands.

      

      “Oh, the gifts,” Lydia sighed and shook her head to herself, smiling the whole time. “Edmund loved giving gifts. He loves spoiling me, really.”

      

      “What kind of gifts did he buy you?”

      

      “Jewelry, mostly. Necklaces. Earrings. Just the most gorgeous pendant. He loved making me happy.”

      

      And of course, Emily Myers had the jewelry to show the jury. Every gift that he’d ever bought for Lydia was bagged and tagged and passed down the bench so they could see it all up close for themselves. Diamonds, golden ingots, sapphires, and emeralds were just some of the encrusted jewels that sparkled in the hands of the jury members, which from the looks on their faces suggested it was the first time any of them had ever seen such wealth up close.

      

      Once Myers was finished with the set-up, she moved onto the payoff. That being, Mrs. Caldwell, he reaction to the affair, and what Lydia and Edmund were considering doing as a result.

      

      “She was jealous,” Lydia said rightly. “And I know that’s a horrible thing to say, but she was.”

      

      “In her defense,” Myers started carefully. “You were sleeping with her husband.”

      

      “It wasn’t that simple,” Lydia implored at the jury. “Eleanor was having an affair of her own. When Edmund first started pursuing me -- when I first denied him, it was because he was married. But he told me that the two of them were...” she trailed off nervously.

      

      “They were what?” Myers pushed.

      

      “That their marriage wasn’t based on love. They didn’t love one another. That she didn’t care if he saw other women. And for a while, that’s how it was. I even met Eleanor a few times and she seemed perfectly fine with it.”

      

      “But that changed?”

      

      Lydia nodded. “She started following us. She started calling Edmund when we were together, demanding that he come home. She... she told Edmund that he had to stop seeing me.”

      

      “She did?” Myers gasped.

      

      “She did,” Lydia repeated. “That was two months ago now, about the time that Edmund and I began preparing for the fundraiser together.”

      

      “What did Edmund say, when his wife asked him to end it with you?”

      

      “He said...” She looked at Mrs. Caldwell again, caught between pity and defiance. “He said that he would never leave me and that... that after the fundraiser, he would take me away.”

      

      “Take you away?” Myers titled her head with confusion. “Away where?”

      

      “We were going to leave Harborside for good,” Lydia clarified with a tight nod. “After the fundraiser, if Eleanor kept on pushing him... Edmund told me that he was done with her, that I was the one he wanted to be with.”

      

      Myers walked to the witness stand and rested a hand on the side of the booth. “And what did you say when he told you this?”

      

      A soft smile. “I told him that wherever he wanted to go, I would be there. We were in love, and I would have followed him anywhere. Only...” The expression on her face suddenly shifted from hope to misery. Her chin began to tremble, her lips tightened, and she sniffed. “... I never got that chance. I never even got to say goodbye...” She sniffed and wiped her nose. “I’m sorry. I thought I was past this.”

      

      “Don’t apologize,” Myers assured her, even reaching over the barrier and giving her shoulder a squeeze. “I can’t imagine what you’ve been through.”

      

      It was a sappy display. A downright slimy one too. It confirmed with me that Myers was putting Lydia up to this, likely not even offering her anything, instead relying on a month spent preparing her to slowly nudge her testimony in this direction. She had a narrative that she needed the jury to buy into and dammit if she wasn’t going to do everything that she could to see it written.

      

      Now, as to where I sat in all of this.

      

      Logic and good sense would suggest that I might have objected to a few of the more exaggerated lies that Lydia told. For example, when she claimed that she and Edmund were going to run away together, any decent lawyer would have jumped in the air and demanded that either proof be shown to verify the claim, or that it be stricken from the record at once.

      

      I was more than a decent lawyer, but I sat on my hands and kept my mouth shut as Myers spoon-fed the jury lies without objection.

      

      The reason for this was that everything Lydia said was playing perfectly into my defense. I needed her to lie before the jury. I needed her to exaggerate and make-up as much as she could about her relationship with Edmund.

      

      Reasonable doubt was my plan, and once I was finished with Lydia Hastings, the jury wouldn’t know what to think. Well, except for the very real fact that Lydia was a stone-cold liar. But that was the point.
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      I took my time before approaching Lydia.

      

      Once Emily Myers had sat down and I nominated to the judge that I wished to cross-examine her, I gave it a minute. I pretended to shuffle some papers around, I leaned in and faked speaking under my breath to Mrs. Caldwell, and I chuckled to myself and shook my head as if I’d just thought of something funny, making sure to glance at Lydia and then chuckle some more.

      

      As expected, she shifted uncomfortably as she waited for me. A quick look at Emily Myers for support, and she shifted again.

      

      “What are you doing?” Mrs. Caldwell whispered to me.

      

      “Isn’t it obvious?” I winked and then slowly stood, again taking my time with it, not even looking at Lydia.

      

      It was all part of my tactic to unsettle her. She had lied on the stand, and she must have known it. Most probably, she hadn’t considered the consequences, figuring that lying about being in love wasn’t something that could technically be proven and thus something she could get away with.

      

      But as I dawdled about getting ready, even taking my time crossing the courtroom floor to where she was sitting and waiting for me, I could sense the change in her, that realization that this wasn’t going to be the walk in the park she had hoped.

      

      “Hello, Ms. Hastings,” I greeted with a friendly smile. “How are you today?”

      

      “I’m fine,” she said stiffly.

      

      “That was quite the testimony you gave there,” I continued as I reached the stand and leaned against it, getting as casual as I could. “Really compelling stuff.”

      

      “It’s the truth,” she said.

      

      I smiled. “I’m sure it is. I wouldn’t expect you to lie on the stand now, would I? At least not on purpose.” My eyes flashed for her, and she swallowed. “But if you don’t mind, I’d like to clarify a few things? Just to make sure that I and the jury understand correctly. Is that alright?”

      

      She nodded once but didn’t say anything.

      

      “Good.” I pushed myself back up and started walking toward the jury, hands folded behind my back, keeping that casual cadence to my voice. “How long did you say you’ve been living in Harborside for?”

      

      “A little over two years now.”

      

      “You’re from Baltimore, correct?”

      

      "Yes.”

      

      “It’s a poor city, Baltimore, isn’t it? The poverty rate, as I understand it, is one of the highest in the country.”

      

      “I’m not sure.”

      

      I turned around and smiled at her. “It is. And you, Ms. Hastings, grew up right in the thick of it? Public housing. Public schools. Dirt poor, for the laymen.”

      

      She stiffened. “I can’t help where I’m from.”

      

      “Either can Mrs. Caldwell,” I agreed as I began my slow walk down the length of the juror’s bench. “You have that in common, don’t you? Born into poverty but somehow finding your way to Harborside.”

      

      “There was a job opening at the local art studio. A curator was needed. That’s how I came to be here.”

      

      “And how you met Mr. Caldwell,” I continued for her, my expression serious as if I was putting the pieces together as they cane. “As you stated, he came to the studio looking to buy some art and, as you would have us believe, he became enamored with more than just the paintings.”

      

      “Is there a question?” she asked with mild frustration.

      

      “Just getting the facts straight,” I said sincerely. “Which reminds me, how many times did Mr. Caldwell ask you out before you said yes?”

      

      “Four times.”

      

      “And you changed your mind because...?” I reached the end of the bench and turned to look at her, cocking an eyebrow and indicating for her to answer the question.

      

      “As I explained,” she sighed with that same sense of building frustration. “I liked Edmund from the start, but I also knew that he was married. I had no intention of becoming broiled in an affair, but then he explained the circumstances of his marriage and I... I changed my mind.”

      

      “Fascinating.” I said as I started slowly toward her, voice still casual. “In that time, how much art did Mr. Caldwell buy?”

      

      Lydia hesitated. “I don’t see why that’s --”

      

      “Two-hundred thousand dollars' worth,” I cut her off. “That was the amount that Mr. Caldwell spent in what was a two week period. This two-hundred thousand dollars spent amounted to three paintings, two vases and a statue that is about...” I held my hands a foot apart. “About this big.”

      

      “He has an eye for art.”

      

      “And you, Ms. Hastings, have an eye for men willing to spend huge amounts of money on art.”

      

      “Objection!” Emily Myers rose to her feet. “The implication that Ms. Hastings started seeing Mr. Caldwell because of the money he spent on artwork has no factual basis whatsoever.”

      

      “I’m simply pointing out the obvious,” I rebutted. “Ms. Hastings herself said that he loved spoiling her. That he bought her expensive gifts – you showed them off!”

      

      “Gifts,” Emily Myers said. “Bought after their affair. It’s completely different.”

      

      “Sustained,” Judge Armstrong agreed. “And I’ll ask the attorney to not make assumptions.”

      

      “Sorry, Your Honor,” I said quickly before turning my attention back to Lydia. “I’m glad that the prosecution brought those gifts up, actually. Tell me, Ms. Hastings, do you remember what the first gift was that Mr. Caldwell bought you?”

      

      She smiled at the thought. “A pair of diamond earrings. It was our second date.”

      

      I reached the witness stand and stood between it and the jury, making sure that she was in their eyeline. “And the second gift? Any chance you remember?”

      

      “I think...” she bit into her lip. “A pearl necklace. Yes, it was our one-week anniversary.”

      

      “Wow,” I gushed. “You weren’t exaggerating about the gift giving. And he spoiled you like this always?”

      

      “Every chance he got,” she said comfortably.

      

      “And the last gift he bought you?” I then asked so darn casually that Lydia went to answer before catching her tongue, eyes widening. “Ms. Hastings?” I prompted.

      

      “I’m not sure,” she said, looking down at her legs.

      

      “It was a pendant,” I said, fixing my gaze on her. “You mentioned it earlier, when you were being examined by the prosecution. And do you remember when he bought you that pendant?”

      

      Her brow tightened and she shook her head.

      

      “Your three-month anniversary. Which I think is great.” I swung around and gestured to the jury. “Don’t you? Three months in and the love was as strong as the day it began. Only...” I started; brow scrunched as I slowly turned back to face Lydia. “Didn’t you say that you were dating for six months? If he loved giving you gifts so much, why did he stop?”

      

      “Objection!” Emily Myers cried. “How can the witness possibly answer that? She would have no idea why Mr. Caldwell chose to stop buying her gifts and the fact that they were together for another three months should suggest that gap to be an anomaly and nothing more.”

      

      “I’ll withdraw it!” I cried out, even winking at Myers who didn’t look at all pleased by the gesture. “I think we can make up our own minds about that.” I grinned at the jury and shrugged. “But let’s say it was an anomaly --”

      

      “It was,” Lydia interrupted. “Edmund loved me.”

      

      “Because the two of you were going to run sway together?” I pounced.

      

      “We -- what?”

      

      “You were going to run away together,” I clarified. “Surely, that’s proof enough that you were in love?”

      

      “Yes.” She smiled slyly. “Exactly. He wouldn’t have planned to do such a thing if he wasn’t serious.”

      

      “Tell me, Ms. Hastings.” I was back to leaning on the bench, again appearing just so very casual. “Where were the two of you going to go?”

      

      Lydia balked. “Excuse me?”

      

      “The two of you were running away together. He told you as much. So where exactly was it that you were going?”

      

      “I...” She glanced helplessly at Myers. “He didn’t tell me.”

      

      “What?” I leaned back and touched my chest as if confused. “He never told you where you were going?”

      

      “N -- no, he didn’t.”

      

      “Doesn’t that sound strange? I mean, did you not think to ask?”

      

      “No -- I mean, I did. But we hadn’t gotten that far yet.”

      

      “Oh, so it was still just being talked about? Nothing confirmed”?”

      

      “That’s right...” she said carefully, eyes narrowed slightly because surely, she could see where this was going.

      

      “So, Mrs. Caldwell’s demands that Edmund stop seeing you weren’t as serious as you made them out to be?”

      

      “I -- what?”

      

      “Just a few minutes ago, you told the jury that Ms. Caldwell was making demands that Edmund stop seeing you, correct?”

      

      “I... yes, that’s what she said.”

      

      “Because she was jealous?”

      

      “Yes.”

      

      “And Mr. Caldwell, who was in love with you, realized that he had to make a choice between you and his wife? One that would involve leaving her and being with you.”

      

      “I... It's not as...” She was becoming flustered as her lies unraveled. “He wanted to be with me.”

      

      “Are you sure about that? If he did love you as much as you claim, if Mrs. Caldwell was as jealous as you claim, then why didn’t he make plans to leave his wife?”

      

      “He did!” she cried.

      

      “But he didn’t see the need to share them with you? Doesn’t that sound a little strange?”

      

      “He was busy,” she tried desperately. “The last month, with the fundraiser --”

      

      “Right, the fundraiser,” I cut her off. “The one that your studio was hosting.”

      

      “That’s right. Me and Edmund worked together to --”

      

      "How much money did you stand to make from the fundraiser?” I cut her off.

      

      She leaned back. “I... it was a fundraiser. I wasn’t making any money.”

      

      “Oh, that’s not true.” I clicked my tongue and shook my head. “There are commission fees, holding fees, your studio claims, what is it? Five percent of every sale?”

      

      She looked about in a panic. “It’s standard business.”

      

      “And business was good, wasn’t it?” I agreed with her as I walked away, back to the jury who I was pleased to see were looking just a tad unsure of Lydia Hastings. “You lived in Harborside for eighteen months before you met Mr. Caldwell. Can you tell the court how much money your studio made in that time?”

      

      She hesitated. Mouth open, but words unable to materialize.

      

      “Ms. Hastings?” I turned back and looked at her.

      

      “I’m not sure of the exact --”

      

      “A little over two hundred thousand dollars,” I spoke over her. “Not bad money. Surely, enough to make a decent living on. I know most of you would agree?” I asked the jury, to which a few nodded their agreement. “But can you tell me, Ms. Hastings, how much did it make in the six months you were seeing Mr. Caldwell?”

      

      She looked desperately at Myers who, to my delight, wasn’t able to object. By inviting Lydia to the stand, by insisting on this line of attack, she had left her own witness open without a defense. Questions that, thanks to her, she had to answer.

      

      “Over half a million dollars,” I answered for her, staying on the jury, making sure that each one registered the amount. “Not only was Mr. Caldwell beneficial for your love life, but your wallet too.”

      

      “That has nothing to do with it,” Lydia spoke up suddenly, finding her bravery. “I would have stayed with him if he had nothing.”

      

      “But he wouldn’t have stayed with you,” I shot back as I turned to face her, voice rising as I came to the final part of my attack.

      

      “Excuse me?”

      

      “Mr. Caldwell didn’t love you,” I spoke up, quickly, powerfully, charging across the floor like a bull at a flag. “He never loved you.”

      

      “That’s not --”

      

      “He was using you. Mr. Caldwell’s dating history shows a laundry list of women in his wake, and you Ms. Hastings were no different.”

      

      “That’s not true --”

      

      “And you knew it!” I cried over her. “Especially when Mrs. Caldwell came knocking, demanding that they end it. You knew that your relationship had an expiration date.”

      

      “No --”

      

      “You knew that any day could be your last.” I was on the bench, both hands gripping it as if I was trying to tear it apart.

      

      “That’s not true.”

      

      “Objection!”

      

      “But you couldn’t have that, could you? After all he’d given you, you’d tasted the high life, and you didn’t want to give it up.”

      

      “Objection!” Emily Myers stepped around the table. “Your Honor, he’s badgering the witness!”

      

      “You cornered him at the fundraiser, didn’t you?”

      

      “No!” Lydia wailed.

      

      “Objection! Your Honor!”

      

      “Order!” Judge Armstrong declared as he banged his gavel.

      

      “You told him that you weren’t going to let him leave you! Maybe you threatened him! Maybe you tried to blackmail him!

      

      “No! I would never!”

      

      “I will have order!”

      

      “Objection!”

      

      “And when he still turned you down, you did the only thing that you could think in the moment.” The courtroom had exploded into uproar behind me, but I ignored it as I focused on Lydia, my voice screaming so it could be heard. “You grabbed hold of a nearby bust and you beat him over the head with it!”

      

      “Attorney!” the judge roared. “You are out of order!”

      

      “You murdered Mr. Caldwell!” I cried out as loud as I could. “You murdered him and now you’re trying to frame my client!”

      

      And that was the last thing I managed to say before the roars of the judge, paired with the wails of Lydia, overtaken by the cries of Emily Myers, drowned me out such that the entire courtroom seemed to shake around me.

      

      It was a ridiculous thing to do. It was dangerous. It was downright irresponsible. But a quick look at the jury, a confirmation that they were buying the insane theory that I just served up, and I decided that the risk was worth it.

      

      Even if I was going to cop an earful from the judge.
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      Thirty minutes later and I was no sorrier for what I had done than right after it had happened. If anything, the thirty minutes I’d been afforded to think about it only steeled my resolve, and as I stumbled out of the judge’s chambers, my ears burning red from the scolding I’d just received, I reminded myself that this was all part of the plan.

      

      Of course, considering what the judge had just told me, I couldn’t say for sure if I’d even get a chance to follow through with my plan, and if doing so would see me taken off this case entirely... and possibly even suspended.

      

      He hadn’t been happy with me. Nor had Emily Myers, but I could handle her. Once the courtroom had calmed down, she’d demanded that we approach the bench but Judge Armstrong, even angrier than she was, had pulled me into his chambers so he could give me a talking to. Although it was more akin to a verbal thrashing.

      

      “In all my years! Never have I seen such disrespect! Such contempt for the law and my courtroom! I should have you hanged!” It wasn’t so much constructive criticism as it was an outpouring of pure, vehement rage articulated with one goal in mind: to let me know that I’d overstepped.

      

      And I had too. In Judge Armstrong’s defense, what I had done was about as close to malpractice as you could get without crossing that line. I’d accused a witness of murder, during a cross-examination, with no evidence whatsoever to suggest such a thing. Lydia wasn’t on trial, and she shouldn’t have been treated as such.

      

      In the end, I was lucky to escape with a warning not to do it again. Unfortunately for me, that wasn’t an option, but I’d cross that bridge when it came.

      

      A short recess was called to give the judge time to speak with the jury so he could instruct them to forget what they had heard and not in any way consider it when it came to passing their final verdict. And I used said time to contemplate what he had said, wonder how I was going to get around it for my next cross-examination, and to visit the bathroom because being yelled at like that really made me need to pee.

      

      I was standing at the urinal, staring dead-ahead at the tiled wall when I heard the door open behind me. I didn’t glance back to see who had come in because, a general rule in male bathrooms was not to make eye contact or even acknowledge anyone else when your pants were undone.

      

      “Clever,” a voice spoke from just over my shoulder. “Very clever.”

      

      Even without turning around, I knew who the voice belonged to. But that didn’t make it any less surprising to hear.

      

      “I’m glad to have your approval,” I responded dryly, eyes still looking ahead. “I was going to run it by you earlier, but I couldn’t find you.”

      

      “I know what you’re doing.” Alex Winters hissed over my shoulder, standing right behind me, despite what I was doing.

      

      “Trying to clear Mrs. Caldwell’s name?”

      

      “I meant with Lydia.” A beat. “And with me.”

      

      I groaned as I shook myself off and zipped up my pants. Then I fixed a confused expression on my face as I turned around, more than a little disconcerted to find Alex Winters standing right behind me, so close that his chest was just about touching mine. It wasn’t a big bathroom, but there was more than enough room for him not to have to stand so close.

      

      But he wasn’t here to chat or see how I was doing after being yelled at by the judge. He was there to intimidate me, and I didn’t have to wonder why. Not that this made things any easier.

      

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I stepped around him and made for the sink.

      

      “I might not be in criminal law,” Alex followed me. “But I see what you’re doing. The judge does too. So does the prosecution.”

      

      “Then shouldn’t you be talking to them?” I shoved my hands under the tap, refusing to look back at Alex.

      

      “It’s you I want to talk to.”

      

      “And why is that?” I shut the tap off and shook my hands dry. “Want to wish me good luck before I cross-examine you.”

      

      “More like I want to stop you from doing something stupid, before you do it.” He stepped around me, blocking the door with his wide frame. “I know what you’re doing,” he said again.

      

      “You said that already,” I sighed. “Look, I have to be getting --”

      

      “After the prosecution is finished with me, you’re not going to offer a cross-examination. Understand?”

      

      I almost laughed. I didn’t, but that was only because surprise stopped me. “Excuse me?”

      

      “You’re trying to confuse the jury,” he spoke simply, looking down his nose at me as if I was child who needed his own homework explained to him. “You’re trying to obfuscate and throw dirt in their eyes. Accusing Lydia was clever. Honestly, I wouldn’t even be surprised if she did it. Especially after how the stupid bitch reacted.”

      

      “You should really go to the police then, tell them what you know.” I tried to step around Alex, but he blocked me.

      

      “You’re not going to do it to me.” He poked me in the chest with one of his thick fingers.

      

      “Excuse me?” I frowned at the finger still stuck in my chest.

      

      “It’s one thing to accuse Lydia of offing Edmund. Nobody would be surprised if that was the case. Least of all, me. But you’re not going to do it to me, got it?”

      

      I looked up at Alex, trying my best to look amused while hating the way he towered over me like a damn troll. “Who said I was going to do that to you? Unless... you don’t have something that you want to confess, do you?” He glared at me and I smiled and patted him on the shoulder. “Didn’t think so.” Then, I went to step around him.

      

      “I have a life here.” He stepped in front of me. “Friends. A business. I can’t have you associating my name with murder. Even if it’s just a tactic. I can’t have you dragging my name through the mud.”

      

      “Alex...” I met his eyes. “I’m not going to accuse you of murder.”

      

      “Bullshit,” he spat. “Bullshit.”

      

      Dammit if he wasn’t right. When I returned to the courtroom, Myers would be calling Alex to the bench. My guess was that he was going to spin a tale similar to that of Lydia’s... that being, a made up one. At the very least, he was going to underplay their romance, pushing Mrs. Caldwell off on Lydia and Edmund because he had no desire to be caught up in this mess he’d found himself in.

      

      I didn’t think Alex was guilty... but there was no need for the jury to know that. As Alex had rightfully predicted, my plan was to lure him into admitting that he and Mrs. Caldwell were closer than he claimed and that maybe, just maybe when we learned she was leaving him because of Edmund, he snapped.

      

      It didn’t have to be true. It just had to sow a little bit of reasonable doubt into the jury’s mind.

      

      Apparently, Alex was onto me. And more apparently, he wasn’t very happy about it.

      

      “Look,” I started carefully, trying my best not to escalate the situation because the last thing I needed was to be thumped in the men’s bathroom at the courthouse. “I don’t know what you think, but I promise you, I’m not going to try and trick you. That would be unethical.”

      

      “Are you sure about that?”

      

      “Positive.” I looked him in the eye, daring him to challenge me again. And then I smiled and stepped around him, relief flowing through me when he didn’t try and stop me.

      

      “Is it as unethical as hitting somebody with your car,” he said suddenly, tone so calm you’d think he was asking me what I had for lunch. “And then driving off, leaving him for dead?”

      

      I was reaching for the door but froze dead as his words hit me.

      

      “Is it unethical to then lie about it for twenty years, hoping the truth wouldn’t catch up with you? All the while knowing what that family must be going through. Is that ethical enough, for you?”

      

      My mind whirred and my blood raced as his words sunk in. The only thing that he could possibly be talking about. Someone had told him. Or maybe he figured it out? Not that it mattered, as it led to the exact same place. Alex Winters knew what I had done!

      

      “I don’t... I don’t know what you mean,” I stammered hopelessly, unable to turn around and look at Alex because I didn’t want him seeing the terror that had taken over me. The fear.

      

      “I’m sure you don’t.” He stepped in next to me and reached out, opening the door where I was still frozen stiff. “In fact, I’m not even sure what I’m talking about. Silly me.”

      

      “Alex --”

      

      “You’re not going to cross-examine me,” he whispered into my ear. “Do you understand?”

      

      I couldn’t even speak. There was a lump in my throat the size of an apple and at most, I was able to offer a pathetic nod, doing what I could to stay calm while every ounce of my being tried to rebel.

      

      “And in return for that, I’ll keep my mouth shut where your dirty little secret is concerned. Is that clear, Lawson?”

      

      Another nod of the head, unable to meet Alex’s eyes because the shame of doing so was too much to bear.

      

      “Good.” He straightened up and slapped me on the back; those huge hands forcing me to stumble forward, nearly smashing into the wall. “I thought you’d see things my way.” He stepped through the door and turned back, a big, friendly smile crossing his wide face. “Oh, and good luck, Charles. Seriously, I’m rooting for you.”
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      “Are you sure you’re alright?” Mrs. Caldwell asked me under her breath. “You look as if you’ve seen a ghost. Or that you are the ghost.”

      

      “I’m fine,” I muttered feebly.

      

      “Because you look --”

      

      “If I look pale,” I hissed at her, low enough so that only she could hear. “It’s because I’ve spent the last month indoors working on keeping you out of jail. So, if you don’t mind...” My eyes flicked to Emily Myers, in the middle of her examination of Alex Winters.

      

      Mrs. Caldwell eyed me a moment longer, almost looking concerned, if that was even possible? But I suppose that just spoke to how shitty I must have looked.

      

      It hadn’t even been ten minutes since Alex ambushed me in the men’s bathroom. What he said still sat fresh on my mind, left to stir and simmer away, seemingly getting worse by the second as I slowly unpacked the consequences of his threat, what he knew, and what it meant for this case.

      

      I felt ill just thinking about it. My stomach churned, I was sweating through my suit, and the way I sat slunk down in my chair was suggestive of just how defeated I was feeling.

      

      And none of that was helped by the man himself, sitting on the witness stand, giving a testimony that I’d seen coming and even prepared for, but could no longer do anything about.

      

      “... it was only ever meant to be a fling,” Alex explained to the jury. His smile was arrogant, and the way he kept looking at me made me want to object just for the sake of it. “At least that’s what Mrs. Caldwell implied.”

      

      “And how did she imply it?”

      

      “She called me her toyboy,” he said derisively. “Refused to ever use my name. Would make a point of kicking me out as soon as we were finished with... you know...”

      

      “I think we can figure it out,” Emily Myers chuckled. She was standing in front of the witness stand, positioned as if she was having a regular conversation with Alex. “But that all changed, didn’t it?”

      

      Alex nodded. “It was about two months before, ah...” He grimaced. “The murder. Suddenly, Eleanor began treating me like, well, a human. We would go out to dinner, where people could see us. I was allowed to spend the night and she never kicked me out in the morning. It was a complete shift.”

      

      “And what do you think caused this?”

      

      I might have called objection. Clear speculation. But it didn’t really seem to matter. Not under the current circumstances, anyway.

      

      “Oh, I knew what it was,” he scoffed. “I didn’t actually think that she liked me anymore than she did before she started dotting on me. It was her husband, Edmund. She wanted to make him jealous, and wouldn’t you know it, there I was for the offering.” Another scoff, and he shook his head at himself as if annoyed.

      

      He was doubling down on Lydia Hastings’ testimony. Where she had claimed that Mr. Caldwell was so in love that he was willing to leave his wife for her, Alex was going to infer that in response to this, Mrs. Caldwell was using him to try and lure Mr. Caldwell back.

      

      Earlier, I’d been hoping his testimony would go down this route. I wanted Alex on the stand, lying through his teeth because he thought he could get away with it. Was it not for what had happened, oh how sweet it would have been.

      

      “... she even asked me if I would consider seducing Lydia. Do you believe that? I said no, of course, but she was obsessed with them.”

      

      “Well, they were married,” Emily Myers pointed out.

      

      Alex shook his head. “She wasn’t angry about the affair. She was worried because this time it wasn’t like all the other affairs. At least that’s what she told me.”

      

      “How do you mean?”

      

      “She thought her husband was falling in love,” he said simply, a lie told so effortlessly you’d think it was the truth. “And she knew that if he did, he wouldn’t hesitate in leaving her.”

      

      “It was you, wasn’t it?” I whispered out the corner of my mouth to Mrs. Caldwell.

      

      “Hmm?”

      

      “It was you,” I said again. Not even angry. I was long past that point where Eli Jenkins was concerned. “You told Alex about what I did.”

      

      It took her a second. Brow furrowed. Head tilted. And then... realization. “Oh.” She glanced toward the witness stand and grimaced. “We’re talking about that Jenkins boy?”

      

      I stifled a groan. “You realize what you’ve done, don’t you?” I said softly, keeping an eye on Emily Myers and the judge to make sure they couldn’t hear me talking.

      

      “I don’t... what? What happened? Is that why you look so ill?”

      

      “It doesn’t matter.” Somehow, I managed to sink down even further in my chair. “And I suppose it’s my fault for telling you in the first place.”

      

      “I don’t understand why you care so much?”

      

      I eyed her. “What?”

      

      “You carry this thing around with you like a damn chain attached to your ankle. It was always going to drown you, sooner or later.”

      

      “Like now, for example?” I focused on Alex, that smug smile he was giving the jury as he spoon-fed them lies.

      

      “Like I said,” he reiterated for the jury. “It was only ever meant to be a fling. But Eleanor...” he sucked through his teeth and shook his head. “She has a nasty habit of getting what she wants.” Alex tore his eyes from the jury and looked right at me. “No matter what.”

      

      “Maybe it’s a good thing,” I said, more to myself than Mrs. Caldwell. “Maybe it should come out.”

      

      “So what if it does,” she sighed. “You’re aware that his parents are dead, aren’t you?”

      

      “Wh -- what?” I turned in my seat. “His parents are...”

      

      “Dead,” she finished for me. “Years ago now. Don’t tell me you didn’t know?”

      

      “No,” I said with complete sincerity as it washed over me. “I didn’t.”

      

      I’d spent the last twenty-four years forcing myself to forget what I had done. Or trying to forget. Really, forgetting was never an option, and at most all I could do was ignore it and pretend it wasn’t there. A monster in the shadows that would only attack me if I looked at it.

      

      That was why I didn’t know his parents had died. I’d purposefully not looked. Attaching names and faces to my crime would have given it life and until recently, that was the last thing that I wanted. Only now...

      

      Eli Jenkins’ parents were dead. They never found out who killed their son. They weren’t given that chance. They weren’t offered that final piece of salvation before death. I couldn’t explain why but somehow, that just made it all the worse.

      

      I felt sick thinking about it. Even worse than after Alex had threatened me. The guilt that swallowed me in that moment was such that I could barely breathe, so overcome by the realization that this thing that had been following me for most of my life, this sin that I had committed, could never be fully resolved. No matter what happened or what I did, I’d missed my chance.

      

      Alex was still watching me. Finishing up his testimony and hammering that final nail into my defense, he wanted to make sure that I was giving him my full attention. He wanted to see me break.

      

      Well, bad news for him, he was about to get exactly what he wanted.

      

      I was past angry. I was past frustrated. I was past looking for redemption because there wasn’t going to be any. All I wanted now was to finally unclasp this weight from around my ankle so that I might be able to keep my head above water for a little bit longer. Long enough to ensure that Mrs. Caldwell didn’t go to prison, anyway.

      

      “Would the defense like to cross-examine the witness?” Judge Armstrong asked as soon as Myers took her seat.

      

      I made sure that I was looking right into Alex’s eyes when I gave my answer. “Yes, Your Honor. I would.”
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      “Mr. Winters,” I began as I rose from my seat, leaving it out as I stepped around the table and strode across the courtroom floor. Alex Winters glared at me. “Did you murder Mr. Caldwell?”

      

      “Objection!” Emily Myers cried out.

      

      “Attorney Lawson!” Judge Armstrong growled. “Are you trying to get disbarred? After the warning I just gave you --”

      

      “All I’m doing, Your Honor, is getting the obvious out of the way.” I held my palms out and showed the jury. “I don’t think that Mr. Winters killed Mr. Caldwell. So, I just thought we should clear that up early.”

      

      “Be careful, attorney,” Judge Armstrong growled.

      

      “I will be, Your Honor. Although I do request the right to ask the witness the question again, and hear him answer for himself?”

      

      “Your Honor!” Emily Myers shouted. “This is absurd!”

      

      Judge Armstrong pounded his gavel. “You may ask,” he then said warningly. “But do not press.”

      

      “Thank you, Your Honor.” I smiled at him, turned around and smiled at Myers, and then finished it on Alex. “Mr. Winters. If you might answer the question? Did you murder Mr. Caldwell?”

      

      “Of course I didn’t.”

      

      “Good,” I said with exaggerated relief. “At least we can all agree that you’re telling the truth about that. Although...” I frowned and tilted my head. “That doesn’t mean you’ve been entirely honest with us here today, does it?”

      

      Alex’s stare hardened. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      

      “Sure you do. For example, how long would you say that you and Mrs. Caldwell were sleeping together?”

      

      “About six months. Give or take.”

      

      “But that wasn’t the first time that you slept together, was it?” I smirked. “The first time you and Mrs. Caldwell had sex was actually two years ago. Give or take.”

      

      “I --” He caught his tongue, took a breath, and forced himself to relax. “It was the last six months where things became more regular. We had a weekly appointment, always the same time and place, that sort of thing. That’s what I thought you meant.”

      

      “But the reality is...” I waved my hand to indicate for him to continue for me.

      

      “We first slept together two years ago,” he said flatly, the corner of his mouth twitching just that little bit. “But it was a once off. We didn’t sleep together again for --”

      

      “One month,” I finished for him. “Which if I’m to recall was the same month that you got your promotion to partner, wasn’t it?”

      

      Alex frowned. “Yes. And what of it?”

      

      “Which also happened to be the same month that you brought in Mr. Caldwell on retainer. Something in the vicinity of two-hundred thousand a year, base price.”

      

      Alex’s expression darkened. “If you’re suggesting that my affair with Mrs. Caldwell is the reason that I was given a promotion --”

      

      “Oh, I’m not suggesting it. I’m saying it. You slept with Mrs. Caldwell that first time, during which you told her of your chance for a promotion but opined that they were dangling it over your head until you brought in a big fish.”

      

      “That’s not --”

      

      “She promised to speak with her husband for you, which she did, of which you were only too happy to thank her. And we all know how you do that.”

      

      “That’s not true --”

      

      “And then you were promoted. Tell me, Mr. Winters, after the second time the two of you slept together, how long was it until the third time? How many months had passed?”

      

      Alex glared daggers at me that were so red hot that I could feel the heat coming off them.

      

      “Five days,” I answered for him. “The same day that you signed your new contract.”

      

      “It was just a coincidence,” he said darkly.

      

      “I’m sure it was.” I spun about and powered toward the jury. “I don’t bring this up to belittle your career, Mr. Winters. I do it to suggest that maybe, most likely by the sounds of it, your relationship with Mrs. Caldwell wasn’t at all what you told the jury just now.”

      

      “We didn’t sleep together again for over a year after that!” he snapped. “What does that tell you?!”

      

      I reached the jurors’ bench, caught the eyes of one of the members and pumped my eyebrows, then turned back. “That you didn’t need anything from her until then.”

      

      His face contorted angrily. “How dare --”

      

      “You claim that you were aware that Mrs. Caldwell was using you, correct?”

      

      “That’s right,” he said through a clenched jaw.

      

      “Two months before the murder. That was when you realized?”

      

      “About that time.”

      

      “And still...” I tilted my head and looked at the jury with confusion. “You kept sleeping with her? Right up to and including on the night of the murder.”

      

      “Like I said, Eleanor isn’t so easy to pull away from.”

      

      “Especially if you’re not trying.”

      

      “Objection!”

      

      “Withdrawn.” I made my way back to Alex. “The thing is, Mr. Winters, I don’t think you had any intention of leaving Mrs. Caldwell.”

      

      “Well, I did.” He shrugged. “You can believe what you want.”

      

      “In fact, I think it was the other way around.”

      

      Alex balked. “Excuse me?”

      

      “I think it was Mrs. Caldwell who wanted to leave you, and you wouldn’t let her go.”

      

      “Don’t be absurd --”

      

      “The first night the two of you went out to dinner,” I powered over him. “A restaurant called Botticelli's. Italian. Romantic. Intermit. A perfect first date.”

      

      “What of it?”

      

      “The booking,” I explained, looking right at him. “It was made under your name.”

      

      “She was the one who --”

      

      “And your cell was the number left for point of contact. Did she make the booking or did you?”

      

      He took a deep breath. “I did. But only because she --”

      

      “And the night of the fundraiser, you were late. Is that right?”

      

      He balked. “Ah... yes, I suppose so.”

      

      “Mrs. Caldwell claims that’s because she asked you not to come.”

      

      “That’s a lie --”

      

      “But you came anyway, obsessed with being with her because at the end of the day, Mr. Winters, you needed her. I believe you when you said it was only meant to be a fling. I think we all believe that. But circumstances changed and you were forced to hang on for dear life.”

      

      “Objection!” Emily Myers called out. “Speculation!”

      

      “Is it?” I swung back and looked at her. “Mr. Winters is a social climber. Born on the other side of Harborside. Or the poor side as he would call it.”

      

      “Objection!”

      

      “Managed to make it across to this side of town!” I shouted over her. “Worked his way up to partner of his firm. But he couldn’t get there, not on his own. Still, he needed the help from those that he spent his entire life despising.”

      

      “Objection! Your Honor, this entire line of questioning is --”

      

      “I know this man!” I pointed right at Alex. “I grew up with him. I know what he thinks of these people. I also know that it would have killed him having to ask someone like the Caldwell’s for help. Worse, was that Mr. Caldwell was thinking of leaving the firm! The very reason Mr. Winters was made partner in the first place!”

      

      "That’s not true!” Alex shouted and rose to his feet. “That’s a lie!”

      

      “You’re the only one who’s been lying here, Mr. Winters. I think the jury can see that!”

      

      “Objection! Objection, Your Honor!”

      

      “Order!” Judge Armstrong demanded, hammering his gavel as hard as he could.

      

      “In fact, it makes me wonder what else you might have lied about!” I roared, ignoring the cries of objection, ignoring the pounding of the gavel, ignoring the sound of the courthouse rising up behind me.

      

      They were all half-truths. The theory that Alex had slept with Mrs. Caldwell for a promotion. The suggestion that he started doing it again for the same. The assumption that this entire thing was about him and how low he would sink to further his career.

      

      I knew I’d gone too far. But in that moment, I didn’t care one little bit. The ghost of Eli Jenkins stood over my shoulder as I badgered Alex Winters on the stand, and it seemed to take over me as I continued to press, risking it all because by that point I was just about done.

      

      “Mr. Jenkins, where were you at the time of Mr. Caldwell’s murder?!” I shouted over the noise.

      

      Alex’s eyes went wide and his face paled. “I -- I -- I didn’t --”

      

      “Mr. Winters! Did you murder Mr. Caldwell?!”

      

      And that was the exact moment that Judge Armstrong called an end to the day’s proceedings.
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      The storm from last month was back. Worse than before. More rain. Heavier winds. Darker clouds. It wasn’t even three in the afternoon, but the day had already turned pitch black, and the sky rumbled as if the world was about to end.

      

      Personally, I felt that the storm and the sense of forbearance that came with it was warranted, as if it was there for me and what I had done. The world might not have been about to end, but my world certainly was. Things were so damn bleak that there was a good chance that I was imagining the storm.

      

      I drove with my headlights on anyway. And the windscreen wipers at full power, battering away the rain as it sprayed across the windscreen of my car. I did what I could to keep my focus on the road, but it was nearly impossible to think of anything other than what had just happened...

      

      Judge Armstrong had dismissed the jury for the day and called an early end to proceedings. Then he announced that he’d need a night to decide what he was going to do. That being, was he going to have me thrown off the case or not.

      

      There was already a good chance that he might remove the jury entirely, calling a mistrial and having us start again. And there was an even better chance that if he did remove me from the case, that he’d have my license suspended also.

      

      My body shuddered as I pictured the look on his face when he called me back into his chambers. He’d been angry after Lydia Hastings, but that was nothing compared to the fury he levelled on me that second time. The room seemed to shake as he shouted, and a small part of me wondered if I’d be putting in a call to the paramedics on account of the heart attack he was about to have.

      

      The future of the case might have been uncertain but regardless of what happened, there was one thing that couldn’t be denied: I was skating on very thin ice. Ice that was already beginning to crack.

      

      When I left the courthouse, the time was just turning over to 3PM. I caught a glimpse of Alex Winters climbing into his car. He spotted me, glared ruefully and snarled, and then slammed the door behind him. And as he drove past me, he made sure to meet my eyes so that I would know exactly what he was thinking: this wasn’t over.

      

      Alex Winters had no choice now but to turn me in. Likely, that’s where he was off to now, down to the local precinct to do what I should have done years ago.

      

      And the funny thing about it all? I had no intention of trying to stop him.

      

      It was time that I put this thing with Eli Jenkins behind me. For better or for worse, it needed to come out. And where I knew that wouldn’t make things better, I also hoped that maybe, just maybe it would go some way toward healing. Today it stung but tomorrow, or one year from now, maybe that pain would finally begin to recede?

      

      Unfortunately, I wasn’t the only one who stood to lose something if Alex told the police. My brother had covered for me at the time, and he’d lied for me for the past twenty-four years. If my name got dragged into this, so would his and where I couldn’t do anything to stop that now, the least I could do was warn him.

      

      Not to mention giving him a chance to kick my ass. It was the least that I deserved.

      

      The storm was still raging as I turned onto my brother’s street, and I slowed down considerably, more willing than I should have to roll those last few hundred feet.

      

      His house appeared through the rain, at the end of the road like a beacon. The second I saw it, I slammed on the brakes, just about slamming head first into the steering wheel. Stopped the car dead in the middle of the road, was what I did, nearly stalling it because I was so shocked by what I saw that I almost forgot that I was driving.

      

      Michael was home, first of all. His car was parked in the driveway, one that I knew well enough to recognize as belonging to him. But it wasn’t the only car there. Beside it was a blue Holden, a make that I also recognized, although I had no idea what the hell it was doing at my brother’s house.

      

      It took me all of two seconds to remember where I knew that car from. It was following me that day I visited the scene of my hit and run, parked down the road watching me, driving off the moment I tried to approach it, knowing what I’d done but not wanting to confront me... just happy to let me know that I was being followed.

      

      How was this possible? Had Michael told someone? That was unlikely, especially when considering how angry he had been at me earlier when he thought I was going to come forward. Or was this a result of what had happened at the trial? And whoever this was had beaten me here to... to what? To threaten Michael? But why?

      

      Or maybe this was just a crazy coincidence? Although that seemed unlikely.

      

      My heart was racing. Every sense of self-preservation that I possessed was screaming at me to turn around and go. But I knew I couldn’t do that. Today was a day of revelations and this right here was just one more thing I was going to have to deal with.

      

      A deep breath. My hands, gripping the wheel so tight I was almost tearing it from the dashboard. And I slowly edged the car forward, down the street, pulling up at the end of the driveway.

      

      Stupidly, I didn’t stop to consider that my headlights were on so, as I pulled up in front of the house, they lit it up like a Christmas tree, announcing my arrival to everyone inside. I cursed and hurriedly shut the car off but by then it was too late, the front door to the house was opening.

      

      My brother was the first to step outside. He saw me sitting in the car and frowned with confusion, which had me feeling some sense of relief because at least he wasn’t angry with me. But then his visitor, the owner of the blue Holden, walked out beside him and my jaw hit the dashboard again.

      

      It was Sam Whitman. The same who I’d seen helping Lydia Hastings the day after the murder. The same who helped me load Michael’s sculptures into the back of my car. The same with a huge crush on Lydia, who had been denied a chance to show his work at the fundraiser, who was for some reason in my brother’s house the same day I’d just about thrown the case.

      

      He didn’t look put out by the sight of me. Or even concerned. Once he stepped outside, he and Michael spoke quickly. Then Michael stuck his hand out, Sam gave it a shake, and he lumbered toward his car without any sense of worry.

      

      I watched him go as I tried to piece together what the hell this meant. I watched him climb into his car, turn it on, adjust the wheel and slowly back out. And I watched as he eyed me on his way past, no indication that he was worried or angry or upset with me. No suggestion at all that my presence had any effect on him whatsoever.

      

      But something wasn’t right.

      

      Was this related to the case? I hadn’t even considered that Sam might be involved, but seeing him here and now, with the timing being as suspicious as it was, my senses were tingling, even if I couldn’t explain why.

      

      Whatever it was, my brother remained in the driveway, eyeing me with sense of confusion, and what might have been concern, as I sat behind the wheel, unable to move for the shock that I was feeling. But I forced my body to react, unbuckling my seatbelt, popping the door open, and climbing outside and into the rain.

      

      It was time I found out what was really going on here.
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      "Aren’t you meant to be in court?” my brother called out, his voice getting snatched and carried away by the wind.

      

      “Finished early,” I shouted back. Huddled over, bracing from the storm, I put my head down and charged up the driveway.

      

      “Is that a good thing?” He walked slowly backwards until he was under the patio and out of the rain. “Or are you here to tell me that Mrs. Caldwell is going to prison?”

      

      “Why do you care?” I accused him with a little too much aggression.

      

      “Why do I...” He leaned back and frowned at me. “Why wouldn’t I care?”

      

      I stepped out of the rain, giving my head a shake before fixing an accusatory glare on my older brother. “What was Sam Whitman doing here?”

      

      “How do you know Sam?”

      

      “How do you?” I shot back.

      

      His frown deepened. “How do you think?”

      

      “I wouldn’t be asking if I knew.”

      

      “Charles... is everything alright?”

      

      “Sam Whitman,” I repeated. “How do you know him?”

      

      His eyes narrowed on me. “We met in class a few years ago, is how. Funny thing, even after we met, it was weeks until I realized he was from Harborside.”

      

      “What?” I felt water dripping in my ear, so I gave my head another shake. “In class? What are you talking about?”

      

      “Art school,” Michael explained carefully. “I was taking night classes in Phoenix, one night a week. Sam was there and we got to talking. You know he’s an artist too? Although that doesn’t explain how you know who he is.” He looked at me. “Or why you care.”

      

      Some of that sounded familiar, although I couldn’t remember who had told me. Sam maybe? But that just confused things further.

      

      “And that’s it?” I pressed him, mind still whirring. “How close are the two of you -- what was he doing here?”

      

      “He was just dropping off some supplies that he borrowed -- Charles, what on earth is going on? Why do you care so much about Sam?”

      

      Something wasn’t adding up.

      

      Where Michael’s story made enough sense at face value, it still felt... it still felt incomplete. There was a piece missing in there somewhere, obscuring the whole picture so all I could make out was this random relationship that my brother and Sam had. Under different circumstances, it might not have mattered. But the circumstances weren’t different.

      

      “We should go inside.” I indicated past my brother.

      

      My brother narrowed his eyes further. “Yeah... alright.” He turned around, hesitated as he looked back at me, shook his head to himself, breathed out and stepped inside.

      

      I followed him, out of the cold and into only God could have guessed because I sure as heck had no idea.

      

      “Alright, so what’s going on with Sam?” my brother asked as soon as we were inside.

      

      “Last month, on the anniversary of the day I... the day that I...” My tongue felt heavy inside my mouth as I tried to form the words, guilt still keeping me from saying it outright. “You know.”

      

      “What about it?” my brother said slowly.

      

      “I went to the scene, that road out near Sugarmill. You know where.”

      

      “I do.”

      

      “I was just there to... I don’t even know,” I admitted. “Punish myself, I guess? I wanted to see if it looked the same as I remembered. As I dream it most nights.”

      

      My brother grimaced. “I don’t know why you do it to yourself.”

      

      “It doesn’t matter.” I gave my head a shake and looked at Michael. “While I was there, I saw someone watching me -- a car, watching me. I thought it was you, so I called and --”

      

      “That’s why you called me?”

      

      “The car, Michael. It was the exact same one I just saw Sam Whitman driving.”

      

      Michael leaned back, brow furrowed as he studied me, looking for the lie. “You’re sure?”

      

      “Blue Holden? Yeah, I’m sure.”

      

      “But that’s not... why would Sam have been out there?”

      

      “That’s what I want to know.” I cocked an accusatory eyebrow at him, letting that say what I couldn’t bring myself to.

      

      “Fuck off,” Michael snapped.

      

      “Did you tell him?”

      

      “Fuck off. You are unbelievable --”

      

      “Anything at all,” I pushed through the venom that he was spraying at me. “Maybe you said something? Maybe you --”

      

      “I didn’t tell him jack shit,” Michael snarled. “Why the hell would I?”

      

      “That’s what I want to know.”

      

      “Fuc --”

      

      “This is serious, Michael! Sam knows what I did!” I threw my hand wildly behind me. “He has to. That’s the only reason he would have been there.”

      

      “Maybe it was a coincidence? Small town. He lives out that way.”

      

      “You think? That’s a big coincidence.”

      

      “I didn’t tell him anything,” he growled.

      

      “Maybe it wasn’t him you told? Maybe it was someone --”

      

      “I said I didn’t tell anyone!” he shouted. “Not a soul. Not one word said since the night that you first called me. I mean, Charles...” He shook his head, disappointment taking over the rage. “Why would I? Why the hell would I ever want to talk about that? With anyone?”

      

      I didn’t have to be a lawyer to know that he was telling the truth. And I certainly didn’t have to be his brother either. It was obvious. Not a word of a lie spoken, everything he said dripped in confused sincerity because like me, he had no idea what the hell was going on.

      

      “But that doesn’t make any sense.”

      

      “He was probably just out that way,” Michael sighed, taking a deep breath and calming himself down. “That’s all this is.”

      

      “Yeah... maybe.”

      

      Something was missing. And it was right there too... on the tip of my tongue... so close that I could almost speak it without even knowing what I was going to say... that final puzzle piece falling into a picture that I still couldn’t quite make out.

      

      “So, you’ve known Sam for a while then?”

      

      “Yeah, a couple of years.”

      

      “And what’s he like?” I asked.

      

      “What’s he...” My brother looked confused. “Why are you asking that?”

      

      “Just -- what’s he like?” I asked again. “Please, Michael.”

      

      Michael sighed. “He’s nice enough. Quiet guy. Keeps to himself, mostly. Harmless when you get to know him.”

      

      I was trying to remember what me and Sam had spoken about the one time we’d chatted. From memory, he’d seemed a little obsessed with Lydia, a crush that he knew he would never be able to act on, but clearly harbored some serious resentment about. I’d asked him about Lydia at the time and he’d been insistent that she wasn’t involved in the murder. A little too insistent.

      

      “Was Sam there the night of the murder?” I asked suddenly, the question coming to me before I even understood what it might mean.

      

      “What?” my brother balked. “You’re not serious?”

      

      “Michael?”

      

      Michael sighed. “No, he wasn’t, actually. He was meant to be before Edmund pulled his pieces from the fundraiser. In fact, now that you mention it, there’s close to no chance that he was there.”

      

      “What? Why?”

      

      Michael shrugged. “Because he was pissed, was why. It wasn’t until the day of that he was told he wasn’t going to have anything shown, and when he found out...” Michael let go a low whistle. “I figure he spent the night drowning himself in a bottle of whiskey.”

      

      “So, he wasn’t there?”

      

      “Definitely not.” I could feel my brother eyeing me. “You’re not seriously suggesting...”

      

      I was trying to figure out why Sam might have been at the scene of my hit and run. Why there? Why that day? I believed Michael when he said he didn’t tell anyone, and I couldn’t imagine it getting to him through anyone else. So, his reason for being there was unrelated to what I had done. But that could only mean one thing.

      

      I’d seen Sam the day before. It was the first time I saw him, when I was at the warehouse to speak with Lydia. At the time, he would have known who I was and what I was doing. Maybe... just maybe, he was following me because of that. Knowing what I was looking into, knowing that I was trying to get Mrs. Caldwell off, there was a tiny chance he was following me to cover his bases.

      

      It was a stretch.

      

      I had no evidence or real reason to believe it.

      

      But the moment it came to me, that final puzzle piece fell into place and just like that, I knew who had killed Mr. Caldwell. Or rather, I very much suspected.

      

      “And you’re certain he wasn’t there?” I asked again. “You spoke to him? Or you know someone who can confirm --”

      

      “What? Of course not. He told me he wasn’t going, and I didn’t see him. Why would he be?”

      

      I didn’t answer.

      

      If this had happened earlier, I might not have considered it. I had a case to win and being in the middle of it the way I was, I couldn’t afford to waste time tracking down half leads that wouldn’t lead anywhere. That was what you did when you were desperate, which I just so happened to be.

      

      There might not be a case tomorrow. And if there was, I might not be working it. The trial was as good as over for me, as were my chances of saving Mrs. Caldwell. That was, unless I could prove that she didn’t do it. You know, beyond a reasonable doubt.

      

      “I have to go.” I turned around and made for the door.

      

      “What? Charles!” Michael grabbed me. “Where are you going?”

      

      “You say that Sam wasn’t at that fundraiser? He’s going to have to prove it.”
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      The more I thought about it, the more sense it made.

      

      Sam Whitman killed Edmund Caldwell. Knowing that he wasn’t expected to be at the fundraiser, aware that nobody, anywhere was going to link his name to the murder, Sam Whitman had snuck into the warehouse and killed the man who, by all accounts, he had every reason to want to see dead.

      

      It just made so much sense.

      

      He was in love with Lydia Hastings, that much was clear. Even clearer was how little she felt for him. Why would she? She had a rich benefactor to keep her warm and her bank account full. Sam Whitman was a nobody, born on the poor side of town, a struggling artist, awkward and socially unsure and not at all confident. Not remotely the kind of man Lydia would go for. But Sam wouldn’t have seen it that way. He would have seen the love of his life sleeping with a man who deep down he knew was bad for her.

      

      But it wasn’t so easy to just kill someone. Even the most socially deranged person couldn’t just walk up to someone they despised and smash them over the head with a lump of marble. That wasn’t how this sort of thing worked.

      

      Usually, from my experience anyway, it took a moment, an action made by the victim than tipped the killer over the edge. Not planned. Not thought out. An emotional decision because whatever it was that they did, was the final straw.

      

      Sam Whitman was a struggling artist. He would have seen this fundraiser as his big break. What was more, throw Lydia into the mix and he might have even envisioned it as his chance to finally impress her and show her what kind of man he could be. Only wouldn’t you know it, Edmund Caldwell decided to ruin that too. When he kicked Sam’s art out of the fundraiser, that would have been the spark that lit the match which saw him finally take matters into his own hands.

      

      Even the murder weapon was important. The very sculpture that was chosen over his own art? A symbol of his failure, that which Edmund Caldwell had used to discredit and embarrass and shame him. I pictured the moment. I imagined what Edmund Caldwell might have said when Sam ambushed him in that storage room. And I could see, clear as day, Sam lifting the bust above his head and bringing it down on Edmund’s skull, all that rage, all that anger released in one glorious moment of revenge.

      

      It was a sound theory and the more I thought about it, the more sound it became. Eleanor didn’t kill her husband. Neither did Lydia. Neither did Alex. It was Sam all along, watching from afar, thinking he was going to get away with it because his life was one of being ignored so why should have this been any different?

      

      It was as good a theory as I could come up with. Now, all I had to do was prove it.
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        * * *

      

      “I don’t see why you needed me to come down here,” Namen Haply complained as he fell into the seat. “I already spoke to the police, told them what I know.”

      

      “I know,” I said calmly. “But this is important.”

      

      “And I spoken to you too, if you remember? Over a month ago now, I reckon, but my story isn’t going to change.”

      

      “I didn’t think it would,” I continued in that same calm, non-threatening tone. I spoke that way because I was nervous. And excited. And just plain impatient. I wanted to get this done, but I had to make sure it was done right. “And don’t' worry, this has nothing to do with you.”

      

      “Then why am I here?” Namen complained.

      

      I chuckled. “What I mean is, the murder itself. We don’t think you’re involved, so no need to worry about that.”

      

      “Well, that’s good,” he muttered. “I tell ya what, I wasn’t even going to take that job. I don’t need that sort of hassle in my life.”

      

      “Hassle? What hassle?”

      

      “Those people.” His lip curled. “All of ‘em. But the money was too good to turn down. Granted, if I knew how the night was going to end up, I might have said no.”

      

      “Well, if this works out, then hopefully you can finally put it behind you.”

      

      “I’d already done that.”

      

      I laughed. “Let’s do it again then, shall we?”

      

      “Alright,” he exhaled and looked to the bay of screen in front of him. “But I still don’t know why you need me here.”

      

      “Insurance,” I explained vaguely.

      

      “What does that mean?”

      

      “It means I need a witness.” Then I indicated to the bay of screens. “And I figured the guy working security that night is as good as anyone.”

      

      Namen Haply hadn’t been happy to hear from me. But then again, he hadn’t been happy the first time I’d spoken to him either. He had been working security the night of the murder and by all indications he didn’t care about the murder so much as he cared about how much of an inconvenience it was.

      

      Technically, I didn’t need Namen’s help. He’d been working security, sure, but the actual footage was controlled by a separate company, one that owned and operated hundreds of similar camera set-ups in town. That footage was fed into their system and stored for a month before being deleted but, seeing as this footage was pertinent to an ongoing murder investigation, they’d agreed to hold onto it a little longer than usual.

      

      Up until now, the footage had been all but useless. Four cameras, all pointed outside the warehouse, it provided no clues as to who might have killed Mr. Caldwell. At most it was able to confirm the guest list, who we already knew to be there, who might have left early.... and who might have turned up uninvited.

      

      As I told Namen, he was there for insurance. If I found what I thought I was going to, there was a good chance I’d need his testimony when it came time to sign an arrest warrant. Just that extra little bit of proof that this was legit and nothing funny had been done to the tapes.

      

      But again, that was assuming that my hunch paid off.

      

      “Here you go...” Namen began to fiddle with the control board in front of him, which saw four of the screens start up as the footage began to play. “Like I told the police, you’re not going to get much from these. Nothing that you don’t already know.”

      

      “And it’s just these four, isn’t it?”

      

      “Yep.”

      

      “Alright...” I nodded as I focused on the four screens. “Just keep scrolling and I’ll tell you when to stop.”

      

      “Aye, aye,” he said with a deep sense of boredom.

      

      The footage wasn’t anything exciting. The cameras at the back of the warehouse pointed toward a garbage bay and the single exit, while the ones at the front pointed to the door and the parking lot. Namen put it on 4x regular speed, clicking his tongue impatiently as the figures on the screen moved quick-time across the screen as they entered the warehouse.

      

      “That’s most of ‘em now,” he said. “Although from memory there’s a straggler coming up... here.” He paused the footage on Alex Winters, arriving late and looking like he was in a rush.

      

      “That’s fine,” I said to Namen. “Keep going.”

      

      “If you say so,” he sighed and hit fast forward on the footage.

      

      The image remained still. Not because it wasn’t moving, but because nothing was happening. A static shot of an empty entrance and a mostly-empty parking lot. A few cars were peppered throughout, but none that I...

      

      “Wait a minute.:” I grabbed Namen’s shoulder.

      

      “Huh?” He paused the footage.

      

      “Right there!” I said excitedly, pointing at the corner of the screen. “Does that car look blue to you?”

      

      “It’s black and white footage.”

      

      “I know,” I chuckled, that excitement building. “But that’s a Holden, isn’t it?”

      

      Namen leaned in and squinted. “I dunno. Could be. You a car guy?”

      

      “Keep scrolling,” I directed him.

      

      Namen did just that, turning the dial a little bit further so the speed picked up. I kept my eyes on that car in the corner, my heart beginning to beat faster and faster as I eyed the time in the top right corner.

      

      “And here’s Mr. Caldwell...” Namen said as Mr. Caldwell and Lydia appeared on the screen. “They chat for a few minutes and... yep, there they go.”

      

      “Keep going,” I said.

      

      “And here’s Mrs. Caldwell and that man from earlier,” he continued as the two appeared on the screen. They shared a cigarette together, flirted obviously, and then hurried back inside.

      

      “Keep going...”

      

      The footage picked up speed. The time ticked over. Thirty minutes until the murder. Twenty. Fifteen --

      

      “Stop!” I cried out suddenly.

      

      “Huh?” Namen started, hurriedly pausing the footage just in time to catch the shoulder of none other than Sam Whitman walking into frame. “Who’s that?”

      

      “Keep it going...”

      

      Namen, looking far more interested now, sat up as he edged the footage forward, cursing under his breath when Sam veered out of camera and vanished.

      

      “Gone,” Namen said. “Who was that? Is that who you think --”

      

      “There!” I pointed to the footage from one of the other cameras, the one pointed toward the back exit. It happened quickly, suddenly, in and out that if I wasn’t paying attention, I would have missed it.

      

      “I don’t get it.” Namen zoomed in on the frozen image. “Who is he? A guest?”

      

      “No,” I said with a smile so big that it actually hurt. “He wasn’t.”

      

      It was Sam Whitman, sneaking into the back of the warehouse, exactly ten minutes before Edmund Caldwell’s body was discovered. Nobody knew he was there. Nobody thought to look because nobody suspected it. But sure enough, for reasons that I now consider fact, Sam Whitman had been at that fundraiser the night of the murder.

      

      What was more, Sam Whitman had killed Edmund Caldwell.
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      "I can’t believe it,” Eleanor said with a disbelieving shake of her head.

      

      “You can’t believe it? Or you don’t?” I asked.

      

      “Oh, I believe it,” Eleanor corrected, her eyes narrowing as she focused on Sam Whitman. “I just can’t...” She took a deep breath, forcing herself to relax. “I just can’t believe it. It was him, this whole time?”

      

      “Looks like it.”

      

      “And he’s confessed?”

      

      “Not yet.” I nodded towards the window into the interrogation room. “But he will.”

      

      “Are you sure?” There was a note of panic in her voice, as if she wasn’t willing to believe it just yet... just in case everything went to hell again, as it had done so many times this past month.

      

      “I’m sure.” I reached across and rested a hand on her shoulder. Then I gave it a reassuring squeeze and looked at her. “It’s done, Eleanor. In a couple of hours’ time, all this will be is a bad memory.”

      

      “Not all memories fade,” Eleanor said, although it was almost to herself, as if she was steeling herself for what was to come after this.

      

      “Maybe they’re not supposed to,” I offered.

      

      She looked at me a frowned. “Well, that’s depressing.”

      

      I chuckled. “Not depressing. Just... just reality. But I think that’s a good thing too. Not forgetting.”

      

      “Is that right?” she cocked a disbelieving eyebrow at me.

      

      I smiled. “Edmund wouldn’t want you to forget what happened. That would be a disservice to his memory. Regardless of how it might have ended, his life was worth something and...” A lump formed in my throat as the parallel to what I was saying became apparent. “.. and he would have wanted you to remember it. The good and the bad.”

      

      Eleanor’s expression tightened. For a second, I thought she was going to argue with me, as this was Eleanor and that was what she tended to do. But then she smiled a soft, almost grateful smile and a single tear welled in her right eye and slowly dribbled down her cheek.

      

      I gave her shoulder another comforting squeeze. I might have hugged her if the setting was more appropriate, but I figured that could wait for later. For now, it was important that we got through what I hoped to be the final hurdle of what had been a tumultuous month, and although I didn’t expect to forget -- I didn’t want to. At the very least, it would be nice to be able to put it behind us once and for all and move on.

      

      But first, we needed a confession. Not that I thought that was going to be a problem.

      

      It had been a whirlwind couple of hours. Not yet 6am, I hadn’t slept in over twenty-four hours, powering through the night and the early morning on what was by that point pure adrenaline and not much else. Even if a bed had been offered to me, I didn’t think I’d be able to sleep anyway. I was too excited for that. Too determined. Too eager to see this case closed out once and for all.

      

      Really, it was just a relief to know that even after the way I’d behaved in court, even after basically throwing the case because I’d gotten carried away with a defense that was always going to be dangerous, that Mrs. Caldwell was going to go free. Of that, I was now sure.

      

      After discovering who had really killed Mr. Caldwell, I didn’t waste any time. I had a copy made of the security tapes and I raced them to the local precinct and forced my way into a meeting with Officer Peters.

      

      He’d been angry with me at first. Furious that I hadn’t called ahead -- storming into his office and slamming the door closed behind me without explaining why. And even when I had started to, he’d been annoyed enough that he didn’t want to listen. He knew what had happened in court. He knew how desperate I was. He knew that I was at the end of my tether, willing to do anything because that’s what happened when you had no other choice.

      

      But I made him listen. I damn near forced him, putting myself in front of the door, shoving the tape into his chest, shouting over him because it was late, he was tired, and if I didn’t do that then there was every chance he might have had me arrested. Just because he could.

      

      Lucky then that he listened. Even luckier that he was open-minded. He knew who Sam Whitman was and when I explained to him the reason that I suspected he might be guilty, showing him the tapes while making sure to point out that he was confirmed as not attending the fundraiser, he very quickly changed his tune.

      

      Oh, he was still annoyed with me for the way I’d come barging in and demanding that he listen. And he was equally as annoyed that I hadn’t called him before committing to the investigation myself, but then I told him that if he wanted, he could take full credit for the arrest, even skipping over the part where I was the one that came up with the theory. It was a small thing, but it seemed to appease him.

      

      After that, things went smoothly.

      

      Officer Peters had a warrant for Sam Whitman’s arrest drawn up, Judge Armstrong signed it, and Sam was put in handcuffs and dragged to the precinct. That was around 2am, four hours ago now.

      

      Once Sam was arrested, I paid Mrs. Caldwell a visit to tell her the good news. My intent was to leave things there, assuring her that once we got the confession, she would be the first to know. But that wasn’t enough for Eleanor, although that really shouldn’t have been a surprise.

      

      She insisted on seeing him. She demanded a chance to look into the eyes of the man who had killed her husband and almost sent her to prison for it. I thought about denying her, figuring that the last thing she needed was to put herself through that -- who would want such a thing? But then I realized something, something that I’d been grappling with for the past twenty-four years but had failed to understand until that moment. It does no good to run. It does no good to ignore the bad things, because that doesn’t stop the hurt. In situations like this one, dealing with the pain and trauma head-on was how you healed.

      

      Running... running was the coward's way out, and Eleanor was no coward.

      

      “He looks so pathetic, doesn’t he?” Eleanor said suddenly.

      

      “That’s because he is,” I chuckled.

      

      “I can’t believe someone like that managed to kill Edmund.”

      

      “Honestly...” I looked sideways at her a grinned. “If I didn’t know any better, I would have still guessed that it was you. You just have that look about you.”

      

      She rolled her eyes at me. “Certainly more than him, anyway.”

      

      I laughed at that, happy to flash her a smile and then turn my attention back to the interrogation room. Me and Eleanor were standing on the other side, hidden by the two-way mirror so that we could see Sam perfectly, but he couldn’t see us.

      

      Even if he could have seen us, he probably would have been too distracted to notice.

      

      He was handcuffed to the only table in the room. His legs too; those were cuffed to the floor, ensuring that he couldn’t so much as scratch himself without asking for permission. Sitting across from him was Officer Peters, looking disheveled and tired and just plain over it. But that’s what tended to happen after four straight hours of interrogation.

      

      It was a slow process. Sam Whitman denying. Officer Peters pushing. Sam Whitman reeling back, doubling down, but cracking about the edges. Officer Peters hanging on, massaging those cracks until they opened further. I had no doubt that Sam was guilty and four hours into his interrogation, that resolve only hardened.

      

      He would break eventually. He would admit to what he had done. And then, he would go to prison for the rest of his life. It was justice anyway that I looked at it, in no way perfect, but as good as existed in this world.

      

      And Eleanor and I stood watching the whole time. I didn’t ask if she wanted to leave. I didn’t suggest that she might want to rest, and I’d let her know when Sam finally broke. The look in her eyes told me that she wanted to be there to hear the words spoken, and that once she did, this chapter of her life would finally be over.

      

      As for me? Even with Sam Whitman’s confession, I knew deep down that I wasn’t quite done here. There was still one more thing I needed to do and seeing as today was a day for confessions and revelations, once I was done with Sam, I planned on closing out another chapter in my life that had remained open and unread for twenty-four years.

      

      Even if it was the hardest thing I ever had to do.
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      This isn’t the end! Click below for an exclusive chapter for your eyes only!

      
        
        Simply TAP HERE to read it now for FREE! or use this link: https://go.freyaatwood.com/1PcVN73Y directly in your browser. Trust me, you’ll thank me later!

      

      

      
        
        I’m sure you will love it!
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      But before you go, turn the page for an unlikely surprise from me...
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A SHOT IN THE DARK

        

      

    

    
      The shadows crept across the city like a weighted blanket, enveloping the buildings and streets. The more furious the streetlight shone, the more apparent the shadows were—a plethora of perfect hiding places. It was summer, but a feverish chill had taken hold of New York for a few days, and the masses had been forced back inside.

      It was not late, but the streets were mostly empty. Shadows and empty streets. The perfect combination for a killer.

      The man stood in the shadows and waited. He placed his hand against his hip to make sure the gun was still there even though he had checked it half a dozen times already—it was. He was nothing if not thorough—and as cold as the unusually dark and chilly night in the New York summer.

      He had spent the previous hour in his small apartment, cleaning the gun and sliding the well-oiled pieces in and out. He had done this multiple times before but did not allow himself to get comfortable. The botched jobs of others whispered about in certain circles fueled his professionalism. He would not become another horror story; the bigger you were, the harder you fell. When you were the best, you had a long drop below you.

      The door opened across the street, and a man exited, but it was not his target. The meeting was ending, and it was better for him if they left one by one. He would get his chance at some point tonight, but the fewer people close by, the better. Especially when it came to—

      The man straightened when the door opened again. A group, four or five, was leaving. He pushed his hand under his jacket and touched the cold metal of the gun while searching for the face. He did not feel the cold through the gloves he wore to keep his fingerprints from the weapon, not that they would ever find the gun.

      He spotted the one he sought—a tallish man in a navy blue suit. The suit was reasonably expensive but did not quite fit—a little tight around the waist and chest. The target was not naturally handsome or fit, but an aura around him gave the impression of a leader. Perhaps it was the way the other four held themselves around the man. They would follow him to the ends of the Earth; at least, it seemed that way.

      Thankfully, only one followed in the same direction—the herd was thinning. Three men went right, and the other two, including the soon-to-be-deceased, went left. The man in the shadows ceased lurking and slowly slipped from the darkness, walking on the other side of the street, slightly behind the two men.

      He stared straight ahead as he walked; another person out for a not-so-late-at-night stroll. He adjusted the balaclava on his head, doubling as a hat for the moment, ready to pull it down when the time came. He watched the two men across the street from the corner of his eye. The assassin kept as much to the shadows as he could in case someone could identify him as being in the same area.

      CCTV cameras had been checked, and if the other man left before his target, the assassin would not be caught on camera between the shadows and where the target would find darkness.

      The solitary man smiled when his target became solitary too. The second man shook hands before going in a different direction. It left a hundred yards between them and the vehicle. The assassin waited until the second man was far enough away before crossing the street and quickening his step.

      He looked left and right, then over both his shoulders. There were pedestrians far behind on the street, but they were not close enough to see or hear anything, let alone stop him if they wanted to. Nothing could stop him now.

      When he reached for the gun this time, it was not to check on it but to pull it. He held it pointed at the ground as he walked behind the man unnoticed. When he was a few steps behind, he pulled the balaclava down over his face. He was covered entirely in black save for his sparkling green eyes.

      The gun was raised when he was two paces away. He shot the suited man in the back twice—both central. The suited man collapsed, falling forward with a groan and a thud. He rolled over quickly, scrambling for his pocket.

      The assassin looked him in the eye and saw the fear of death that he had seen in many eyes before. No one, no matter how brave, could face death in the end. He held the gaze for a full second before he fired three shots into the man’s chest—one into his heart.

      The suited man instantly flopped to the hard concrete, and the darkness found him.

      The assassin didn’t wait around. He tucked the gun into his pocket and took off at a quick pace toward home—another successful mission.
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DUTY CALLS

        

      

    

    
      I jerked upright into a sitting position in the bed, gasping for air. I must have been holding my breath in the dream—the dream that quickly slipped from my mind.

      "Hey, you okay?"

      It took a second to reorient myself. My heartbeat slowed as my breathing calmed. I looked around the room, and the warmth of my life returned. Where was I in the dream? Walking down the cold streets of New York at night? Was I being followed? I couldn’t remember anything from the bad dream.

      "Hey, Maya! What’s wrong?"

      "No, it’s fine," I replied, finally answering him. I took one more breath and then slumped into Evan’s arms.

      He wrapped himself around me and gently lowered us back to the bed. The dream completely faded now that I was in his arms. I was home again, safe from anyone and anything—real or dreamt.

      "A bad dream?" Evan asked.

      "Yeah, but I don’t remember what. Do you know that feeling you get when you wake with a horrible feeling in the pit of your stomach?" I asked.

      "Yeah, I’ve had that about a dozen times in the last two months," Evan replied.

      I leaned my head back into his shoulder some more. "You’ll be fine once you fully settle in."

      "It’s been two months already, and I’m still stressed that I’m not the right person for the role. I feel like a fraud."

      "Hey, you are not a fraud," I reminded him.

      "I know. It’s been a big leap, and I don’t like being away from you and Emilia so much. I wish I could go back to—"

      "No, don’t say that," I warned. I propped myself on one elbow and shifted my body to face him. "I worried about you so much when you were on the streets. I don’t want you to go back to that, Evan. You’ve done your time running around New York after criminals. You deserve this and think about all you have done to make the city safer for everyone. Besides, I kind of like sharing a bed with the police captain."

      "Is that right?" Evan asked. He leaned in and kissed me. "I guess there are some perks to the job."

      "There certainly are," I replied. I took a breath, taking in his scent—woody and citrusy. "You really do deserve it, Evan. You have put in the hard work and dedication while standing by me and everything I’ve gone through. No one else in the world would make a better police captain."

      "There are also perks to being with you, Maya. Just when I start to doubt myself, you pull me back from the brink."

      "Just as long as you never start to doubt me." I kissed him again. "Mr. Police Captain."

      "Mommy, why doesn’t Daddy have a boat if he is a captain?"

      I burst out laughing and looked down at the end of the bed where Emilia stood. I could not get over the fact that she was two and a half years old. I still thought of myself as a new mother, but tending to a baby was far in my past now. Many things were far in my past, and I preferred to leave most of them there.

      "Well, Daddy is not a boat captain, but the captain of his team. Although, he would look very dashing in a captain’s uniform." I looked back at Evan. "If you keep working your way up like this, you’ll be able to buy a boat."

      "Are we boat people?" Evan asked. "When I think about people who own a boat, they are not like us, are they?"

      "We can be anything we want to be. You wanted to be police captain, and you went out there and got it," I said.

      "I want to be an astronaut," Emilia shouted.

      I patted Evan on the chest and reluctantly removed myself from him. "If you want it enough, you will get it, Emmy. You can be anything you want to be."

      "But not a bad person," Emilia reminded me.

      I stepped out of bed and scooped Emilia up in my arms. "You couldn’t be a bad person if you tried." I held her close to me, kissing the top of her head.

      "Daddy will put me in jail if I grow up to be a baddie," Emilia laughed.

      "He sure will," I agreed.

      Evan started to get out of bed too. "If it were my daughter, I might be a little more lenient. I’m sure I could cover it up."

      "Evan!" I blurted.

      "And I know a good lawyer too who could help her. Between the two of us, we could keep her out of jail," Evan continued.

      "Don’t listen to your silly daddy," I told Emilia. "He likes to make bad jokes. Maybe he should go to jail for all his bad jokes?"

      "Yeah, Daddy can put himself in jail," Emilia agreed in my arms.

      "Ah, our child is so wise." I moved closer to Evan and kissed him again, sandwiching Emilia between us.

      Evan could not help but laugh through our kiss.

      "Go and shower and get dressed and I’ll whip up some pancakes," I told Evan.

      "That sounds like heaven. You have time?" he asked.

      "Yeah, I don’t have any meetings until this evening."

      "That’s right. When’s the babysitter coming?"

      I sighed. "Around four."

      Evan stopped in his tracks and came back to me. He put his hand on my shoulder, gently massaging my neck. "Don’t be like that. We are in a good place now. Over a year of having you home almost all the time and just a few hours of work over the course of a week. I would take that any day."

      I sighed again. "I know. I just feel that I should be here all the time with Emilia." I looked down at my daughter, who was looking up at me. "I feel sad whenever I am away from you."

      "Don’t feel sad, Mommy! I’ll give you a hug when you come back."

      "That does make me feel better," I admitted.

      Evan squeezed my shoulder. "A couple of hours here and there, and you get to continue your practice, and if you want to be a lawyer full-time again, then you can, and I can stay home. We are pretty lucky to have what we have."

      "Yeah, we are," I admit. "But I’m not letting you quit until we have that boat!"

      "It’s a deal," Evan agreed.

      He left to shower, and I took Emilia to her bedroom first to help her dress for the day before we went to the kitchen to make pancakes. Emilia helped me mix the dry ingredients before we added the wet ingredients. She stirred up the entire mix, standing on the large step stool at the counter. I scooped up a little of the mix and dropped it onto the pan, cooking three pancakes at a time.

      Evan appeared when the third batch had been added to the growing pile on the plate.

      "Mmm, that smells good," Evan said. "Did someone make roast beef?"

      "No, silly!" Emilia screamed. "We made pancakes!"

      "I always get mixed up with pancakes and roast beef," Evan noted.

      Sitting on a booster at the kitchen table, Emilia giggled as she poured syrup over the pancake on her plate, spilling some onto the table. Evan went straight over and helped her keep most of the syrup in the pancake and plate.

      "Well, don’t you look very handsome," I stated. I couldn’t resist, and I left the pancakes for a second to go over and hug Evan in his captain’s uniform. I wrapped my arms around him from behind, and he cupped his hands over mine. "When do you get off tonight?"

      "I shouldn’t be too late. I’m supposed to meet the mayor later, but he canceled the last couple of times, so we’ll see what happens when I get into the office."

      "If you keep going as you are, you will be the mayor in a couple of years. Then, you can make people wait," I said.

      "I don’t know if I want that. I’m busy enough as it is, as a police captain. If I were the mayor, I might never get to see the two of you. It’ll ease up soon, I promise."

      "Hey, you are working hard for us, and it might be frustrating at times, but I’m proud of what you have achieved. Let’s spend some time when you get back tonight. Watch a movie or something."

      "Yeah, that’ll be nice. When are you home?"

      "Hopefully, long before you. I have to run my client through what to expect when we go into negotiations next week with her husband and his lawyer. It shouldn’t take too long. Becky will only have to be here with Emilia for a few hours. I can make us some loaded nachos for a movie later."

      "Yeah, that sounds great."

      Evan finished setting the table, and I finished cooking the rest of the pancakes. We sat down together with Emilia and ate breakfast—something we had been able to do a lot more of in the past year.

      We ate together, and then Evan had to leave for work. It was nice to have some alone time with Emilia—some more alone time with her. I looked forward to cuddling up on the couch with Evan later.

      "What do you want to do this morning, Emmy?" I asked.

      "Can Lisa play?"

      "Hmm, not today. Lisa and her mommy are going to visit some family this afternoon. Maybe tomorrow?"

      "Yeah, ‘morrow." Emilia screwed up her lips as she looked around. "Mommy, we can play with my dolls! They can have a tea party!"

      "That sounds like a wonderful idea," I said. "Why don’t you go and get your dolls, and I will clean up the breakfast dishes."

      "And you can make some tea," Emilia commented as I lifted her from her chair.

      "Yes," I smiled. "That is a wonderful idea."

      Emilia toddled off with a smile toward her room to find her dolls. There had been tea parties before, and they could not start until all the dolls were present.

      I smiled as I scraped food from plates and put the dishes into the dishwasher. I felt free, and I had done so for the past year. It took a long time after my cousin was murdered to feel my life was no longer in danger, but I had gotten there. I still visited her grave every month.

      And the Genovias had not come after me. They were a patient crime family, but they would have come after me by now if they still held a grudge. Now that Evan was the police captain, they would not risk something so stupid.

      All in all, I had a pretty great life, and I had a tea party to look forward to.

      Emilia and I spent an hour and a half with the tea party, and forty minutes of that was spent trying to find Billy Bear—we finally found him in the bathroom. We played together some more, and then Emilia took her afternoon nap. She didn’t always nap, but the habit was not completely broken.

      It was while she was sleeping that the text came through. It caused my heart to leap into my throat.

      911! Emergency! You need to come immediately!
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SURPRISE TAKES MANY FORMS

        

      

    

    
      "Thank you, Becky. I’m sorry for calling you in early," I said.

      "Don’t worry about it, Miss Jones. I don’t mind; I really don’t. I didn’t have anything going on anyway, and it’s nice to get some extra cash before school starts back up again."

      Becky was sixteen years old, and I had met her through Bridget, a mom from the mom’s group I had signed up with when Emilia was born. Becky was the daughter of one of Bridget’s friends. I was glad we had found her—she was great with Emilia and happy to come over for a few hours at a time when Evan and my schedule overlapped.

      "You are a lifesaver, Becky. Emilia has been looking forward to you coming over all morning."

      "She’s a little sweetheart," Becky said.

      "I am. I am," Emilia sang. "Sweetheart, sweetheart, sweetheart."

      It was an extra two hours to give me time to go and speak with my client. I had called her, but there was no answer, only another text with her home address and a plea to come as soon as possible. I had worried that it might be something that needed police intervention, but if she was waiting for me to come over, then it meant she wasn’t robbed or attacked.

      I kissed Emilia on the forehead and patted Becky on the arm goodbye. I checked my phone again to ensure there was no third message from my client before I hopped in my car and took off.

      I drove toward the address she had given me, and all sorts of thoughts ran through my mind—Jennifer Rosco was divorcing her husband of eleven years, and the negotiations had been fairly straightforward so far. I knew it was too good to be true.

      After I helped my friend Olivia Hansley with her false murder charge almost two years ago, I took some time off work. When I returned, it was to only part-time cases that were as far removed from murder as possible—divorce proceedings, parking tickets, and anything dull and boring. I thrived with dull and boring—I had all the excitement I needed at home (and my past was filled with too much of it).

      I took cases that would provide me with no additional work or the threat of being killed. Jennifer Rosco was threatening my mundane work routine.

      I turned on the radio to distract myself. I couldn’t pay attention to what was being played, but the music provided some white noise to distract me from the thought that I would find someone murdered when I arrived at Jennifer’s house.

      When I arrived, there were no emergency vehicles outside—I let out a sigh of relief. That was a good start. I got out of the car quickly and half-ran to the door. I had to knock a few times before Jennifer answered it. She was sobbing uncontrollably, her eyes red.

      "What happened?" I asked.

      Jennifer blinked at me. She held a handkerchief in one hand. "He—he—he—," she sobbed.

      She turned back into her townhouse, urging me to follow her. I walked after her, trying to make sense of the situation—to use the clues at my disposal to determine what had happened.

      Jennifer had moved into the townhouse when her husband had asked for a divorce, and this was my first visit. It looked like the residence had come furnished—the decor was nice, but it didn’t match the woman I had come to know over the past month or so. In the living room, moving boxes sat unopened in one corner.

      There was an empty wine bottle and glass on the coffee table; last night’s, and an empty coffee mug beside them; today’s. Jennifer paced the room back and forth, making me nervous. She was not the most composed person in the world, but this was far beyond what I had seen.

      "Jennifer, what happened? Talk to me, and we can fix this together," I said.

      My words belied what was in my heart. I didn’t want to become more involved than I already was.

      "I can’t do this anymore," she sobbed.

      "Hey, come and sit down and take me through whatever happened. Just nice and slow, all right?"

      I took Jennifer by the shoulders and guided her over to the armchair. She didn’t put up any fight as I guided her, but the sobbing did not stop. I sat on the sofa opposite, sitting forward to bring myself closer to my client.

      "Jennifer, you told me it was an emergency. Please, tell me what you have done."

      It was the only thing I could think—she had done something to ruin her chances.

      "I didn’t do anything," Jennifer sobbed.

      She was younger than me, but not by much. She was thirty-five and usually a confident and composed woman, so it was nerve-racking to see her like this. Jennifer had long blond hair, a pale complexion, slight curves, and a businesslike dress sense. She was not stunning, but she had some beauty.

      That beauty was currently being covered up by snot and tears.

      "Take your time, Jennifer. Whatever has happened—we will get through it, all right? Together."

      Jennifer looked up at me through her tears and finally nodded solemnly. She breathed in until her chest threatened to explode and let it all out. It calmed her, and when she wiped the tears from her eyes, more did not replace them.

      "I don’t know what I am going to do," she muttered. "He’s already taken so much from me."

      "Brian?" I asked, referring to her husband.

      Jennifer nodded in short bursts, wiping her eyes more out of habit than to wipe away tears.

      "He wants to take Oscar from me," she whimpered.

      "Oscar."

      The word that came from me was a statement and a question as I struggled to remember who Oscar was. No children were in the relationship unless they hid them from me.

      "Our dog. My dog!" She looked up at me with fierce determination.

      It hit me like a pillow in a pillow fight—hard enough to stun me a little but with enough cushioning that I was not knocked out. I almost burst out laughing, but years of professionalism helped me to keep that locked in.

      It was a much smaller issue than I had assumed and a little humorous, but that was not why I wanted to laugh. I felt free again—free still. I thought I had become embroiled in something awful, and I was faced with this! The relief made me want to burst with laughter.

      "That’s tough," I said. "Did you get the dog once you were together? Or was the dog yours before you got married?"

      "We got him as a wedding present to ourselves."

      "That makes it a little trickier," I admitted.

      "He doesn’t love that dog—he’s only doing it to get back at me. As if I’m the reason we are getting divorced. He knows what he did and must accept the blame."

      I took a breath, still coming to terms with my relief. "In situations like this, it’s best not to attribute blame. You have both been very equitable so far, and I’m sure we can work this out too. Don’t talk to your husband directly; wait for me to talk with his lawyer. I will do what I can—he might be trying to use it as leverage, and I will not let that happen."

      "Okay." Jennifer nodded slowly and bit her nails as she mulled it over.

      "You don’t need to worry," I assured her. "I know this is a stressful time, but you are going to get through it, okay?"

      "Yeah," she agreed half-heartedly.

      "The negotiations," I said. "Do you want to go over what will happen when we all sit down together?"

      "I… yeah, that would be good."

      Jennifer calmed herself and relaxed now that she had shared what was going on. She looked at me with more hope than she had when I entered. I spent the next couple of hours instructing her about what to expect when we next met with Brian and his lawyer, and I assured her that I would speak to his lawyer before then about his dog. We discussed what might come after the divorce proceedings.

      When we were done, she was back to her fully relaxed self. I was glad to be firmly back in the mundane business of a divorce, though I did feel for anyone going through something like this. I couldn’t imagine ever splitting with Evan—he and Emilia were my life.

      "Are you going to be okay?" I asked when I stood up.

      "Yeah, I will. I’m sorry for overreacting, Maya. I don’t know what got into me."

      "It’s a stressful time. We all go a little crazy sometimes."

      We said our goodbyes, and I headed back home, happy that my troubles were averted. I had nothing to worry about and everything to look forward to. I replied to Evan’s text telling me he would be home in a few hours, and I sang along to the radio as I returned to Emilia.

      Becky was reading a book to Emilia when I got home. I watched them for a minute before Emilia spotted me and launched herself off the couch to run at me.

      "How was she, Becky?" I asked. "Lots of trouble as usual?"

      "Mommy, I’m not trouble," Emilia corrected.

      I lifted her into my arms and hugged her. "I know, my darling. Mommy was just making a joke. You are a sweet, sweet girl."

      "She was great as always." Becky rose from the couch. "She spilled some water this afternoon but cleaned it all up with some help."

      "Good job, Emilia," I stated. "And thank you, Becky."

      "Oh, no worries, Ms. Jones. I’ll get going unless you need me to do anything else."

      "No, you get home, Becky. We’ll see you on Tuesday. Say goodbye, Emilia."

      "Bye, Becky," Emilia said.

      Becky said her goodbyes and left. I got to work making supper for Emilia and a light snack for myself, along with getting the ingredients assembled for nachos later.

      It was almost time for Emilia to go to bed when my phone rang.

      "Hello?" I answered.

      "Maya Jones?"

      "Yes." I didn’t know who was on the end of the line, but the formality in his voice made me nervous.

      "I’m sorry to tell you this, but your husband has been shot."
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AN ACT OF VIOLENCE

        

      

    

    
      I could hardly see through the blur of tears as I drove on the partially filled streets, and it was a miracle that I didn’t run into another car. The maelstrom of emotions rose and fell within me like cold black waves turbulently crashing against a barren cliff face. If I were not careful, they would smash me against the rocks.

      The phone almost fell from my hand as I dialed the number and hit the button for the speakerphone. I knew it was illegal to be using my phone and driving, but I was already distracted. If anything, the call would help to calm me a little before I stepped into the fray.

      "Hey, Maya," Bridget said.

      "Are you home?" I blurted.

      "What? Maya, is everything okay?"

      "Are you home, Bridget? I need someone to take Emilia for the night."

      "What? What’s going on?"

      I took a deep breath, looking at Emilia in the rearview mirror. "Evan got into an accident at work, and I need to go and see if he needs any help."

      I couldn’t say that Evan had been shot five times and might not make it through the night—not in front of Emilia.

      "An accident? What happened, Maya? Is he okay?" Bridget asked.

      "I’m sure he will be fine." I tried to remain as composed as possible. "I just really need your help right now, and I’m hoping the girls can have a sleepover."

      She must have sensed the fear in my voice. "Yeah, no problem. Bring her over whenever you want."

      "Thank you, Bridget," I replied. "We’re on our way—I’ll be there in ten."

      I hung up, just about keeping it together. I didn’t need to hold the tears back—the adrenaline coursing through my body propelled me forward. I would crash and plummet at some point, but I needed to get to Evan first. I had to help him if I could, and…

      I couldn’t think of anything else right now. I was going to see Evan again. I had to believe that. I was going to get there before…

      "Emilia, you’re going to have a sleepover with Lisa tonight. Isn’t that fun!" I remained as upbeat as possible.

      "Yay!" Emilia shouted from the back seat.

      She started singing something to herself that I could not decipher but did not need to. All I needed was for her to be happy and not worry. I breathed steadily along with the beat of her unknown song.

      Ten minutes later, I pulled up to Bridget’s apartment building. She was waiting for me on the street, Lisa in her arms. Bridget was a great friend, but this level of care immediately elevated her to amazing. I hoped I did not look as concerned as Bridget, but I was sure I did.

      I parked illegally on the curb but would not be staying for long. I got out and opened the rear passenger door to unbuckle Emilia. I lifted her and her bag from the back and turned to find Bridget right there. Lisa stood beside her, and Bridget took Emilia and the bag from me.

      "Are you okay?" she asked.

      I nodded.

      "Whatever you need, you only have to ask, okay? I’m here for you, Maya."

      "Thank you,” I said, stifling the sob.

      She nodded, and that was my cue to leave. I got back in the car, waved to Emilia, and took off without looking back. When I was far enough away, I finally gave in to the emotion.

      I slammed my hand repeatedly on the dash, screaming obscenities now that no toddler was in the car with me. I said things that would make the workers at the docks blush. I gripped the steering wheel so tightly that I thought I would crush it in my bare hands.

      When I reached the hospital, fear jolted in my chest. It was all real now. I had been driving toward Evan, but it was too surreal to process properly. I sat in the car—my whole body turned to concrete. I could not move until someone honked their horn at me.

      "All right!" I shouted. The windows were closed, so no one could hear my shout except me. I parked my car and sprung into action. I was not concrete anymore—my legs were jelly instead. Still, I managed to get inside the hospital.

      I ran straight for the first desk I could find.

      "Evan Brinkley," I stated. "I need to find him. Where is he?"

      "Ma’am, please take a seat, and someone will be with you soon."

      "I need to see my husband,” I demanded.

      "Ma’am," the receptionist replied sternly, "please take a seat."

      I held her gaze, and I could see she was not going to give up, and rightfully so. I was not going to give up, either.

      The woman, Marcy Smith, going by the nametag on her chest, was in her mid-fifties, had long black hair tied up in a ponytail, and was only doing her job.

      "Just tell me if he is still alive," I begged.

      Marcy looked at me with a sliver of compassion. I knew there was little compassion in a setting where you saw one emergency after another, day after day. I was not the only one here who needed to be tended to first, but this was my emergency, and I couldn’t hold back my arrogance and ego. Besides, he was the police captain!

      "Maya?!"

      I knew who was calling for me even before I turned around. I had not seen Michael for two years. Evan had seen him on and off, and they had remained good friends once they had worked everything out, but I had kept my distance after he had tried to kiss me.

      "Maya, come on," Michael said.

      I knew I would eventually run into him again and had been a little nervous about seeing him finally—that was tossed out of the window with the current situation. He was a prosecutor for the District Attorney’s office, and since I had confined my practice to mundane cases, there was no chance of us running into each other at work. We had worked together on a couple of cases, winning them.

      Evan did a good job of keeping us separate, too, after what had happened. I had thought at one point that we would not see each other again, but I had never been so glad to see someone as I was to see Michael in the hospital.

      "Michael, is he…?" I asked as he shepherded me out of the main emergency area and into a separate waiting room.

      "He’s alive," Michael said.

      The words should have filled me with hope, but the way he said it filled me with dread. I wanted to know more but was scared to ask. Evan was alive, and that was all that mattered—I didn’t want to jinx it by asking for more information.

      Michael held my elbow as he moved me out of the commotion of the main area and into a deathly silent one where people sat with their heads in their hands, staring off into the abyss.

      "He’s in surgery," Michael said as we sat by the windows in the far corner of the room. "They took him straight to surgery when they got him here."

      I stared into the pitch-black darkness, hoping to find answers and make sense of it all. "What happened?"

      "Someone shot him, Maya. He had just left his meeting with the mayor, and someone gunned him down on the street. Twice in the back and three times in the chest."

      "What?" I gasped. "Why would anyone do that? What did… why, Michael? What were they after? Money? Did they take his wallet?"

      "No," Michel said slowly. "This was not a robbery, Maya. They don’t know what this is yet, but it wasn’t an accident. They waited until he was alone as if they knew he would be there."

      "What?" I uttered.

      "Twice in the back, and then three times in the chest. It’s a miracle he’s still alive—if he weren’t wearing his vest under his suit, he would be dead. Four of the bullets were stopped, but one got through. It missed his heart, but it’s not looking good. We won’t know any more until he comes out of surgery."

      "No." I shook my head. "No, no one would do this to Evan."

      "I’m sorry, Maya. They shot him in the back, and then when he was down, they shot him three times in the chest. There was nothing taken from him. This wasn’t an accident or a robbery. This was an execution."
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