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I want to thank my Creator for the gift of storytelling.  To Matthew, my husband, for his support.  My daughter, Keira, for motivating me.  I love you Keira.  To my mother, Frances Brashier.  Because I grew up watching how much you loved to read, I developed a great love for the art as well. You were my biggest fan and I miss  you, Mom!

But, sometime later in the night, his rest was over....

Welcome, Home Rebecca! | Happy Birthday! | We love you and Roger very much!

Two Years Later

Romance:
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Book Two is the conclusion to Justina's story. Will she reunite with Matthew or Nick? 

Find out who her stalker is, what his intentions are for her, and how he is connected to the Shadow Man.

Keep an eye on the three families who will be effected by what happens to Justina: the Kingston's, the Lawton's, and the Cabara's.

​

Matthew Kingston sat in his chair staring out his office window while thinking of Justina Lindsey.  It had been two weeks since he had last seen her, two depressing weeks.  To keep Justina off his mind, he kept busy with work.  He decided it was time to move on and Linda Jones had proven to be the perfect distraction he needed.  Tonight, however, he made plans with the Spanish beauty, Jennifer Gomez.

He had been trying to track down more information on Michael’s involvement with the Cabaras.  It always came back to the same thing.  Michael sold illegal artifacts for Robert Cabara.  He had not been able to track down witnesses willing to swear to the fore-mentioned incidents, but he had to admit he was somewhat glad about that.  At least it would keep his brother out of prison a while longer.

When the office door opened, he pushed his anxious thoughts away and nodded toward Jim and Roger as they entered.

“Good morning,” chirped Jim in his usual cheerful voice.

Roger piped in, “It’s a beautiful day, today, Mattie.  Beautiful day!”

He chuckled at his friends who waved at him as they made their way to the coffee pot.

After some discussion over Michael, the three agreed there just wasn’t enough evidence to bring Michael in for a conversation—not yet, and certainly not enough to use against the Cabaras now.

“Gerald is keeping an eye out for Max,” Matthew noted with disgust.  “The little we know about Max is from Johnson, who’d never even met him.”  He turned to Roger.  “Rog, how is it going with Charlie’s codes?”

Roger shot the others a grim look.  “We’ve not been able to decipher Charlie’s code in his notebook, but we’ll keep at it until we get it—or until Charlie wakes up.”

Jim frowned. “Something will turn up for the good in this, just wait, and see, but right now, I’m hungry.”

Roger waved his hand at Jim and chuckled. “You’re always hungry, man.”

Matthew nodded. “Yep, Jim’s stomach is a regular alarm clock.”

Jim shook his head as he grabbed his suit coat.  “Yeah, yeah, but it’s my turn to treat, so you two just stick here if you want to, but I’m going to the towers.”

“Oh, well, since you’re paying, of course, I’m going.”  Roger hurried toward the door.

“Count me in,” Matthew agreed as his cell phone rang.  “It’s Fred.” He answered the call and listened intently.

After he had ended the call, he turned to his friends and grinned cheerfully.  “Charlie’s awake.”

Jim and Roger gave out shouts of elated joy.

“His wife, Sherry was with him.  When she felt him squeeze her hand, she shrieked.  The guard rushed into the room to find him awake and in an embrace with Sherry.”

Roger grinned at Jim and Matthew. “Can you imagine how Cabara will react when he sees Charlie?”

Jim agreed, “I can’t wait to see his expression.”

Matthew held his hand up. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves, now.  The prosecution might not use Charlie in this trial.”

Silence fell over the room.

He saw the disappointment in their eyes and frowned.  “Charlie has nothing to do with Elizabeth.  There’s no connection between him, Elizabeth, and Cabara.  I think it’s best Cabara doesn’t know Charlie’s alive.”

Roger raised an eyebrow. “You’re right, but I know of someone who does have connection with Elizabeth.”

Jim and Matthew gave each other quizzical looks at Roger’s words and listened intently.

“It’s time to play your ace card, Jim.”

“Roger’s right, Jim, but we need to do it at just the right moment and not in haste.”

Jim nodded. “Yeah, I think you’re both right.”

“I’ll call Monty now.” Matthew pulled his cell phone from its case.  After finishing a quick conversation with Monty, he filled them in. “We have a meeting with Monty after lunch.”

The men exited the office without further conversation.

Matthew couldn’t stop thinking of Justina.  He had a feeling the next day would be a tough day for her.
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The morning Justina dreaded was now upon her—Robert Cabara’s trial.  She pushed herself from the bed, walked into the bathroom, and stared into the mirror.  “You can do this.  You can handle whatever comes your way.”

After showering, she dressed, as a delicious aroma filled her nostrils and she followed it into the kitchen. She sighed as the aroma teased her senses.  She was glad she had listened to Nick and hired Trish.  Not only was Trish a good housekeeper, but she was an excellent cook.

Later in the morning, Justina walked down the long corridor toward the designated courtroom.  Many thoughts swirled through her head - above all were the confessions Christopher Carter had made to her concerning his and Elizabeth’s relationship.  She understood clearly now why Elizabeth had not wanted her to get involved with Nick, and she wished she had listened.

She knew she couldn’t change the past, but she was in control of her future.  Pushing her thoughts out of the way, she climbed the last step, and was pleased to see Joyce and Roger standing in a semi-circle with Christopher, Elaine, Matthew, Jim, and Caroline.

When Matthew stared at her, her heart quivered.  She laughed within herself and whispered, "control is the key.”  She could hear Matthew’s voice in her mind telling her to breathe.

Christopher reached out his arms and hugged her tightly.  “I love you very much.”

“I love you, too.”

“It’s going to be a tough day.  I’m testifying.”

She pulled Christopher away from the others.  “You go in there and tell the truth.  Do not worry about what anyone says or does.  This is for Elizabeth.”

“Thank you, Justina, but I’m not sure if I’m really prepared for this particular fact to become public knowledge.  Are you going to be okay with it?”

“I’m prepared to deal with them, so don’t worry about me.  How are Elaine and the boys taking the news?”

“She and our boys have known the truth from the beginning,” Christopher replied as Monty and Elaine approached them.

“I need you to come with me,” Monty said to Christopher.

Christopher softly patted Justina on the shoulder.  “I’ll see you later, kid.”

She smiled as Christopher as he glanced back at her once more before somberly walking away.  “Good luck.”

After Christopher and Elaine had followed Monty into a separate room, she joined her friends, who stood by the side of the courtroom doors.

She and Matthew stared at one another and the uneasiness was so thick, the others around them could sense it.  Everyone was relieved when the court began.
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Monty stood first and gathered his paperwork together.  He shot her a strained glance before he addressed the judge.

“Your Honor, I call my first witness, Reynolds Johnson.”

The air from Justina’s lungs suddenly disappeared and her body began to tremble.  Did he just call Reynolds Johnson?  That was impossible; he was dead—killed in a prison cell fire; Monty must have called the wrong name. She looked at the door to the right of the judge’s stand.  Sure enough, there stood Reynolds Johnson surrounded by several police officers!

The gasps from the courtroom told her she wasn’t the only one shocked at the sight of a dead man walking into the courtroom!

Robert Cabara’s mouth dropped open as curse words escaped from the mouths of Nick and Marcus.

She turned to see Matthew take a seat next to her and she shot him a weary glance as he pulled her into his arms.  “Hold on to me.  You’re a strong woman and can handle this and whatever else may come your way.”  He kept his arm around her as she leaned into him.

Monty approached her as the courtroom noisily buzzed with energy.  “Justina, I'm sorry.  I know this is a shock to you but I had to sit on it until this morning.”

“I understand.” She offered a small nod his way.

“I want order in this court!” Judge Beckham exclaimed as he pounded his gavel.

Immediately a hush filled the room.

“Now, I know this is a surprise to everyone.  I learned of Mr. Johnson’s resurrection just this morning, but I will have order in my court room.”  He looked over to Justina and gave her a sympathetic look.

As the officers escorted Reynolds to the witness chair, he glanced at her.  She could almost sense he was apologizing for whatever his part actually was in Elizabeth’s death.  She held his gaze as he took his seat.
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“Mr. Johnson, how long were you employed by the Cabara family?” Monty asked.

“I started working for Marcus Cabara when I was twenty-two years old.”

“What were your duties there?”

“I served the club in many capacities; barkeep, waiter, bouncer, and whatever else was needed of me for the particular evening.”

Monty stepped to his table and sifted through some sheets, then looked at Justina before he turned back to Reynolds.  He hoped she understood the ‘warning’ look he had just given her—the questioning was about to heat up and he wanted her to be prepared.

“Mr. Johnson. Can I call you Reynolds?”

“Yes sir, you can.”

“When did you commit your first crime?”

“About six months after I started working for Marcus at his club.”

“Were you approached by someone in the Cabara family?”

The defense attorney, Charles Ashton stood up angrily. “Your Honor!”

Judge Beckham shot Monty a stern look.  “Is there a point to this, Mr. Cavanaugh?”

Monty nodded. “Yes, sir, there is.”

“Then continue.” He looked over the top of his glasses, narrowing his eyes.  “With caution.”

“Yes, sir, with caution.” Monty grinned slightly, as he turned to Reynolds.  “You may answer the question.”

“No; my brother-in-law Mark asked me if I wanted to score a quick thousand dollars and, of course, I said yes.”

“What was the job?”

“It was transporting art and ah—other things to New Orleans.”

“What other things, Reynolds?”  Monty asked through a cough.

“I transported drugs and illegal art,” Reynolds replied.

“I object your honor!” Charles stood in anger. “We are here to discuss one issue, sir...”

Judge Beckham held up his hand.  “Sustained, Mr. Ashton, I understand your concern and I assure you I am only concerned with the charge at hand.”  The judge turned toward Monty and pointed his finger at him.  “Mr. Cavanaugh, be careful how you question the witness.”  He turned to the jury and remarked, “Please, disregard the last question and answer.”

Monty nodded before continuing but was quite pleased because he knew once something was out, the jury wouldn’t disregard it. “When did you meet Elizabeth Carr?” He focused on Reynolds.

“I was at Robert Cabara’s office one afternoon about ten years ago when she came into the office.  I was to make her comfortable until Robert arrived.  She quickly took the drink we offered her.  She downed it and asked for another one.  She must have had at least four drinks before Robert arrived there!” Reynolds exclaimed with a laugh as gasps of shock filled the room.

“When Robert came into the office, he approached her, pulled her into his arms, and kissed her.  The two of them stepped into Robert’s private office.  Our orders were simple; do not disturb them for nothing.  They were in there for most of the day.  We could hear their moans and laughs, even with the door shut and the music blasting in the room.  When they came out, their hair was messy and their clothes were wrinkled.”

“Are you telling me Robert Cabara and Elizabeth Carr were lovers?” Monty grinned as he swerved his head toward Robert.  He chuckled as gasps of shock filled the room.

“Yes! She would visit him at least once a week, if not twice and I traveled with them on a few weekend getaways. From what I had been told and from pictures I have seen, they’ve been lovers for several years.”

“What kinds of pictures?”

“The ones he keeps in his private suite.  I saw pictures of the two of them together when they were much younger.  I looked at the back of one of the photos and it had been dated 1950 of June.  There were some real racy ones of them tucked under his mattress if you know what I mean.” Reynolds laughed, causing some in the room to laugh.

“How did you find them?”

“I was disposing of a...”Reynolds coughed, hesitated, and then continued, “something for him.  Mark and I accidentally knocked the mattress off and there they were.”

“Did you kill Elizabeth?”

“No.”

“Were you there when she was killed?”

“Yes.”

Monty looked at her. She leaned forward to catch every word. He glanced at Reynolds. “Tell us about the night Elizabeth Carr died.”

Reynolds took a sip of water and cleared his throat. “Mark and I were with some guy named Joey.  The three of us were working as bodyguards for Robert.  We rode with him to several private parties and clubs until he got drunk.  Around midnight, he called Elizabeth and convinced her to come over to his penthouse.”

He cleared his throat, as he took another sip of water.  “When she arrived, the two of them went into the bedroom and closed the door.  There was silence for a while then suddenly the door flew open and Elizabeth came rushing out.  Robert grabbed hold of her and smacked her in the face, dragged her to the bedroom where he ripped her clothes off, and had sex with her.  He even left the door open so we could see everything he was doing to her.  After he forced himself on her the first time, she apparently began enjoying it and became a willing participant in the kinky acts. They had sex, rested, snacked, and would have sex multiple times throughout the evening.” He fidgeted in his seat as he looked down at the floor.

Monty frowned and waited.  When Reynolds didn’t say anything, he prodded him. “Mr. Johnson, please continue.”

“After hours of kinky sex, he left her on the bed and walked into the room where we were and prepared two drinks.” He took a deep breath as he turned his eyes toward Justina and then back to Monty.  “Elizabeth came into the front room and prepared to leave.  He told her to get back into the bedroom.  She told him it was over and she walked toward the door.  He swore and said, ‘I say when it’s over, bitch'. He called her name and when she turned and looked at him, he pulled the trigger and shot her in the forehead.  She fell to the floor, dead instantly.

The courtroom erupted in loud gasps and murmurings.

Monty glanced at Justina, but saw she was holding strong though she looked like she could fall apart at any moment. He asked Reynolds, “What did you and the others do?”

“I was stunned.  Joey ran to her and cried like a baby as he held her in his arms.  Robert told him to stop acting like a hysterical woman or he’d be shot, too.”
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Justina couldn't control her emotions.  She broke down and wept bitterly as Matthew held her in his arms and comforted her.

The judge sat there for a moment, staring at her with empathy.  “I think now is a good time for a recess.  Let’s take twenty minutes.” He stood and exited the room.

Roger shook his head as he wiped his tears from his face.  “Do you think Cabara is sweating yet?”

“Oh, yeah, I think the bastard’s sweating,” Jim whispered angrily.

“Do you need anything?” Roger asked Justina as she continued to cry on Matthew’s shoulders.

Wiping her eyes, she whispered, “No, thanks. I just need some fresh air.”  She stood and walked out of the courtroom.

​

Justina stepped out of the bathroom after freshening her make-up.  As she turned the corner, she ran into Cindy.  The two women stood there, eying one another with angry stares.

“Cindy.” Nick gently pushed Cindy toward the bathroom.  “Go on now.”

She gave Nick an annoyed look as she stepped away.

He chuckled and turned to look at Justina.  “I bet you’re having a bad morning, aren’t you?”

“I’d say your mother is having a bad one too—not every day you find out the man in your life has been cheating on you.”

He shot her angry look and then shrugged. “My mother has known about Father’s affair for years.”

As she walked past him, he put his hand on her arm, pulled her close to him, and chided, “Secrets are funny things, aren’t they?  Just when you think you’ve gotten them covered up, they come digging themselves right back out.”

She jerked away from him and stumbled back into Matthew’s arms, but glared at Nick.  “The secrets I carry can’t hurt anyone, but me.  The secrets you and your father carry destroy people’s lives!  I’d say there is a huge difference.”

Nick pointed at Matthew and growled, “She’s your problem now, Kingston; I suggest you handle her.”

She cursed, “You’re not only evil, but you’re stupid, too!  Did you learn nothing from our time together?  No one handles me.  You are the one who needs reigning in.”

Nick laughed as Cindy walked out of the bathroom.  “Oh, it must be hard for you, Jussy—to find out your sweet Elizabeth wasn’t so sweet!”

Her face turned red with anger and she started to walk toward him.  “You bastard!”

“Let it go, Justina, let it go,” Matthew whispered softly.

She said nothing else as she folded her arms against her chest, but was clearly fuming as Nick and Cindy walked away.  Matthew handed her a bottle of water and tissue to wipe her tears.

“I have a feeling more secrets are going to be revealed before this trial is over and I can’t stop them,” she groaned as she wiped the tears from her eyes.

“What are you so afraid of?  Do you have such little trust in Joyce and your other friends that you think they are going to turn their backs on you because of your past?”

“You just don’t understand.  You don’t know....”

He interrupted, “I know more than you think.  I know Elizabeth isn’t your aunt.  I know you’re an....”

“There you two are.  They’re getting ready to start,” Jim exclaimed, approaching the couple.

She took a deep breath and walked away.

Jim raised an eyebrow. “It looks like I interrupted something, I’m sorry.”

“It’s all right.  I think she got the message.” He smiled at Jim.  “We’d better get in there.”

As the judge sat down, Justina, Matthew, and Jim re-entered the courtroom and quietly took their seats in the back of the room.

Monty recalled Reynolds to the witness stand. When the witness was settled in his seat, the attorney asked, “How did Elizabeth’s body get to her home?”

“Mark and I waited for the cleaning crew to show up while Joey drove Robert to his home.  The cleaning crew cleaned the penthouse and the body, changed her into fresh clothes, and even bathed her.  After they had left, we put the body into the van and drove it back to her home where we staged the break-in and shooting.”

“Thank you, Reynolds, for answering my questions.  That’s all for now.  I may have more for you at a later time.”  Monty took a seat at his table.

The judge asked the Defense Attorney if he had any questions.

“Not at this time sir, perhaps at a later date.”

Judge Beckham dismissed Reynolds from the witness chair and instructed Monty to call his next witness.

As Reynolds stood to his feet, he looked at Justina and mouthed, “I am sorry, Miss Lindsey.”

She held her breath for a moment and then gave the man a nod.  She felt he deserved her forgiveness.  After all, he hadn’t killed Elizabeth and he had finally told the truth. She wondered if he and his family were just victims of the Cabaras, like her.

Next, Monty called Christopher to the stand. “Christopher, I’m going to get straight to the point with you—what was the nature of your relationship with Elizabeth Carr?”

“She was my mother.”

The courtroom buzzed with gasps and whispers and many looked in Justina’s direction.

“I thought your mother died three years ago.”

“She was my adopted mother, Elizabeth was my natural mother.”

“Who is your natural father?”

Christopher frowned as he searched the room for Justina.  He didn’t see her in the back of the room, so he bowed his head in shame, and said nothing.

Monty walked over to the witness box.  He leaned in and whispered, “Christopher, please answer my question, who is your father?”

Christopher cleared his throat.  Monty gave him a comforting look.  “It will be all right, I promise.  Please, answer my question.”

“My natural father is...” Christopher’s eyes scanned the room and finally he found Justina on the back row.  She gave him an encouraging look.  He then maneuvered his eyes in Robert’s direction.  “Robert Cabara,” Christopher murmured quietly.

“I didn’t hear the name, Christopher, and I’m sure the Jury didn’t, so please repeat it, but loud enough so everyone can hear you.”

Christopher gave Monty a disturbed look.  “I said Robert Cabara is my natural father— Robert Cabara!” He nearly screamed it the second time.

Robert’s eyes opened wide and his wife shook her head while the Cabara children cursed.

“I want order in this courtroom now!” Judge Beckham barked.

Justina bit her lip and stirred anxiously in her seat as she sensed eyes boring down on her.

“Why was your parentage kept secret?” Monty asked.

“Elizabeth was afraid Robert would kill us, or try to take me from her.”

Monty nodded. “Thank you, Christopher. I have no further questions at this time.”

Christopher was about to exit his chair when the Defense attorney, Charles Ashton, stepped forward.  “Mr. Carter, I need you to clear something up for me.”

Christopher gave Mr. Ashton a suspicious look and sat back in his seat.

“Who are Bill and Mona Carter?”

“They are my adoptive parents.”

“I see, and why is this the first time I’ve been told of Robert Cabara having an illegitimate child with Elizabeth Carr?”

Christopher looked at Mr. Ashton with aggravation. “Like I just stated to Mr. Cavanaugh—she was afraid of what he’d do if he found out about me.”

“So she pawned you off on her best friends.”

“It wasn’t like that at all.  My mother was afraid of Cabara.  She gave me up to protect me, and herself.”

“That’s very interesting, so where does Justina Lindsey fit into all of this?”

Christopher bit his lip and shifted nervously in his chair.  He maneuvered his eyes in Justina’s direction.

She mouthed, “It’s all right.”

Christopher took a deep breath before answering, “isn’t related to us.  Elizabeth met her in Memphis when she was just a little girl.”

“How did Elizabeth come to adopt Justina?  Did something happen to her parents?”

“She didn’t have parents—she was an orphan living in Memphis and Elizabeth didn’t adopt her. She was simply declared her legal guardian.”

“Oh, that’s very interesting, because I thought you were about to say she was your sister or cousin.”

The Cabara family members chuckled at his sneering.  Mr. Ashton continued, “I really don’t know what to think or to believe.  You and Elizabeth seem to have some story there and Justina Lindsey, well it appears she has no story at all.  She has a hidden past.  I cannot seem to find anything out about her; just sketches here and there.  I can read about her GPA in high school and college; some social programs, which were excellent by the way, but nothing about her parentage or significant history.”

“I object your honor!” Monty stood angrily from his chair and objected.  “Justina Lindsey and Christopher Carter are not on trial; Robert Cabara is!”

“I’m just trying to establish that there are so many secrets, perhaps lies we are going to have to sift through to determine fact from fiction.”

“Your honor, I object again. Mr. Ashton is attacking my witness’s credibility.”

“It is not without cause, Monty; surely you can agree with even that fact.” Mr. Ashton shot an amused look at Justina.

Judge Beckham finished writing something on his paper and looked at the jurors.

“I direct you to ignore Mr. Ashton’s last two remarks about Mr. Carter and Miss Lindsey.”  He turned to Mr. Ashton and asked, “Do you have any further questions?”

“No sir, not at this time.”

Judge Beckham looked at his watch.  “Let us adjourn for the day.  We’ll continue at 9:00 am tomorrow morning.”  He stood up and exited the room.
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Robert leaned over to Marcus, he whispered, “Contact Max, and set up a meeting in two hours at the café.  Contact our boy at the police department.  Tell him to get the location of Johnson’s safe house.”

When Marcus motioned for him to follow him, Nick noticed Justina was giving him a hostile stare as he and his brother walked past her. 
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When Matthew squeezed her hand, she whispered, “Thank you for giving me courage to remain strong.”

“You’re welcome, Doll.”

Caroline, followed by Roger, Joyce, Christopher, and Elaine joined Justina and Matthew.

Roger broke the awkward silence as he gently patted Justina’s shoulder.  “I want you to know you’re a part of our family.  We’re always here for you.”

“Thank you.  That means so much to me.”  She hugged him, then Joyce.  She could feel the warmth and sincerity with her friends and she realized how lucky she was to have them in her life.

Jim put an arm around Christopher and laughed. “Well you know what they say is true.  You can choose your friends, but you damn well cannot choose your relatives.  But man we love you anyway!”

There was silence for a moment and then suddenly Christopher and Justina laughed.

Christopher patted Jim’s cheek. “You are right about that brother!”

After everyone had stopped laughing, Roger invited everyone to his and Joyce’s home for dinner.

​

At the dinner table, Justina and Matthew couldn’t keep their eyes off one another.

Why did he have to be so compassionate and nice to me today?  Damn it!  She could sense old feelings for him resurrecting.  As the others sat around the table and chatted, she poured herself another glass of wine, stood from her seat, and walked to the living room with Joyce close behind her.  They sat there in silence for a moment.

She laughed as she noticed Christopher with the others were turning to leave the room, “Chris, don’t go.”

He shifted his feet nervously.  “We didn’t mean to intrude.”

“This is your story too, in a way.” She pointed to space on the sofa next to her.  Christopher sat down as she glanced at the others. “Please, sit with us so I only have to tell this story once.”

After they took their seats, she continued, “I was placed in the orphanage when I was just a baby." She wringed her hands nervously.  “I don’t even know my parent’s names or even my real age.”

“You don’t have to talk about this now.” Christopher draped one arm around her.

“Yes, I do.  I’ll be on the witness stand soon.  I want Joyce to hear it from me now.”

Joyce confessed as she squeezed her hand. “I am curious to know the truth, but regardless of what it is, I am your friend and will always be here for you.”

“Thank you.”

Caroline said, “We’re all here for you and Chris. Please, know that.”

“Thank you,” they said.

She cleared her throat. “There were fifty orphans living in this huge house. I’ll always remember that big house—it creaked and moaned with every footstep that was taken and the noises frightened me.

“The directors of the home, Jack and Wanda Moore, weren’t nice people at all.” She frowned, bit her lips, and shuddered.  “Jack.  He was particularly more brutal than Wanda was.  She just went along with whatever he wanted to do and...”  Tears escaped her eyes as the memories stung her senses and in shame, she stared at the floor.

Joyce clutched her hand and it gave her strength to continue.

“They were so evil and malicious, particularly to the girls; phew, I can’t believe I’m still so emotional about those people.”

Matthew gave her a serious stare.  “Were you one of the children abused?”

“Yes, but, Jack and Wanda didn’t abuse me. They never laid hands on me, but I’m still affected by what they did to those other girls.”

“Why did Jack and Wanda treat you differently?” Joyce asked.

She sighed as tears slipped down her cheeks.

“Are you all right, Justina?” Matthew asked. “You don’t have to talk about this if you can’t.”

She saw his jaws flexing in anguish and knew he cared for her.

“I need to get this out.” Taking a deep breath she stared at him before looking at Joyce, answering her question. “I was reserved especially for the Shadowed Man and him alone.”

“The Shadow Man?” Caroline repeated the words.

“Yes, he was the benefactor of the facility, and paid Jack and Wanda money to furnish him with healthy, young girls for his private entertainment.

Roger shook his head. "He, um, abused you, like the Moore's abused the other girls?"

“Yes. He would choose little girls from their pictures, and have them brought to him at his private lake house.  After he had finished having his fun with them, he sent them back to Jack and Wanda for them to enjoy.  However, he forbade the Moore's from me and another girl my age. She and I became the closest of friends and we did everything together. Susan was her name, but I called her Susie. She and I was his, and only his!  He even stationed some of his goons at the home to ensure Jack or Wanda never touched us! She and I called him, Sir.”

“Sick bastard!” Roger cursed.

“Who was he, really?” Jim asked.

“I’ve not a clue.  He was very clever.  He never came to the facility.  Susie and I were always taken to his lake house.  The window shades were always down and the lights were dimmed. Of course,  alcohol or drugs dulled the other girls’ senses, but he never drugged Susie or me. Sometimes, he shone bright lights in our eyes so we couldn't see him in the shadows.

“He wanted us to remember everything. He always wore a hat or sunglasses, so though I remember the times I spent with him, and everything I experienced, I cannot remember what he looked like.  They never caught him.  As far as I know he’s still out there somewhere.”

Joyce whispered, “I’m glad you had a friend though.”

She smiled softly as her lips trembled.  “Yes, I’m glad we had each other, but one day she disappeared—Just gone. When I asked Sir what happened to her, he said she had been adopted. I never saw her again but I think of her often.”

Joyce wiped tears from her eyes. “I’m sorry.” 

After a moment of silence she said,  “Let’s skip some years shall we?”

“You start wherever you want to, Justina,” Joyce replied.

She continued, “Every day while walking to the orphanage from school, I’d walk past Gino’s Department store.  They had the prettiest necklace in there.  It cost twenty dollars and that was twenty dollars more than I had.  One day, I went in there, stole it, and got away with it!”  She observed no judgmental stares on anyone’s faces. “On the way back to the orphanage I ran into a woman who dropped her purse.  Her wallet fell out.”

She,  Elain, and Christopher laughed, which caused the others to give them strange looks.

“She had more twenties and fifties falling out of that wallet than this kid had ever seen!  It was very tempting to grab them and run, but I decided to be cleverer.” She shook her head, looked at Christopher, and laughed again.  “I helped the lady pick up her belongings.  After she had all of the bills nicely tucked away in her purse, I grabbed it and ran away as fast as I could!”

“You ran fast and hard right into the officer’s arms!” Elain laughed.

The others chuckled softly.

She shook her head. “Ooh, I was so mad at myself, but I was even more shocked at the lady’s reaction.  She kept telling the officer to be gentle and not to hurt me!

“When we arrived at the police station, they put me in a holding room.  The woman came to see if I was all right!  I couldn’t believe this lady—she was the victim, but was worried about me!”

Elain gave her a knowing glance.  “That was just the way Elizabeth was.”

Everyone nodded as she continued, “Soon I found myself in a meeting with Elizabeth, the child service worker, Jack and Wanda, the arresting officer, and a judge.  I became concerned when they all came into the room and sat down.” She bit her lip.  “They’d made a decision. I could spend three months in detention in a children’s ward, or I could spend every afternoon at the department store completing community service.  As it turns out, Elizabeth was the owner of the store!”

Everyone laughed upon hearing the story of her first and only arrest.

“And, of course, you chose the community service,” Maggie guessed.

“Yes, and that was the best decision I could have made for myself.  I worked every afternoon there for three months.  Elizabeth and I were acquainted and I absolutely fell in love with her.  She was so kind, generous, and loving; something I wasn’t used to at all.” She looked over at Christopher, who gave a reassuring smile to her as she continued, “Elizabeth asked me to stay and work in the afternoons at the store after my probation period was over.

“The court judge and Child Service worker agreed it would be okay, even though I was under age.  Elizabeth travelled quite extensively, so she wasn’t always there, but when she was, we spent time together much to the displeasure of Jack and Wanda.”

“I’m sure they didn’t like it,” Jim commented.

She hesitated as she thought about what and how much to tell.

“Are you okay?” Jim asked.

“Yes, I’m good. Elizabeth and I remained friends through the years.  She was supportive of me and helped me make many wise decisions that literally saved my life.”

“When did you meet Christopher?” Jim asked with curiosity.

“I met Justina when she was still a snotty nose kid—around the age of eight or nine.” Christopher laughed. “Elizabeth brought her on holidays and after that, we couldn’t get rid of her.  We loved her from the start!”

Justina grinned at Christopher and then at the others.  “I came to Dallas with her on school breaks while I still lived at the orphanage.  I believe that’s what saved me from going down the wrong road.

“I eventually came to live with her on a permanent basis.  Our living arrangement just sort of happened when the Moore’s went to prison for sexual abuse of several of the orphans and the orphanage closed.”

“I’m glad it got shut down and you got to stay with Elizabeth,” Maggie said.

“Yes, me too. Elizabeth sold the store and we moved to Dallas after I testified in court against Jack and Wanda.  I was around eleven, I think when I testified against them, but like I said, I don’t know my real birthdate so I’m not even sure how old I am.”

Everyone became completely silent.  The women wiped tears from their eyes and the men frowned.

“That’s why your records are sealed?” Roger asked thoughtfully.

“Yes.  The court officials at the time found it to be in my best interest to change my name and seal my file.  All the children’s identities were changed and they were sent in different directions.  I have no idea as to their locations now.”

“Why didn’t Elizabeth change her name?” Caroline asked.

“She did change her name.”

Everyone shot her a confused look. 

Christopher quickly explained, “You see when Elizabeth was in Memphis, she used the name, Liza Farley.”

“Why?”  Matthew questioned.

Christopher replied, “I always wondered about that too, and when I asked her about it, she just said it was for business purposes.  Now I know the real reason.  She did it to keep Robert out of her Memphis affairs.  If he’d known about her life in Memphis, he would have attempted to control that as he’d attempted to do in Dallas.”

“She managed to keep him out of her advertising business,” Joyce stated.

“It’s not because he hadn’t tried—that was one reason he was mad at her,” Justina answered.

“Oh, I see.” Joyce nodded.

“I, like Elizabeth, didn’t allow him to bully or trick me into giving him what he wanted—a piece of our company,” she explained. “It’s beginning to make sense to me now why Nick....”

"Why Nick did what?" Matthew asked, his eyes narrowed.

She stared at him. “It means he never cared for me at all.  He just used me to try and score something for his family!”  A note of bitterness rang in her tone.

“Wow!  He’s a bigger creep than I had ever really imagined!” Joyce gasped.

She laughed. “And it makes me a bigger idiot.”

Caroline shook her head. “You’re not an idiot. Joyce is right, he’s a creep. He took advantage of you in your most vulnerable moment. Please, don’t ever think you did something wrong because you didn’t.”

“Thank you.”

Matthew cleared his throat and her face reddened as he stared into her eyes. "I'm NOT Nick."

She bit her lip but never broke their eye contact. "I know, but, you are a playboy."

He rubbed his chin, winked at her, and softly replied, "I'm working on changing that."

After everyone laughed softly,  Joyce hugged her “It means a lot to me that you’ve told us the truth.  I’m so sorry you went through all of those horrible things.”

The women looked as though they were going to sob and the men looked equally upset as they stared somberly at her.

She shook her head. “No, don’t you cry for me.  I do not want any of you to cry for me!  I am a strong person and I survived!

“Actually, thanks to the special interest that Sir gave me, he saved me from enduring Jack and Wanda’s cruel attentions. He never hit me or raised his voice at me.

“He had me convinced I was special and that he loved me. He really was quite gentle with me and gave me gifts with every visit. Those other children were not so lucky.  I live with their screams and cries inside my head and I feel like I was fortunate to have been spared the things they must have endured in the basement of the orphanage.”

Joyce replied, “You’re right. You're strong and you survived.  You’re thriving so you’ve defeated your demons. You should be proud of yourself.”

Everyone agreed and she laughed. “Not every demon is defeated, but yeah, I am a survivor.” She took a drink of her wine and forced a smile as she changed the subject. “Now that it’s all out, I feel much better.”

Joyce hugged her. “I’m so proud of you.”

Justina was glad she’d come clean with Joyce and her friends. Not one of them gave her the impression they were judging her. They were truly good people and she counted herself lucky to call them friends.
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Matthew’s jaw twitched with anger.  God, what he could be capable of if those sicko’s stood in front of him at that very moment.  He wanted to comfort Justina now more than ever, but she would probably push him away, so he forced himself to stay put.

​

The following morning, Justina was nervous about being in the witness box, so she decided to skip lunch.  She made her way to the room assigned to Monty during Robert’s trial and stretched out on the sofa to rest.  Thoughts of Elizabeth, Robert, and the Moore’s filled her mind.

She had enjoyed watching the Cabaras squirm while Johnson sat in the witness box.  When she saw them this morning, Robert was livid and Nick and Marcus showed signs of stress.  They didn’t seem so sure of themselves now.

“We’re preparing to start court again,” Monty whispered as he entered the room.

She pulled herself up off the sofa and stretched as she gave him a wry smile. “I’ll be ready soon.”

He gave her a wink. “That a girl; you’ll do fine.”  He walked to the desk, put on his suit coat, and picked up his briefcase.  “I’ll see you in a few minutes.”

She stood by the entrance of the courtroom when a man walked past her in a beige hat—the same beige hat worn by the man she saw on the last night she had been with Nick.

Having no time to ponder over the strange man as the bailiff called her name, she pushed it out of her mind and walked into the courtroom.

Raising her right hand, she repeated the sacred oath and took her seat nervously as Monty began to question her.

“Did you know about Elizabeth’s affair with Robert Cabara?”

“No, I had no idea she had ever been involved with anyone.”

“Had you noticed any changes in Elizabeth—bad or good?”

“No.”

“What were you and Elizabeth’s schedule throughout a normal week?”

“We normally shared breakfast, dressed, and went to work.”

Did you normally ride together or take separate vehicles?”

“We’d always take separate vehicles because one of us usually had to work late.  She was actively involved in social and environmental committees that met often.  She also was a city council member as well, so she always had some sort of meeting to attend at night.”

Matthew gave her a smile and a wink, and it made her feel strength as she sat there.

“Did you see or talk to Elizabeth on the day she died?”

“Yes.  We shared breakfast before she drove me to the airport.  I talked to her after my meeting in Memphis.  I told her I was going to stay an extra day or two because I hadn’t finished the work.  That conversation was the last one I ever had with her.” She wiped the tears away that streamed down her face.

“How did you find out about her death?”

As instructed, she kept eye contact with the jurors.  A slight pain in her head developed when she thought back on the day Elizabeth died.  “My friend and co-worker, Joyce called and told me I needed to come home because Elizabeth was severely assaulted.  I flew home immediately and that’s when I was told about her murder.”

“Thank you, Justina.  That’s all I have for now.”

Lionel Golden, Robert’s second attorney, cleared his throat as he stood from his seat.  He paced back and forth in front of her before he spoke.  He finally began his questions. “Why are your files sealed?”

How much does he know about my file?  Had he read it and if he had, how had he gained access to it? She was thankful when she heard Monty’s voice.

“Judge Beckham.”

Judge Beckham called the two men up to his desk to talk to them.

“There may be people in her past who may have wanted to harm Elizabeth.  My client deserves every stone to be turned over and checked,” Lionel explained.

Judge Beckham looked up when he heard whisperings all around the courtroom.  “I want order in this court; silence, in fact.” He pointed at a man in the back of the room.  “You sir, take your seat, or you will be escorted out.”

Before the man complied, he shot Justina a hostile stare.

She thought her eyes had played tricks on her.  She recognized him as Jack Moore!  It could not be.  Jack was serving time in a Tennessee prison.  She looked at him again and decided it wasn’t him.  I’m just tired and my mind is playing tricks on me, she surmised.

Mr. Golden gave her a twisted smile before he refocused on Judge Beckham.  “You’ll want to review this file sir, I assure you.”

Monty growled, “I object.  As I’ve stated before, Justina’s past has nothing to do with this trial.”

Mr. Ashton approached and stood by Lionel.  “Sir here is the file. At least scan it for a moment and you’ll see Mr. Golden is simply trying to protect our client.”

Monty grumbled, “I have been blindsided!  I haven’t read this file!”

Judge Beckham scanned the document and it was evident he was disturbed by it.

“I want to meet with all attorneys in my office directly after court.”

The attorneys agreed.  Justina felt sick to her stomach over the conversation.  Monty gave her a frown as he took his seat.

The judge turned to her. “Thank you.  You may step down now.”

She stood up and as she walked to her seat, she looked toward the back of the room where the strange man had been sitting, but he was gone.

After the court had dismissed, Monty turned and gave her a sympathetic look.  “I’m sorry, but this doesn’t look good.  I don’t want you to be shocked if this case is dropped.”

[image: ]
––––––––
[image: ]


As the courtroom emptied, Marcus whispered to his father, “The safe house has been located.”

Robert grinned broadly. “Get hold of Max and the team, and set up a meeting at my office in an hour.  Call Joey, and tell him to meet me at the Penthouse at six.”

​

Justina’s head ached severely as numerous thoughts flowed through her mind.  When she walked into Joyce and Roger’s home, she couldn’t hide her smile when she saw Katie,  running to her.  “Justina, I’m really glad to see you.  I’ve missed you so, so, so much!”

“Hello, Katie, it’s great to see you and I’ve missed you so, so, so much too!” She hugged Katie, and then Kalian, who stood just behind Katie. Pulling Sammie into her arms, she kissed her cheek. “Hi, sweetie.”

Sammie smiled. “Hi, we’re going to grandmas, soon, but can you come see me soon?”

“Oh, yes, of course. I’ve missed some Sammie time.”

Sammie hugged her before she ran to catch up with her cousins.

After dinner, Justina slipped into the living room and took a seat on the sofa.  She sipped on a glass of wine when she heard his voice.

“Hi, Justina, may I sit with you?”

“Yes, please do. Did the kids leave?”

“Yes. How are you?” Matthew asked with sincere concern.

“This is a nightmare,” she confided.

“Do you want to talk about it?”

“Reynolds testified Robert killed Elizabeth, so why do they have to dig through my past?”

“The jury has to be convinced beyond reasonable doubt.  Unfortunately, your file may cause some doubt and Reynolds, well, he’s not exactly a trustworthy source.”

“That jury will make a poor decision in this trial because of my sealed file!”

“You may be right.”

“I was molested—raped as a child, and I testified against my foster parents for causing the situation.  Why does it have to be revealed to the world?”

He put his arm around her, comforting her. “I’m sorry you went through that.”

She leaned against him, feeling safe in his arms. “Thank you. I was a minor and I testified against several people who were involved in the children’s abuse.  The jury will see all these people as potential murderers.  They’ll have to let Robert go free.” She frowned and looked down at the floor.

He gently lifted her chin so their eyes met. “If Cabara walks away from this as a free man, then we’ll get him some other way, but be comforted that at least you know the real truth.”

As she listened to Matthew, she knew his advice was wise.

“Have you encountered the strange man from the garage anymore?”

“Funny that you mentioned him, I saw him just today!”

He gave her a concerned look. “Where?”

“I saw him sitting in the back row in the courtroom; I could have sworn it was Jack Moore, but it couldn’t be him.”

“Why?”

“He should still be in a Tennessee prison.”

“Could it be the Shadow Man?”

“I’ve thought about him.  It is a possibility he’s found me even though my identity was changed.  I’ve always looked over my shoulder, expecting him to be there.”

He pushed a loose piece of hair from her face. “I don’t think you should be alone.”

“If the Shadow Man did find me, he wouldn’t hurt me.  I am convinced of that one thing.  His name or what he did to me was never brought into the Moore’s trials, so he doesn’t have reason to want to harm me.”

Matthew frowned. “I hope you’re right, but I still don’t think you need to be alone.”  He gave her a playful smile as he softly suggested, “You can come and stay at my place.”

Her face warmed. “Oh, I don’t think that’s a good idea.  We don't see each other anymore, remember?”

“Justina, we
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