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  ONE


  “Hatred corrodes from the inside out. It’s always gnawing, eating me up inside. It’s contaminated my heart, devoured every bit of love and compassion I ever had. And when there’s nothing left in there, it chews through to the outside. Look at me! My hair’s falling out. I used to be fairly attractive. But it’s like I have the plague since you killed my son. I’m an old, vindictive, angry woman now. And yet, I’d rather live with the pain than forgive you.” Her flushed face, wet from tears and perspiration, twisted into a grimace. She shook violently, making her short hair move as though a wind had suddenly kicked up inside the courtroom. “I’ve spent a year now plotting how I’m going to kill you. It’s what gets me up in the morning” A giggle escaped from her lips, startling even the woman herself. “I don’t need an alarm clock anymore, I have you.”


  And then Colleen Richardson smiled a sarcastic grin. “I started to buy a gun. That’s how desperate you’ve made me. I got halfway to the store before realizing all the paperwork involved. So, I turned around and went back home, feeling like a failure. The next day I researched poisons. But going from website to website all I was doing was leaving a trail that the police could connect back to me. And if I ever get the chance to kill you believe me, I’ll do it right.”


  Half the members of the jury—the women—nodded. The men’s faces were difficult to read.


  “Strangulation would mean getting close to you and that would be impossible. But even if I could somehow get into the prison, I asked myself, why dirty my hands on filth like you? So, a hitman seemed the perfect solution.”


  “Mrs. Richardson,” the judge started, “please—”


  “People tell me to pray, that I won’t have any peace until I forgive. But those people don’t know me. And they certainly don’t know you. How could they? None of us ever came across a creature like you before. A monster like you should have never been born.”


  Victoria Chavez sobbed into the wilted handkerchief her lawyer slid across the table to her.


  “Look at me!”


  Judge Dent was a small man. From the moment he’d taken the bench, sixteen years ago, he’d had difficulty finding a robe that didn’t swallow his slight frame. Luckily, he had a personal tailor who’d made all his suits since the day he entered law school. But on this day, he’d grabbed an old robe from the back of the closet in his office accidentally. And now he was glad. Sitting up on the bench, surrounded by the padding of his black executive chair, wrapped in the oversized robe, he felt protected. He was used to looking rapists in the eyes. Thieves, drug addicts, even murderers. He’d spent endless hours watching them squirm on the witness stand or whispering back and forth to defense attorneys. But the facts were presented, the jury made a decision, and it was over. Right and wrong, black and white, that’s what he’d signed up for. Not emotions so raw he could almost smell blood as the woman exposed her pain. And he had to do something to give her just a bit of relief.


  “Miss Chavez, turn around and face Mrs. Richardson. Show her at least that much respect.”


  Victoria sniffed back the last of her tears and looked up at the judge. “But I didn’t do anything to her son. I didn’t hurt anyone. I loved Peter. Why won’t you listen? I’m innocent. I’m the one who deserves some respect here.”


  “Turn around,” the judge demanded.


  It took her a long moment but she finally spun her chair. When she started to stand, her lawyer pulled her back down.


  “You see judge? See what a disrespectful, horrible bitch….”


  Dent turned his attention to the mother now. “Mrs. Richardson, it’s evident you’re suffering greatly. All of us in this room and throughout the trial have been witness to the torment you’ve endured. But the purpose of the victim impact statement is to tell how the crime affected you and your family. Or to tell us more about the kind of man your son was. Please don’t waste the court’s time venting anger or name calling. This type of display is only counterproductive. Understood?” Before the woman could answer, Judge Dent turned in his chair. “And you, Miss Chavez, will have an opportunity to address the courtroom. But that time is not now. So, remain seated, keep your mouth shut and your ears open.” After a grumble, the judge leaned back into his chair, waiting for the proceedings to continue.


  As if slapped, Mrs. Richardson stood speechless in the quiet courtroom.


  No sneezing, no coughing, not one foot scraping across the wooden floor. Even the traffic outside seemed to have stopped, waiting for the woman to begin again.


  “I’m sorry, your Honor.” This time she pulled a typewritten paper from her jacket pocket. “You’ve taken my only son from me, Miss Chavez. You’ve deprived the community—no the world—of a loving and kind human being. His daughter will never see her father in the audience at her graduation or feel his arms around her as they dance at her wedding. Peter served in the Army, received many commendations for bravery. I’ve gotten letters from three men he saved in combat. After leaving military service, with an honorable discharge, he was planning to take over the family business.” She looked up at the judge. “My grandfather opened a neighborhood bakery fifty years ago. We’ve served the community with pride, always contributing whatever we can, whenever asked. And my father—Peter was his first grandchild, named for my father—had such big plans for his little man…” Tears started up again, making it impossible for her to continue. After several unsuccessful starts, she fluttered her hands in frustration, finally giving up.


  The bailiff quickly walked the hysterical woman to the gallery where an attractive blonde rushed to hug her, pulling Colleen Richardson out of the courtroom.


  Victoria whispered into her lawyer’s ear, “Peter hated his mother’s conniption fits. Called her Queen Diva.” She rolled her eyes.


  The man didn’t know how to react to the comment, so he ignored it.


  Next in line was Elizabeth, Peter’s wife. She had wanted to go first making her statement, feeling she had priority, being the wife and all but Colleen had insisted, like she always did and finally got her way. The widow was dressed in a black designer pants suit, the jacket held tight at her waist by one gold button. A white satin blouse was underneath the jacket and beneath the silk collar was a diamond choker. She clicked across the floor on shoes made more for show than walking, concentrating on getting to the microphone without falling. One of those women born trying too hard, Elizabeth Richardson’s hair, make-up, nails, and clothing had all come at inflated premiums.


  “Judge Dent,” she smiled up at the man behind the bench. And he admired that smile. “Ladies and gentlemen of the court, my husband, Peter, was an outstanding husband and father. He had such potential, such charm. We miss him greatly. My daughter, Mandy, she’s three and my son, little Peter, he’s five, both cry for their daddy every night at bedtime and every morning at the breakfast table. I’m a single mother now and I’ll have to get used to being alone, thanks to Ms. Chavez.”


  This time the accused didn’t have to be told to face the woman behind the microphone and she swiveled in her chair.


  Elizabeth theatrically pointed at Victoria. “You’ve been tried by a jury; the evidence shows you murdered my husband in the most brutal way. If you think all you did was erase a man from this world, you’re so wrong. What you did ruined not just one family, but several. You brought sorrow to this community and shame on yourself and your family. I pity your parents, Ms. Chavez. I pity any man who has ever gotten involved with you.” Before she got off track, she stopped herself, remembering what the judge had told her mother-in-law. “It doesn’t matter what I say. The deed is done. Eventually, maybe, I’ll forgive your sin, but not for a very long time. And if you get the death sentence, I plan to have a front row seat at your execution. I need to witness the moment you breathe your last breath. Because you took that away from me. Peter and I promised to be there for that last precious moment of life, in front of God, we vowed to be there. I deserved to be with him. I earned it!


  “He must have been terrified realizing he was going to die. I have nightmares imagining the fear, the horror….” There was a sniffle, but no tears. Controlling her grief, Elizabeth Richardson straightened up, tugged at the hem of her jacket to smooth out the wrinkles. “That’s all I have to say.” This time she didn’t seem to care how she walked, only that she hurried out of the room before breaking down.


  Peter’s sister, Karen, shook, either from fear or anger and stepped up for her turn. She was a younger, softer version of her mother, giving a glimpse back in time to how the older woman must have looked. Same cheek bones, same deep blue eyes. Practically dressed in a non-descript, black dress. She had been the blonde who led her mother out of the courtroom.


  “I remember when Peter and I were little,” she started slowly, looking up as if her memory was projected on the ceiling. “He was such a gentle kid. Even though I was four years older, there never seemed to be that age barrier between us. We’d sit for hours and plan what we were going to grow up to be. If I said I wanted to be a nurse that particular week, he wanted to be a doctor. If I argued that I wanted to be the doctor, he’d say then he’d be a policeman. When he got older, he drew out plans for his dream house. It was a forever project. Always growing and changing. First there was a blue circle where a pool would be then it became a skating rink. When he saw a report on Michael Jackson’s estate,” she laughed, “he wanted a train to circle around the house so his children, and my children, when we had them, could play together. One time there was a tennis court, but that gave way to an archery range. Even the Army didn’t change him like it had so many men. He was always happy, well-adjusted, and ambitious. I’ll never have another brother. Ever! My kids lost their Uncle Pete forever and I lost my best friend. No, I lost two of them, Vicky,” she nodded toward the accused, “I lost you, too. We were friends, remember?”


  Victoria Chavez started to stand up. Her lawyer grabbed at the sleeve of her sweater but she managed to pull loose. Before anyone knew what was happening, she rushed toward the distraught woman, arms open, unbelievably going in for a hug. “I never hurt Peter. Swear. I loved him. And I love you, Karen. Believe me! You’ve got to believe me!”


  Karen DeWitt backed away, frightened and horrified. “No! Don’t come near me!”


  The bailiff was already running to tackle Victoria while Judge Dent shouted, “Hold it right there, Miss Chavez! Bailiff, take that woman back to her seat. Now!”


  Everyone in the courtroom sat frozen, silent, fixated on the scene being played out.


  A few hard whacks of his gavel and the judge shouted, I will not tolerate any further outbursts in my courtroom! And if anyone here,” he moved his head to take in every single person seated in front of him, “feels that they can’t remain calm and respectful, all spectators and cameras will be barred for the duration. Is that clear?”


  Shaking of heads, murmurs of “Yes,” or “Understood.” Three people got up and left, slamming the double doors behind them.


  “I apologize for my client,” the lawyer said. “It’s a very emotional time for—”


  “Emotional for her? Oh no, this is about my brother, Peter, not that bitch.”


  “Watch your language, Mrs. DeWitt.”


  “I’m finished your Honor. What exactly is all this supposed to accomplish anyway? It sure doesn’t make me feel any better. And if it’s supposed to help you,” she turned toward the jury, “to determine what her sentence will be, well…just look at Ms. Chavez’s actions today. Reckless, impulsive, this all should be enough to help with your decision. But I will say one last thing.” She held the microphone closer and spoke in a whisper. “I wish I’d never met you, Victoria. I despise everything about you. May you rot in hell.”


  TWO


  “Hey, Wyatt! Over here!”


  Barkin Basin Park was always quiet at four o’clock when he came every day to walk his Yorkie. It also allowed him to make friends—friends with boundaries. There was never any socializing outside the park. People had to get home to feed their pets or themselves. And what was there to talk about after an hour or so?


  Wyatt walked Alice over to the bench where Stan was sitting, holding the leash attached to his dachshund, Heidi. “How’s Alice doing since Ralph…you know.” The large man reached down to scratch the small dog behind her ear.


  “Hasn’t touched her food in days.”


  “It’ll take time. They were together, what? Ten years?”


  “Yep.” Wyatt tried not to think about losing Alice next.


  “He had a good life.”


  “I guess.” He sat down, putting Alice between him and Stan.


  “Did you just get here?”


  How easy it seemed, how natural for Stan to make small talk like they’d known each other a lifetime. Interacting with dogs was easy; it was their owners that made him uncomfortable. Wyatt didn’t know the man’s last name and didn’t want to. If memory served, he’d never told Stan his own. Not necessary. They were there for fresh air and to get a little sun.


  “About five minutes ago.”


  “We’ve been here since three.”


  The statement required no answer so Wyatt just nodded.


  A few minutes passed before Stan spoke again. “Can you believe this heat?”


  “Nope,” Wyatt said. Then thinking he should at least try, added, “Sure is something.”


  The weather was unseasonably warm for early June. At least that’s what the pretty Hispanic weathergirl said for the past three days and evenings—and between every commercial. He had only lived in Las Vegas for a short time but 120 degrees did seem excessive that time of year. There had been a picture online of a car with its tires melted, stuck to the highway. Could that really happen? he wondered. Eggs can fry in a pan left out in the sun if it was hot enough. But rubber tires? And why, when the temperature climbed over 100 did everyone seem so surprised? They lived in a desert, for God’s sake. What did they expect?


  Stan groaned. “Gotta stretch the ole bones. Come on, let’s walk.”


  Alice was obviously anxious to get moving so the four of them headed for the doggie drinking fountain.


  The small animals pranced along happily, stopping for a quick pee every now and then. He envied their comfort with each other. He’d never felt a sense of belonging anywhere and especially not to anyone.


  “Hot,” Stan said, pulling his t-shirt away from his sweaty belly, “The wife and I moved out here twenty-two years ago. The climate was supposed to be good for the sinuses, and other ailments. But I still have problems. Guess there’s no perfect place is there?”


  “Guess not.”


  “So, you got a wife? Or a girl? Don’t think I ever asked. You a bachelor, Wyatt? A free-wheeling, man about town?”


  Wyatt admired his companion’s restraint. The fact that he could ask such a question without laughing was admirable. Anyone looking at Wyatt Burns could tell he was a reserved, nerdy kind of guy. And he had never brought a woman along with him when he came to walk Alice and Ralph. He was awkward and lonely, possessing no social skills. Even he wondered, on a regular basis, what a woman would ever see in him.


  “Not hardly.”


  Stan felt Wyatt getting annoyed. Barb and the girls always complained he talked too much. He explained that he was just showing interest. They said he made people uncomfortable. Maybe they were right. It was obvious he was making this poor guy squirm. So, he tried to shut up.


  But after a few minutes, he couldn’t contain himself.


  “Have you been watching that Chavez trial? Four whole months that thing’s been dragging on. I pity those poor jurors; they’ll never get back to normal again. Remember how those people from the O.J. trial got harassed? I read there were even death threats.”


  “Did you see all the commotion this morning?” Wyatt asked, finally excited about something.


  Stan got caught up in the moment. “I couldn’t believe it. A regular soap opera, that’s what it’s turned into. I’ll never understand why they televise that sort of thing anyway. But as long as they do, I’m gonna watch.” He pulled at the leash. “Not over there, Heidi. Stop bothering those people.”


  “She’s okay,” a man called.


  “So, you really think that girl killed Richardson?” Wyatt asked.


  “No doubt about it. None at all.”


  Alice nipped at Wyatt’s jeans, begging to be picked up. As he bent down, he asked, “But what was her motive? I still don’t buy it.”


  “You’re saying you think she’s innocent? After all the evidence against her?”


  “I just can’t get it outta my head. Remember how that cop, Hicks, said there are three reasons a person murders—”


  “Money, sex and revenge. So?”


  “You can cross out money, that’s for sure,” Wyatt said “Considering the guy was married and had kids, being his mistress would get her zippo. That wife of his would inherit every bit of his five-million-dollar insurance money. And if she’s as conniving as they say she is, wouldn’t she have known that? She had a good job. Made plenty on her own.”


  “There’s always anger behind any crime. Every single time. Something sets a person off and they go psycho.”


  “She doesn’t strike me as angry or crazy,” Wyatt said. “Even when that asshole, Lyons, was grilling her on the stand.”


  “You remember his name?” Stan laughed. “Man, you really are hooked. Bet you watch every true crime show on TV, huh?”


  “Some. And she couldn’t be crazy to work where she did,” Wyatt tried getting back to the subject. “A chemical engineer? That takes a hell of a lot of smarts.”


  “Come on, pal, smart people get angry, too, you know. And even though she denied it, I bet she wanted her lover to leave his wife. Which he wouldn’t, making her madder than hell.”


  “So, you’re saying it had to be love? She loved him and believed he’d leave his wife to be with her.”


  “Guys’ll promise a beautiful woman like that anything to get in her pants. I’ve never been there myself, but I’ve seen it plenty of times. Before I retired, I owned a construction company. Did I ever tell you that?”


  “A couplea times.”


  “Huh.” Stan shrugged. “Anyway, it happens every day. All the time. Guys brag how they got this girl or that one to do stuff, all the time lying to them about having a fancy car or important job. It really don’t take that much.”


  Wyatt petted Alice a few times before setting her down in the grass. “What about that other woman they put on the stand?”


  “The one from Phoenix?”


  “Yeah, the designer. What makes you think she didn’t kill Richardson?”


  “All the texting going back and forth. Sure, they were fooling around, but there wasn’t any proof she’d ever been to his place. When she swore she didn’t do it, I believed the girl. Not like Chavez. No, that woman murdered the poor sap…for sure.”


  Wyatt looked at his watch. “It’s getting late and I’m starving. How about you, Alice?”


  “Say, there’s a bar not far from here. They make the best burgers, how about we go—”


  “Sorry, can’t today, maybe next time.” Now he’d done it. Talked too much and got the man thinking they were friends, real friends. There were plenty of dog parks around. Time to find a new one.


  THREE


  When Victoria Chavez was convicted of first-degree murder, crowds outside the courthouse tore placards they’d hauled to their positions every day, into confetti. Tossing chunks of white cardboard, scrawled with red and black markers heavenward, they shouted thanks that their efforts had not been a waste of time. The woman on trial was heartless, a monster, evil to the core. All agreed she deserved no mercy; most wanted her dead.


  Wyatt Burns threw the television remote across the room. He had to do something. Alice paced in the kitchen; he could hear her nails clicking across the tiled floor. When she started to whine, he ignored her.


  A stranger might think they had Wyatt Burns all figured out with just a quick walk around the room he occupied. Three diplomas clustered together over a desk: Cimarron Memorial High School, Class of 2000, Everest Jr. College dated 2002, a certificate verifying completion of a six-month photography course. Posters, held up by scotch tape, precisely spaced, all difference scenes from the same movie: Starman. Coat hooks by the door holding a worn jean jacket, a Cubs baseball cap, Yankees cap, and a dusty umbrella. Looking like a giant black window, a TV screen took up almost one entire wall of the living room. In front of the TV, an Xbox stacked with games. Warped shelves tried to support the weight of dozens of books and magazines. Extra space on the walls or shelves were crammed with colorful photographs in clear plastic frames. Pictures of green lush hillsides bumpy with red barns. Yellow mums in weathered barrels. White cotton snowdrifts beneath a roof hung with icicles. But to truly understand the man who lived there, that same stranger would have to do a more thorough inspection of two small bedrooms in the rear of the house.


  Having lost the remainder of her patience, Alice walked to the doorway and barked.


  “Okay, okay,” he mumbled and headed for the kitchen.


  Laughlin, Nevada was about an hour and a half from Las Vegas, barring construction, accidents, old farts on motorcycles riding too slow or too fast, hitchhikers that never seemed to wear anything but black and had to be on some sort of suicide mission. That’s why Marjorie Burns didn’t drive much anymore. Especially not into Vegas where engineers, surely drunk at the time, had laid out the highway system. No, once she’d made the move from Sin City to her little retirement community, she didn’t want to leave. And Wyatt didn’t seem to mind making the drive a few times a month to spend time with her. He was her only child, after all, and she was the only mother he’d ever have. Not counting that woman John had run off with. She couldn’t even be called a stepmother. The two of them weren’t legally married, so there was no reason Wyatt had to acknowledge her at all.


  Even though her son made good money and always
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