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PROLOGUE

 


Eight-year-old Carly Fulton was terrified as
the man pushed her into the back seat of the car, sat down beside
her and slammed the door shut. The car lurched forward as the
driver floored the accelerator and sped out onto the street.
Neither man spoke for several blocks and the only sounds Carly
heard were her own sobs.

She stared out the window and began counting
the streetlights streaking by in an attempt to get a handle on her
emotions. Her mother had always told her she was a strong girl for
her tiny size, both physically and spiritually. But her mother
could never have known how much she had already been forced to
endure in the last six days. The mere thought of her mother made
Carly sob even harder. What she wouldn’t give to be with her right
now.

“Driving straight through?”
the driver said.

“Yeah,” Marty
replied.

Marty was the name of the man sitting beside
her. She had never seen the driver before but she hated Marty as
much as she feared him. She knew better than to cross him, though.
She had learned the hard way where that would get her. And where it
had gotten some of the others.

Marty was a fat man with a thick, bald head
and always wore a baseball cap turned backwards. He could move fast
for his large size and was stronger than a bull. He had a
high-pitched voice that didn’t match his bulk and if things were
different, Carly would find it hard not to laugh at him every time
he opened his mouth and spoke in his prissy voice.

If things were different, that is.

It was a hot, sultry night and the smell of
body odor filled the interior of the car. She was the one who
stank, and who wouldn’t after six days of nothing but a hose down
two nights ago? She was also weak from starvation but food was the
last thing on her mind right now. Although she had no idea where
the men were taking her, she sensed that she was going to be killed
or worse. What could be worse than death? She didn’t know, but it
was out here. She had seen more than half of the others who were
taken away never return. The ones who had returned were no longer
allowed to see or speak to anybody in the main room. They were held
in another room down the hallway instead. She could tell from the
sound of crying and screaming echoing along the hall that most if
not all of them were young girls and boys.

She couldn’t imagine where they had been or
what they had been forced to do at the mercy of their captors. And
where had the others gone to?

She’d never been to Florida before but had
seen photos of it. The little she had seen of the place in daylight
was pretty with all of the palm trees. There were lots of people in
shorts and bathing suits enjoying their freedom. She could smell
the ocean now but all she could see were the countless hotels
lining the street as far as the eye could see.

Suddenly she fell apart as fear took hold
again.

“Where are we going?” she
cried, peering over at Marty.

“You’ll find out soon
enough, Princess.”

“Are you taking me back
tonight?”

“That’s none of your
business. We’re done talking now.”

“All I want to
know—”

Suddenly Marty smacked her hard across the
cheek.

“Fucking shut-up or I’ll
shut you up!” he screamed.

Her face stinging from the blow, Carly
turned away and stared out the window. She should have known better
than to ask any questions, but she was finding it harder and harder
to control herself. She had spent the last six days forcing herself
to do as she was told and to not show any fear. That’s what her
mother would have told her to do. She knew that things could be
even worse had she not possessed such a strong will to survive. But
she could feel herself growing weaker and weaker and finding it
harder to be strong the longer she remained so far away from
home.

 


 



CHAPTER 1

 


Amanda had no sooner sat the groceries down
on the counter than her cellphone rang. She checked the caller ID
and answered.

“Hi, Mom.”

“Hi, honey. Have I caught
you at a bad time?”

“Not at all—just got back
from Kroger’s. What’s up?”

“Some bad news, I’m afraid.
Remember my telling you about Jodi Wilburn being murdered last
week? Guess who they think did it.”

“Who?”

“Nick.”

“No way!”

“That’s what I
said.”

“But Nick would never kill
Jodi! I know they may have had some problems but I also know how
much he loved her. And besides that, Nick Wilburn doesn’t have an
evil bone in his body.”

“Nobody in town thinks he
did it, either. But the Sheriff’s department has reported that
whoever killed Jodi also made off with a small fortune. Apparently
she had all of the jewelry and cash her grandmother left her last
year stashed away in her home. They believe the murderer had known
about the stash beforehand and where to find it. Nick had installed
a hidden safe in their home that nobody else knew
about.”

“How do you know all of
this, anyway?”

“From your Uncle Ken. He’s
representing Nick.”

“So they’ve arrested
him?”

“Not yet, but Ken thinks
it’s inevitable.”

“Jesus, I can’t believe how
screwed up that little town is! I’m so glad we moved to Mansfield
and got away from that lynch-mob mentality.”

“C’mon, Mandy—it
wasn’t that bad.”

“Oh yes it was. And now an
innocent man is probably going to be sent to prison for something
he didn’t do. That whole police force is corrupted, if you ask me.
All they want to do is hurry up and hang somebody for this horrible
crime before everybody in Milldale gets all paranoid about it,
that’s what I think.”

“Well, I’ve known Nick
Wilburn since the two of you were in diapers and his parents
shouldn’t have to go through this. They’ve had enough problems
already, with Les recently losing his job and Marge’s poor health.
This has really devastated them.”

“And they’re such nice
people. How’s Jodi’s family handling this?”

“Not well at all. I drove
down to see Ken yesterday and ran into Jodi’s mother at the
Wal-Mart—she looked terrible.”

“Poor Mrs. Brooks. I wonder
if she thinks Nick
did it.”

“I doubt it. Nancy has
always been fond of Nick and was anything but thrilled when he and
Jodi split up. She tried her damnedest to keep those two together
but Jodi flatly refused to forgive Nick for messing around with a
younger woman. And you know how obstinate Jodi could
be.”

“I know all too well. God
what a mess! First Jodi gets murdered, and then Nick becomes the
prime suspect. I’ll bet the whole town is going crazy.”

“Oh yeah—this is the most
excitement they’ve seen there in a long time. Speaking of a long
time, when are you going to come visit us? It’s been nearly two
months since I’ve seen you.”

“I know, Mom, and I
apologize. I’ve just been so busy with this promotion at work and
all. But I promise I’ll come up the first chance I can get
away.”

“I’m going to hold you to that. I miss you so much and can’t wait
to hear more about that new guy in your life. What’s his
name—Alan?”

“Yes, but don’t jump to any
conclusions. We’re just friends, Mom—nothing serious. He is a great
guy, though.”

“I’m sure he is. Well, try
to make it up for a visit soon, Mandy. That’s all I
ask.”

“I will. Take care, Mom. I
love you.”

“Love you, too.”

As she put the groceries away, Amanda felt a
sharp pang of guilt for not visiting her parents more often. She’d
been so wrapped up in her job and everything else that had been
happening that there had been no time to think of what a lousy
daughter she was.

She brewed herself a cup of tea and went
into the family room. She was proud of how charming and comfortable
her apartment was and nothing made her more content than plopping
down on the soft leather sofa and reading a good book or watching
the tube. She had spent a lot of time and effort making this place
feel like her own.

She took a sip of hot tea just as Henry
jumped up on her lap and joined her. There had been a lot on her
mind the last few months, ever since she and Alan Swansea had
started seeing each other on a fairly regular basis. She had known
Alan nearly as long as she’d known his deceased wife, Julie. She
and Alan had started dating back when Julie and Amanda were
roommates at college and then the couple eventually married. Last
spring Amanda had seen Alan at her work place after all these years
while he was investigating a murder case. Although she’d felt a bit
awkward going out with her old friend’s husband, their relationship
had grown steadily from that point on.

Alan was a private investigator and had been
hired by her boss’s wife to find out who had murdered their young
daughter a couple of years ago. Amanda had in fact played a pivotal
role in the capture of the girl’s murderer, resulting in she and
Alan becoming close. Both agreed they made a good team; he had in
fact suggested that she consider joining forces with him on future
cases. At first she had scoffed at the idea. But now she was having
second thoughts.

Having just learned that one of her dearest
childhood friends was suspected of robbing and murdering his
ex-wife, Amanda feared that he could be sent to prison for doing
something he would never do. Nick Wilburn simply wasn’t capable of
murder and most certainly would never have murdered his ex-wife.
Jodi Brooks and Nick Wilburn had been a steady couple since middle
school and were married right after their graduation from high
school. The couple had always gotten along and seemed content in
their marriage.

But that all changed once Jodi discovered
that Nick was having an affair with a younger woman. From what
Amanda’s mother had learned, Nick had readily admitted to the brief
affair, apologized to Jodi for his selfish mistake, promised never
to do it again and begged Jodi’s forgiveness. But Jodi wouldn’t
budge. She had filed for divorce shortly thereafter, the divorce
was granted and Nick had moved out of town.

Amanda petted Henry and the cuddly terrier
licked her hand. She conceded that much of what she knew about
Nick, Jodi and everything else that went on in her former hometown
she had gleaned through her weekly talks with her mother, who was
living in Mansfield. Amanda’s family had moved to Mansfield when
she was a sophomore in high school. Her father had been transferred
to a better paying job and she had been thrilled to escape the
small-mindedness of the little river town in southern Ohio.

Amanda’s mother had always been close to her
brother Ken and the two siblings kept in regular contact with one
another despite the distance between them. Amanda sometimes
suspected that her mother regretted moving out of Milldale and
would move back in a heartbeat if it weren’t for Amanda’s father,
who was perfectly content living in Mansfield.

The mere thought of living
or even visiting Milldale made Amanda shudder; she loathed the place that much.
It had been an okay place to grow up in but it wasn’t fit for
anybody expecting a future beyond blue-collar work or standing in
the unemployment line. Comprised of little more than a main street,
a small, virtually abandoned downtown area and a run-down, soon to
be shut-down paper mill, Milldale was a struggling Appalachian
community located on the Ohio River surrounded by scenic, rolling
farmland. The nearest town of any appreciable size was Huntington,
West Virginia—fifty miles away and not exactly what one would call
a major urban hub.

Amanda now felt a need to pay her old
hometown a visit. A need to find out what was really going on there
and to see what, if anything, she could do to prevent Nick Wilburn
from being convicted of a crime she knew he did not do.

But she knew she couldn’t to do it alone.
She needed a partner.

Amanda thought for another moment, smiled
resolutely, and then reached for her phone to call Alan
Swansea.

 


 



CHAPTER 2

 


Alan pulled into a parking space and turned
off the engine. As he walked toward her Dublin town house
apartment, he wondered why Amanda had been in such a hurry to see
him. She’d said it was something really important but wouldn’t
elaborate. This was the sort of thing that always made him nervous.
Was she going to tell him she’d found somebody else? He hoped not.
If that were the case, he would kick himself royally for playing
things so cool with her all this time instead of letting her know
how he really felt and cared about her.

He stepped up to the door and knocked. She
answered almost immediately.

“That was quick!” She swung
open the door and pecked him on the cheek.

“I sorta got the impression
you were in a hurry, so I didn’t waste any time.”

“I appreciate your coming
on such short notice, but this couldn’t wait.”

He followed her into the family room and was
greeted by Henry. “Howdy, Hank,” he said, leaning down to give him
a pat on the head.

“I wish you wouldn’t call
him that,” Amanda said. “He was just neutered last week and is
confused enough already.”

“Sorry about that. But I
always thought that ‘Henry’ and ‘Hank’ were
interchangeable.”

“Not in this case. Want a
beer?”

“Sounds great.”

“I’ll be back.”

Alan plopped down on the sofa, his eyes
following her as she left the room. Amanda Linville was a classic
American beauty—petite with thick, shoulder length brown hair, full
lips and a perfectly proportioned figure. He found it hard to
believe she was in her early-thirties and even harder to believe
that she was actually somewhat attracted to his lamentable self. It
had been hard to resist falling under her spell since their
unexpected reunion during his last case. Amanda had been Julie’s
bridesmaid at their wedding several years ago.

She had also attended Julie’s funeral not so
long ago.

Julie had been the love of his life until
tragedy suddenly snuffed out their wedded bliss. Terminal cancer.
Three months of sheer hell and despair. Alan still wondered how he
had managed to survive the terrific pain and loss after her
passing.

And now here he was a couple years later
smitten by her former friend. The guilt at times was palpable. But
that was beginning to change.

Amanda came back into the room, carrying a
couple of cold beers. She handed him one.

“Thanks.”

She sat down next to him, took a swig of
beer and set it on the coffee table. Not one to beat around the
bush, Amanda faced him and promptly came to the point.

“I need your help. I just
found out from my mother that an old childhood friend of mine is
suspected of murdering his ex-wife in Milldale. I know Nick Wilburn
didn’t do it but they’re trying to nail him for it anyway. I want
to go down there and see if there’s something I can do to
help—along with your help and expertise, of course.”

Alan took a slug of beer. “I’ll do whatever
I can to help you, of course. But how can you be so sure your old
friend didn’t do it?”

“Simply because he loved
Jodi way too much. I know that sounds silly, but you’d have to know
the guy as long as I have to understand what I mean. Nick had been
hooked up with Jodi since we were all in middle school, for crying out loud.
They were always a happy couple and clearly committed to each
other. Well, at least until Nick made an error in
judgment.”

“And what would that mean,
‘an error in judgment?’”

“He had a brief affair with
another woman. But he knew it was wrong and begged Jodi’s
forgiveness. She refused to forgive him though and they ended up
getting a divorce.”

“No offense, but that
sounds exactly like the sort of thing that might launch a once
happy couple into a quagmire of ill will, mayhem and violence.
Maybe this Nick guy isn’t quite the golden boy you believe him to
be.”

“I’m not saying he’s
perfect. I’m saying he isn’t a murderer.”

“Okay, assuming he’s
innocent, what do you propose I, or we, do to help him out? It
sounds like he needs a good lawyer more than anything
else.”

“He already has one—my
uncle.”

“I see. That’s a good
start. So are you suggesting we drive down to Milldale and see what
we can find out?”

She nodded. “Exactly. What do you think—will
you do it?”

“Like I already said, of
course I’ll do it.”

She gave him a big hug. “Thank you!”

“Hey, no thanks needed.
I’ve been telling you we’d make a good team, and I see this as an
excellent opportunity to find out what we can do. But what about
your job? If we get rolling on this, it could take weeks or even
months to investigate. Milldale is a couple of hours
away.”

“I’ve already figured that
out. I’ve got some personal days due me so I’ll just take some time
off. At least it’ll be a start. And then we can take it from
there.”

“I assume we’ll be doing
this pro bono.”

“Not necessarily. I’m going
to call Uncle Ken and see if we can work something out. I can’t
promise anything and this may well be nothing more than a favor
you’ll be doing for me. I want to be up front about that right
now.”

“And I’m perfectly okay
with that. Hell, I could never have wrapped up the McPherson case
if it hadn’t been for you. And since you wouldn’t accept any of the
proceeds, the very least I can do is help you out with
this.”

“You’re so sweet—I can’t
thank you enough,” she said, and gave him a big kiss.

Afterwards he said, “You already have—that
just did it.”

 


* * *

 


 Two days later, Alan and Amanda were heading south on Route 23
en route to Milldale, Ohio. It was a beautiful early summer morning
with the slightest chill in the air.

“So tell me about Nick
Wilburn,” Alan said, lowering the volume on his car
stereo.

“Well, I’ve known Nick for
as long as I can remember. Our mothers were good friends and the
Wilburns lived a few doors down from us. We were both in this
little neighborhood clique including Sherry Lynn Rase—my very best
girlfriend—her cousin Martha and Martha’s brother, Jimmy. We were
sort of an odd group, now that I think about it, since little boys
and girls didn’t play together so much back then. But we all got
along really well in spite of the gender gap and grew pretty close
over the years.”

Alan chuckled. “About the only time my
friends and I played with girls was when we’d tease them or
terrorize their little tea parties. So what kind of guy is
Nick?”

“A real sweetheart—always
nice and very funny. He had big dreams as a child. I remember him
wanting to be a fireman when he grew up—not that every other young
boy wants to be something cool like that—but it went beyond just
being an exciting career choice for Nick. Before making up his
mind, he’d already seriously considered the dangers involved, the
inevitable boring downtime at the firehouse waiting around for an
alarm, the training involved—stuff that most kids that young
wouldn’t even consider. But that was Nick—very organized and mature
for his age.”

“So the next question would
be, did he end up becoming a fireman?”

Amanda laughed. “Nope. Ended up being a used
car salesman.”

“So much for childhood
dreams, eh? You mentioned that Nick and Jodi had been a couple
since middle school. When did they get married?”

“The summer right after
high school graduation. Everybody advised them to wait a few years
to get settled into the real world before tying the knot so young
but they wouldn’t hear of it. The funny thing is that their
respective parents were supportive of their union despite their
age, and gave Nick and Jodi their blessings. And wouldn’t you know,
they actually did very well starting out. Nick had a good job at a
local car dealership and Jodi worked at a beauty salon. They
weren’t rich, but they were both responsible wage earners and
managed to afford a decent apartment to live in. They later bought
a house out in the country and seemed to be on top of the world.
Until the shit hit the fan.”

“When Nick got caught
screwing around.”

Amanda nodded. “Keep in mind that I had long
since moved out of Milldale before the end of high school so I may
not have all the facts straight. My mother has been filling me in
with the latest news over the years and the last time I saw either
Nick or Jodi was at their wedding.”

“Not quite the same as
being there.”

“Of course not. So maybe I
do have an inflated opinion of Nick Wilburn and his marriage. But I
can say with one hundred percent certainty that he did not murder
Jodi, no matter how bad things may have become between
them.”

Alan said, “The bottom line is that we need
to find out what all he’s been up to since the breakup from his
wife. I wonder if he got back with the girl who had caused all the
trouble. Do you happen to know?”

“I have no idea. All I know
about this girl is that she was quite a bit younger and lived out
of town.”

“Not by any chance in the
same town Nick lives in now?”

“Don’t know the answer to
that, either. I do know that he’s been living somewhere in Indiana
and that he still sells cars. Mom’s never mentioned where the girl
lives.”

“A lot of holes to be
filled in. What did your uncle have to say when you called
him?”

“He told me I’d have to
wait until we got in town before he’d discuss anything about the
case.”

“What did he think of your
dragging me along?”

“He was thrilled! He’s
heard of you and is familiar with the two big cases you’ve worked
on. You might say he’s a fan.”

“Jesus, I didn’t know I was
that notorious.”

“See, you’re getting a name
for yourself. I was going to wait to tell you this, but Uncle Ken
hinted that he’s considering hiring you to investigate this case if
you’d be willing to accept. So there may be money to be made after
all.”

“He would be hiring
us, you mean. That would
be my only stipulation.”

Amanda smiled. “If you insist.”

“Just wondering, why would
your uncle be willing to pay a private investigator for this case?
Does he have some personal connection with Nick Wilburn, or is he
just feeling generous?”

“Uncle Ken is a one of a
kind guy. He became a defense lawyer because he really resents the
injustices in our legal system and wants to do something about it.
He’s so pissed off at the absurd outcomes of cases like the OJ
trial that he’s become a man with a mission. In fact, most of the
cases he takes are pro bono—cases that he feels warrant decent
representation for innocent folks who really need it. He’s tired of
the way the rich hire high-powered lawyers that get their clients
off scot free while those without the means so often get screwed by
the system.”

“I admire his cause,” Alan
said. “But how does he afford to work for free? I mean, how does he
make a living?”

“To be blunt, Uncle Ken is
very well off so he can afford to do it. Several years ago, he
invented some gizmo that increases the efficiency of producing
electric power from solar energy and had it patented. The thing has
brought him in a small fortune. My uncle is one of those guys who
can do just about anything and tinkering around with electronic
devices happens to be one of them. He went into law rather late in
life because of his interest in the justice system but his first
love has always been mechanical engineering.”

“Hmm, interesting. I’m
looking forward to meeting this guy.”

“I think the feeling’s
mutual,” Amanda said.

They fell silent and Alan stared out at the
scenery, thinking of the woman sitting beside him and how
comfortable he felt being with her. It had been awkward several
months ago when he’d first taken her out for a drink while working
the McPherson case. The devastating loss of his wife and the guilt
he’d felt socializing with her old college roommate had kept his
inner emotions at bay. He knew his love for Julie would never die
and the last thing on his mind had been starting a relationship
with anybody, ever—much less a close friend of his beloved
wife.

But as time went by, he’d allowed himself to
embrace the possibility of having a romantic relationship with
Amanda. There were even times he could imagine Julie looking down
on him, giving him and Amanda her blessing, wanting him to move on
with his life. Those were the times he would admit to himself he
was falling hard for Amanda and that was how it was supposed to
be.

Now they were about to take on a case
involving an old friend of hers. When she had first mentioned Jodi
Wilburn’s murder, he suddenly realized how little he knew about
Amanda Linville and her past. He’d always assumed she was from
Mansfield, not some tiny dot on the map in southern Ohio. She
showed a capacity for loyalty and conviction that he admired and
respected. Here was some guy she hadn’t seen for years that she
felt obliged to help out—from out of the clear blue, no less. How
many people did he know who would be willing to go out on a limb to
help an old childhood friend like that?

Damn few, if any.

Alan started thinking ahead, wondering if it
was possible to take on Amanda as a partner in his business and be
in love with her at the same time. That was the other fly in the
ointment in his burgeoning relationship with Amanda. They worked
well together—he had discovered in his last case—and he was
impressed with how Amanda’s remarkable insight complemented his own
line of thinking. She’d been able to fill in the blanks and compel
him to see things from another perspective. He’d been so impressed
by her input that he could only imagine what a great investigative
team they would make.

But at what price? Would he be jeopardizing
a romantic future with Amanda by making her an associate? He didn’t
know.

The only thing he knew for sure was that
this case would help answer that question, and he was looking
forward to seeing how it panned out.

He glanced over to find that Amanda appeared
to be deep in thought as well, staring out the passenger window at
the landscape. What he wouldn’t give to know what she was thinking
at that moment.

 


 



CHAPTER 3

 


“What’s the population of
this place?” Alan asked. They had just passed a battered,
washed-out sign saying, “Welcome to
Milldale: A Great Place to Work and Play!”

“About fourteen thousand
and falling fast,” Amanda replied drily.

“Something tells me you
don’t miss the place so much.”

“And you couldn’t be more
correct. In another couple of blocks, take a left.”

Alan observed two gas stations, a carryout,
a Wendy’s and a run down bar all just inside the city limits and he
could already sense the vibe of a town that was headed swiftly for
the skids. He’d been here before several years ago on his way south
to Florida and he could see that little had changed, except perhaps
for the worse.

“Here,” Amanda
said.

Alan swung a left and saw that they were in
a residential area of town. The houses were large and well kept, in
stark contrast to the shabby vista that had greeted them only a
moment ago. He wondered if whoever ran the town had ever considered
making the place look a bit more inviting to folks passing
through.

“This looks like a pretty
nice neighborhood,” he noted.

“It is a nice neighborhood, actually. The
whole town is quite beautiful in fact for the most part. The
trouble is how it’s been run through the years and how nobody ever
tries to move into the future. It’s like a time warp here, as you
will soon see. Clothes, hairstyles, fads, and so on—at least five
years behind the rest of the country.”

“Surely it’s not all that
bad.”

“Oh yeah it is, you’ll
see.”

Traffic was light as they drove along a main
drag and Alan saw homeowners mowing lawns and sitting on their
porches. The place was neat and clean as far as he could see.

“Take a right at the next
intersection.”

Alan turned onto a street that eventually
curved upward and cut along a hill. The houses became larger and
more luxurious the further he drove and it didn’t take a business
degree to see that this was one of the more affluent areas of
Milldale. Amanda pointed to a gated driveway.

“Pull over
there.”

Alan pulled up to the gate and stopped.
“You’re shitting me, right?”

She smiled. “This is where he lives.”

“I think I’m in the wrong
line of work.”

All of a sudden the electric gate swung open
as Alan noticed a three-story stone house jutting above the trees
further up the drive. He pulled ahead and thought of how surreal it
seemed—this obviously high-end estate sticking out so prominently
amidst this financially strapped hamlet in southern Ohio.

He remained silent as they rounded the
driveway and pulled up to a three-car garage. A tall, thin
middle-aged man with hair graying at the temples emerged from a
side door and walked toward the car as they climbed out of the
Pilot.

Amanda ran over to him.

“Hi, Uncle Ken!”

The man embraced Amanda. “Hi honey, how was
your trip?”

“Fine. I’d like you to meet
Alan Swansea.”

He shook Alan’s hand. “Ken Barker,
Alan.”

“Nice to meet
you.”

They followed Ken inside and were
immediately greeted by a frisky golden doodle that jumped up onto
Amanda.

“You must be Tilda,” she
said, accepting a big kiss from the friendly dog. “I’ve heard all
about you.”

“She’s still got some
manners to learn,” Ken said, looking at Alan. “Dumber than a box of
rocks but makes up for it with her overzealous love for
humans.”

“Pretty dog,” Alan
said.

“Let’s go into the family
room—you guys must be thirsty. What can I get you?”

“I’d just like some ice
water,” Amanda said.

“Me, too—thanks,” said
Alan.

“I’ll be there in a
minute,” Ken said.

Amanda led the way through the beautifully
appointed kitchen to her uncle’s family room. Alan looked the place
over, impressed with the decor of the spacious yet homey room.

“Jesus, what an awesome
place.”

Amanda nodded. “Uncle Ken’s been living here
for about ten years now. You’d be surprised how cheap he got it
for,” she added under her breath.

“Cheap?”

“Dirt cheap. As you can
imagine, this town is a real buyers’ market. What would cost
several million in Columbus sells for a fraction in this little
burg.”

Ken entered the room carrying a couple of
glasses of ice water. He handed them to Alan and Amanda, motioned
for them to sit down on the sectional sofa and sat across from them
in a luxurious leather recliner chair.

“So how long has it been
since I last saw you?” he asked Amanda. “Must be over a year
ago.”

“It was almost exactly two
years ago. You had stopped in to see Mom on your way back from
Cleveland.”

“That’s right—I’d been up
there checking up on a client’s brother. And how long has it been
since you’ve been in Milldale?”

“Gee, at least five or six
years, I guess.”

“Much too long! I know you
don’t like this place but it wouldn’t kill you to come down and see
your uncle every now and then,” he smiled mock accusingly. “Your
mom’s apparently not too thrilled with your visiting practices
either.”

“I know, and I’ve
apologized to her. Like I told you, it’s been pretty crazy up in
Columbus and kind of hard to get away. I promised Mom I’d go see
her very soon, though.”

“So tell me Alan, what’s
the latest on the Chloe McPherson case? I’ve been following that
one closely, especially after finding out that Mandy was involved.
Kudos for a job well done, by the way. Any idea when it’s going to
trial?”

“Early next year, the last
I heard. Markham’s also going to be tried in Philadelphia for the
other murder he committed.”

“Hope they fry him. Anybody
who would murder a child should be tortured and put to death very
slowly. Although I’m a defense lawyer, I’m not against the death
penalty for scum like that.”

“I hear you.”

Ken leaned forward in the chair. “I’m sure
both of you are wanting to learn more about Nick Wilburn so I’ll
get right to it. As you already know, Nick is suspected of
murdering his ex-wife. And to put it mildly, there is substantial
evidence suggesting he’s guilty, according to the authorities. For
one thing, Nick is purportedly one of the very few who knew of
Jodi’s sizable inheritance and that she had stashed it away in a
hidden safe he had installed in their basement a while back.
According to Jodi’s father, she didn’t trust banks and therefore
kept everything of value in that safe. Her father is pretty certain
that only Jodi, Nick and the immediate family knew of this
eccentric quirk of hers.

 “Adding more fuel to the fire is this: Nick has been living in
Richmond, Indiana for the past year but had traveled to Milldale on
the very same day Jodi was murdered. This would seem of little
importance except for the fact that the last time Nick was known to
be in Milldale was over six months ago. So it seems more than a
little coincidental that Nick shows up in town on the same day his
wife is murdered after being away for such a long period of
time.”

“Does he have an alibi?”
Alan asked.

“Sort of, but it’s
uncorroborated. He claims that he drove to town to visit his
parents, take care of some business and pick up a few personal
items to take back to Richmond. Only problem is that nobody can
verify where he was within the time frame they believe Jodi was
killed. But that’s just the tip of the iceberg. The cops also
discovered some incriminating evidence in Nick’s car.”

“What was that?”

“A metal box filled with
old gold and silver coins. Those coins had belonged to Jodi’s
grandmother and were part of the inheritance she’d left
her.”

“Oh Lord,” Amanda said.
“What does Nick have to say about that?”

“Claims that Jodi gave him
those coins the last time he was in town. I guess he’s been an avid
coin collector for years and had known of Jodi’s grandmother’s
stash of old coins while they were still married. He had asked Jodi
one day if he could have those coins after she passed and Jodi
promised him he could. So Jodi was simply keeping her
promise.”

“That’s sort of hard to
swallow, don’t you think?” Alan said. “From what Amanda has told
me, Jodi didn’t want a thing to do with Nick once she found out
he’d been cheating on her. Yet she turns the other cheek and gives
him a bunch of valuable coins just because she’d promised them to
him back in better times?”

Ken shook his head. “I know—it seems pretty
hard to fathom. But like Mandy, I truly don’t believe that Nick
murdered Jodi so I’m giving him the benefit of the doubt. I just
think the poor man was in the wrong place at the wrong time and has
rotten luck.”

“But even if Nick were
lying about the coins, I don’t see how that necessarily implicates
him for Jodi’s murder. I mean, why would he keep just the coins and
none of the rest of the loot in his car? I’m assuming the coins
were all they found.”

“The police believe that
Nick stashed the loot somewhere, but for some reason didn’t include
the coins. Not an unreasonable theory, really.”

“But why would Nick have
the coins in his car if he didn’t
steal them? Seems like an odd thing to have just
lying around.”

“He claims that he brought
them along to see if he could find a buyer for them. He’s been
having some financial difficulties and had decided to sell the
coins if he could get a good price for them. Says he had planned on
giving Bill Mayer a call to see if he’d be interested in purchasing
them. Bill’s a pretty well-known coin collector around the
tri-state area.”

“I don’t suppose Nick
talked to Mayer prior to being picked up by the police.”

“No. So again, there’s
nothing to corroborate his story.”

“Poor Nick,” Amanda said.
“Is there any more bad news we should know about?”

“I’m afraid so,” Ken said.
“And it may be the worst.”

“How much worse can it
get?”

“Decide for yourself,” Ken
replied. “The authorities have gained access to Nick’s cellphone
records and discovered that he placed a call to Jodi around the
same time he arrived in town.”

“Jesus,” Alan said. “Did
she answer his call?”

Ken nodded. “They had a brief
conversation.”

“And what did they talk
about?”

“Nick claims he’d just
called to see how she was doing. Although Jodi told him she was
pissed at him for calling, she filled him in on what she’d been up
to and that was pretty much it—end of conversation.”

“So of course the cops
believe he was actually casing Jodi out.”

“Exactly. The timing of
that call couldn’t be more critical to the case. The call was
placed at 8:47 AM—giving Nick just enough time to rob and murder
his ex-wife and arrive at his folks home by 9:30.”

“It still doesn’t sound
like there’s enough concrete evidence to convict him,” Alan said.
“Except for the possibly of the coins, is there any physical
evidence linking him to the crime?”

“No, but there’s certainly
plenty of damaging circumstantial evidence. There were no signs of
forced entry, so there’s a very good chance that Jodi knew who the
murderer was—but not necessarily. Nick’s fingerprints were found
all over the house but luckily they can’t prove that any of the
prints were fresh and the ones they found could very well be old
prints made by Nick when he lived there. After all, he and Jodi
lived in that house as a couple for nearly a decade—so there’s
bound to be some of his fingerprints still around.

“As for any other forensic
evidence, nothing substantial has been uncovered thus far. What
they know for certain is that the cause of Jodi’s death was
strangulation by ligature, most likely a lamp cord or similar
object. There were signs of assault—some bruises and a cut lip. The
murder weapon has not been discovered, however. No prints other
than Jodi’s and Nick’s were found at the scene, no evidence of
sexual assault and no trace DNA recovered. Whoever killed Jodi was
very careful not to leave anything incriminating
behind.”

Ken paused for a moment before continuing.
Alan could see the deep concern on his face. “There’s also been one
recent development I want to share with you, and it’s my fervent
hope that nothing comes of it. I just so happened to overhear
something yesterday at the courthouse that could break this thing
wide open.”

“What’s that?” Amanda
asked, literally holding her breath.

“The sheriff’s department
may have found an eyewitness who can put Nick Wilburn near the
scene of the crime. Keep in mind that this hasn’t been confirmed
and may be a rumor or some sort of scare tactic—the local law
enforcers have been known to stir the pot on occasion. I’ll be
frank—none of the authorities, especially the Sheriff’s department,
has been very forthcoming or cooperative in this case from the
get-go. It’s as though they’re hell-bent on proving Nick Wilburn’s
guilt and not looking at anybody else. And that’s what really
concerns me.”

“I’ve always thought the
cops in this town were corrupt,” Amanda said. “And this just
confirms it.”

“Well, I’m not so sure
about that, honey. But unless something breaks, or another suspect
suddenly materializes, I’m afraid Nick is going to continue being
their prime suspect.”

“Is there any chance we can
go to the crime scene?” Alan asked.

“The scene has been cleared
and I picked up the key from Jodi’s father yesterday. But before we
make a single move in this case, we need to discuss a couple of
things. First of all, I’d like to know if you’d be interested in
working on this case, Alan. I’ll be honest, I need somebody like
you to get to the bottom of this and help me determine what’s fact
and what’s fiction.”

“It would be my pleasure.
Not only does it sound interesting, but I owe your niece big time
for helping me thwart the bad guy in the McPherson
case.”

“Wonderful! Now with regard
to your services—what are your rates and conditions?”

“I’ll be honest, Ken. I
view this as something I’d like to do for Amanda and her friend. It
will also be sort of a test of sorts to see how well the two of us
can work together. Has she told you we’ve been considering teaming
up in my practice?”

“Why no, this is a total
surprise. Is that true, Mandy?”

“More or less,” she
replied. “Although Alan’s a bit more enthusiastic about it than I
am. For some reason he thinks I could provide valuable insight into
his investigations—be ‘the missing component,’ as he puts it. I’m
flattered of course, but I think he’s giving me a little more
credit than I deserve. At any rate, I told him I’m not opposed to
giving it a try, and I’d be lying if I said this whole
investigation thing isn’t fascinating.”

“I think that’s wonderful.
But I insist on paying you both for your services. It wouldn’t be
right, otherwise.”

“Tell you what,” Alan said.
“Let’s see how things go and take it from there. Play it by ear.
How does that sound?”

“Very well,” Ken said with
some resignation.

“Where’s Nick now?” Amanda
asked. “I really want to see him.”

“At his parents’ house,”
Ken replied.

“They still live on
Highland Drive?”

“Same place. I informed
Nick that you were coming down today and he was elated, to say the
least. He can’t wait to see you—and told me to have you call him
when you arrive so you could get together.”

“Great, I’ll call him right
now. You have his number? Hey, come to think of it, I still
remember it if it hasn’t changed,” Amanda said, reaching for her
phone.

 


 



CHAPTER 4

 


Amanda ended her call to Nick Wilburn and
glanced at her uncle. “He wants us to come over as soon as we
can.”

“Let’s go, then. We’ll take
my car,” Ken offered.

On the way to Nick’s parents, Alan was lost
in thought. Something didn’t seem right. For one thing, he felt odd
sitting there in the passenger seat, being driven around on a new
case in unfamiliar turf. He wasn’t in any sort of control at all.
This feeling of insecurity made him question if teaming up with
Amanda was such a good idea after all. He had always worked cases
on his own with little or no help from anybody else, except for
Charlie Ling. Charlie was his computer hacker friend and
quasi-associate whenever he needed the computer geek’s unique,
invaluable services. But beyond his relationship with Charlie, Alan
had basically been a loner, and quite comfortable in that
position.

On the other hand he enjoyed having somebody
to bounce ideas off of and get input from. And even though this
case was beginning to feel like some sort of family affair, he
would keep his mind open and see where it all went.

 They arrived at a two-story brick home and parked out behind a
blue late model Toyota RAV4.

“Nick’s SUV?” Alan
asked.

Ken nodded. “Yup.”

They got out and Alan took a moment to peek
through the Toyota’s window. In the backseat were several of the
items he presumed Nick planned on taking back to Indiana.

If he ever got the chance, that is.

“My old house is right
there, just a few doors down,” Amanda said, pointing toward a
similar two-story home.

Alan said, “I’ll bet you have a lot of
memories of this neighborhood.”

She nodded. “Plenty. I really did like
growing up here. Everybody was so friendly all the time.”

Amanda led the way up a narrow stairway to
the front porch. She knocked on the door and a moment later a man
wearing a Cincinnati Reds ball cap over closely cropped hair opened
the door, stepped outside and gave Amanda a big hug.

“Damn, it’s good to see
you!” Nick Wilburn said.

“Me, too,” Amanda replied.
“Sorry it has to be under these circumstances.”

After the embrace, she motioned to Alan and
said, “This is Alan Swansea, Nick.”

Alan shook the man’s hand, noting the
telltale signs of stress and anxiety written all over his drawn
face.

“Nice meeting you. Let’s go
inside—Mom and Dad are dying to see you, Mandy.”

They followed Nick into the living room
where a man and woman in their early to mid-sixties were sitting on
the sofa. They immediately stood up and came over to greet
them.

“You look as beautiful as
always,” Nick’s mother said, embracing Amanda. “It’s so wonderful
to see you after all this time.”

As Nick’s father gave Amanda a hug, Alan
noticed the same stress and despair on Nick’s parents’ faces. He
recalled Amanda mention of the family’s other problems and he could
see that this latest one had taken its toll.

“Have a seat,” Nick said.
He looked over at Ken. “I’ve asked Mom and Dad to let us talk
privately if that’s okay.”

“That’s fine. Are you okay
with that?” he asked the elderly Wilburns.

“If Nick feels better not
having us around, we’ll just make ourselves disappear,” Mr. Wilburn
said.

“But before we leave, would
any of you like something to drink?” Mrs. Wilburn added.

When no one replied, she said, “Well, just
holler if you need anything at all. And don’t you dare leave
without saying goodbye, Mandy Linville!”

“I won’t,” she
smiled.

After they left the room, Nick said, “Thanks
for coming down—both of you. This whole mess has just about killed
my folks and I hope to hell I get cleared before things get any
worse. Mom’s got cancer and Dad just got laid off last month. I
feel so damn guilty now that all this shit has come up and added to
their misery.”

“Don’t worry, we’ll get you
out of this,” Amanda said. “You have the best lawyer in town on
your side—you’ll see that justice is served, right Uncle
Ken?”

“I’ll do my best. We’ll all
be working together to get this sorted out.”

“I really appreciate it,
you guys. I’m in really deep shit, here—I need all the help I can
get.”

“You’ve got to try and be
positive, Nick” Amanda said. “They haven’t even charged you with
anything yet. You’re acting as though you’ve already been tried and
convicted!”

“No wonder. Ken was telling
me what he heard at the courthouse—that some neighbor claims to
have seen me near the house around the time Jodi was murdered.
That’s utter bullshit—it’s obvious that I’m being set
up!”

“Can you think of anybody
who might want to do that?” Alan asked.

Nick shook his head. “Nobody. I mean, I may
not be the most popular guy in Milldale since Jodi and I split up,
but I can’t think of anyone who hates me enough to do this kind of
shit. I swear, it was the stupidest thing I’ve done in my life,
hooking up with that girl. It was the beginning of the end for me.
And now—this happens.”

“I am so sorry about Jodi,”
Amanda said. “I know how much you loved her.”

“That’s what I don’t get
about this. How in the hell could anybody think I’d murder the only
woman I’ve ever loved? I’m no idiot—I know the spouse or ex-spouse
is always the first person the cops look at when something like
this happens. I get that. But I didn’t do this, man—you gotta
believe me!”

“We believe you, Nick.
Everyone in this room believes you, or we wouldn’t be here,” Amanda
said.

“Why don’t you tell Alan
and Mandy about that day, Nick,” Ken said.

“Okay,” he replied. He took
a moment to collect his thoughts. “So the used car business has
been shit lately with the economy and all so I figured I’d drive
down here and look up Bill Mayer. Jodi had given me some old coins
that her grandma left her when she passed and I figured I’d sell
them to Bill to pick up some extra cash. I also wanted to collect
some of the stuff I’ve been wanting to take back to
Richmond.

“I hadn’t talked to Jodi
for months so I decided to give her a call to see how she was doing
on my way into town. I’ll level with you; I’d called her several
times before but she’d never pick up once she saw it was me on her
caller ID. But that day she actually answered, which totally
surprised me. Although she wasn’t exactly friendly, it was better
than nothing. So we talked for a few minutes—just idle chat—and
then she told me she had to go. I was bummed we didn’t talk longer
but at the same time it was nice to just hear her voice for a
change.”

Nick fell silent, his eyes clouding up. Alan
could see that he was struggling to compose himself. He knew
exactly what Nick was going through—he had experienced the same
emotions himself after he’d lost Julie. He felt certain this man
was innocent. His pain was too real, his loss too genuine.

Nick managed to compose himself and
continued. “Sorry about that. So then I got here at around 9:30,
ate breakfast with the folks, and spent the rest of the day
puttering around in the attic looking for the stuff I want to take
back with me. That evening, we had no sooner sat down for dinner
and the phone rang. It was Jodi’s cousin. He told me that Jodi was
dead.

“I was in total denial. I
remember thinking for a split-second that this was some kinda sick
joke—Tommy Brooks has always been sort of a prick and I figured he
was just making it up to get back at me for cheating on his cousin.
When I finally realized he was serious, I asked him how she died
and he just said they’d found her murdered out at our house. I
started freaking out and asked him if they’d caught who did it and
he said no and then hung up.

“I remember just standing
there speechless with the phone still in my hand. Mom and Dad were
staring at me, trying to make out what the call had been about. I
told them that Jodi had been killed and we all just started
bawling—I was fucking shell-shocked, man.

“After I got over the
initial shock, all I wanted to do was find whoever killed Jodi and
blow him away. I stormed out of the kitchen and ran down to the
basement to get my twelve-gauge. Dad followed me down and told me
to hand it over to him, and that all I was going to do was get
myself in trouble if I took off carrying a loaded shotgun like some
kind of lunatic. At first I refused— told him that I wanted
justice—but he finally talked me out of it. Once I saw how scared
and concerned he was, I decided not to get him any more upset. He
managed to convince me that there was nothing I could do and that I
should just let the cops handle it. Well, you can see where that’s
gotten me.”

“Your father was right,
though,” Ken said. “Can you imagine how much worse this would be if
the police had caught you driving around town with a loaded shotgun
in your car?”

“Yeah, I guess you’re
right. But I didn’t want to just stand around doing nothing about
it. Jesus, who in the hell would want to murder that sweet girl?
That’s all I could think about. That, and how I had just spoken to
her a few hours ago. Then all the guilt suddenly hit me like a
freight train. How I’d cheated on her and destroyed our marriage.
And how she never deserved any of this shit. I—”

Amanda went over and put a comforting arm
around him. “It’s okay, Nick. Don’t be so hard on yourself.”

“But I fucked everything
up, Mandy! If I hadn’t screwed up, I would have been with her and
none of this would ever have happened. Jodi would still be
alive.”

“You know that’s not true.
You can’t beat up yourself over something you couldn’t control.
Even if you two had still been together, you could have been away
at work that day, or just running to the grocery for a gallon of
milk when she was attacked. It wouldn’t have changed a
thing.”

He just shook his head.

“When did the police
interview you?” Alan asked.

“The first time was later
that evening. They came to the house about an hour after Tommy had
called. After informing me that Jodi was dead, they asked me where
I’d been for the last twenty-four hours. I told them that I’d been
at my home in Richmond the night before and had driven to Milldale
that morning. I said I’d left at around six-thirty and got in town
around nine-thirty.

“I then proceeded to tell
them what I just told you—that I’d driven straight here and stayed
in the house all day. I could tell they didn’t believe me, even
after my parents confirmed I had never left the house.

“Then they asked me when
I’d last seen Jodi. I told them I hadn’t seen her in six
months—when I’d come down here over the holidays. I had dropped in
on Jodi to wish her a Merry Christmas.”

“And how did that go?” Alan
asked.

“Not too bad, really. She’d
been in pretty good spirits and asked me about my life in Richmond
and if I was still selling cars—shit like that. I asked her if she
was seeing anybody and she said no—that she was ‘through with men,’
was how she put it.”

“Tell them what she gave
you that day,” Ken said.

“Oh yeah. I asked her if
she’d still let me have her grandma’s old coins she’d promised me a
ways back. She wasn’t thrilled at the prospect but still kept her
word. Shocked the hell out of me.”

“Those coins have ended up
being a curse, as it turns out,” Ken said. “If it weren’t for them
being found in your car, the cops would have very little to go
on.”

“Tell me about that, Nick,”
Alan said. “When did they discover the coins?”

“The next day. After their
first interrogation, they strongly advised me to stay in town. Then
they came over with a search warrant the next morning and found the
coins in my car. That’s when I decided to give Ken a call—I knew I
was in deep shit then.”

 “They wanted to arrest him right then but changed their minds
after contacting the D.A’s office,” Ken explained. “Jack Spradlin
is a meticulous prosecutor who likes to leave no stones unturned.
He knew there wasn’t enough on Nick to convict him, so they had to
back off. That was before they had subpoenaed his cellphone
records, however, and discovered that he had called Jodi earlier
that morning within the time frame they believe she was murdered.
Now they think he was casing her out before going to her home and
murdering her, which pretty much leads us to where we are
now.”

“So what are we gonna do
now?” Nick asked.

“You are going to just lay
low and not go anywhere,” Ken said. “Have you called your boss
yet?”

“Yeah. That’s what will
happen next—he’ll fire my ass and then I’ll really be
screwed.”

“Surely he doesn’t think
you’re guilty,” Amanda said.

“No, but like I told you,
auto sales have been down lately and he’s already laid off one guy.
So it’d be no skin off his teeth to let me go, too—especially now
that this has all gone down. Jesus, what a mess!”

“You have to stay positive,
Nick. It’s very important. Let us do what we need to do and you
stay here out of trouble.”

“Don’t worry, I
will.”

 


 



CHAPTER 5

 


“I feel so sorry for him,”
Amanda said as they pulled out of the Wilburn driveway. “His
ex-wife—the love of his life—has just been murdered and he’s the
prime suspect. All he can do now is just sit around and think, and
wait, wondering if he’s going to eventually be arrested for murder.
Add to that the fact that his mother has cancer and his father is
jobless. That’s an awful lot to handle. We’ve got to do something,
Uncle Ken.”

“I hear you, sweetie. And
the first thing I’m going to do is try to find out if there really
is a neighbor claiming to have seen Nick around his and Jodi’s
house on the day of the murder. I’m having a problem believing
that, assuming that everything Nick has told us is
true.”

“You do believe him, don’t you?” Amanda
said.

“Honestly? I’m about ninety
percent in belief. But although my gut feeling says Nick didn’t
kill his wife, I still haven’t seen enough evidence to be convinced
he didn’t. In this business, you have to imagine yourself as one of
the jurors. Forget that you know anything about the suspect and
focus on the evidence that’s being presented to you. And as a juror
in this case, I’m not seeing or hearing any solid evidence proving
beyond a reasonable doubt that Nick is innocent. All I’ve heard is
what he’s told me. He has no solid alibi and there’s substantial
circumstantial evidence that is incriminating and can’t be
overlooked.”

Amanda fell silent, lost in thought.

“The first thing I want to
do is check out the crime scene,” Alan said. “How soon can we do
that?”

“Anytime—I have the key
back at the house. Why don’t you two go on out to the Wilburn house
while I go see about any progress that’s been made on the
investigation? I’ll meet you out there afterwards.”

“Sounds like a
plan.”

 


Ten minutes later Alan and Amanda were
heading west on Route 52 in the direction of Jodi and Nick’s former
rural home.

“I have to ask—why does
everybody down here call you Mandy?”

She made a pained face. “That was what I
went by as a child. As you can see it’s sort of stuck.”

“But you prefer
Amanda?”

“Hell yes. When my family
finally moved out of this place the first thing I did was tell
everyone in Mansfield my name was Amanda. I saw my new name, which
is my birth name, as a symbol of my new life. Besides that, I’ve
pretty much hated Mandy
from the moment I heard the Barry Manilow tune the
first time. Couldn’t stand that sappy song and hated it even more
after I found out he’d wrote it about his dog!”

Alan laughed. “I hear you—never been much of
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