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One

From the defendant’s chair, Nelson Stewart watched the twelve jurors – six male, six female – file back into the courtroom, their different heels clacking against the wooden floorboards at odd intervals, creating an ominous march that reverberated across the courtroom like an anthem. Despite none of them even glancing in his direction, as each juror took their respective seats back inside the box, Nelson tried his best to read his fate in their blank expressions.

For the past six days, those twelve jurors had listened to every account… every word… every detail that had been exposed to them by the prosecution, the defense, and all the thirteen witnesses that had been called to testify.

For the past six days, as the trial slowly unraveled, Nelson observed as those twelve jurors kept on sporadically gazing his way, searching his expressions, his body language for any signs of guilt – uncomfortably shifting on his chair, fidgeting, anxious scratching of the hands, dry swallowing, excessive blinking… anything that could give up his game – but Nelson had followed Tenor Bryant, his defense attorney’s, instructions to perfection.



‘Nelson,’ Bryant had said during their last pre-trial meeting, seven days ago. ‘I need you to listen to me very carefully because this is very important. Once this thing starts tomorrow, I want you to show no emotions at all… and I mean nothing. I’ve been doing this for long enough to know that every expression you make, every reaction you show, will be interpreted against you, not in your favor, regardless of how truthful those expressions and reactions really are. If you cry, even a single tear, they’ll think you’re faking it. If you smile, they’ll say that you’re not taking this seriously. If you fidget, they’ll think it’s because you’re guilty. In a trial, they won’t only be listening to the words that’ll be said by everyone. They’ll be looking at you… all the time… and they’ll be doing so very carefully, especially the judge, Rebecca Reeves, who can be an absolute bitch when presiding over cases that deal directly with violence against women, but most important of all – as the prosecution puts their case forward… as you listen to what some of the witnesses will say against you, no matter how much of a lie you think they are telling, you cannot show any signs of anger – no outbursts, no fists against the table, no grinding of the teeth… nothing. If you show any anger whatsoever, it will bury our case.’



From day one, just like Bryant had asked him to, Nelson Stewart had sat at the defendant’s table as still as a potted plant, giving absolutely nothing away, until three days ago, when his wife, Samantha Stewart, took the stand to give evidence for the prosecution, as their first key witness.

Nelson hadn’t seen Sam in nine weeks, since he was arrested for allegedly severely beating her up and leaving her handcuffed to the pipework inside their bathroom, while he went out to his weekly poker game with the boys.

As Sam entered the courtroom, Nelson was shocked. She looked tired and frail, having seemingly aged several years in just over two months. Her weight had plummeted, her skin seemed sallow and dry, and her hair looked bristled and uncared for, something that Nelson had never seen in two years of marriage. Despite all that, her astonishing beauty still managed to somehow shine through.

When Sam took the witness stand, she almost immediately began crying, as she gave the court a thorough account of how quickly their marriage had become completely toxic. Under the watchful eyes and attentive ears of everyone inside courtroom one, Samantha Stewart, with the help of several photograph exhibits provided by the prosecution, all of them Polaroids, explained that to her, the fairytale of a perfect marriage had lasted just a little over three months. That was when everything started to change – their rows got louder and more heated… their nights apart more common… and Nelson’s temper gradually more aggressive, until the night that he finally snapped and slapped her across the face for the very first time.

Sam went on to detail how, throughout the next nineteen months, the beatings that she received from her husband became more and more frequent and increasingly more violent, until the point at which she’d become terrified for her life. She told the court that the night that her husband was arrested hadn’t been the first time that she’d been handcuffed to the bathroom pipework in their house in Woburn, Massachusetts. No, the shackling to the pipework had happened several times before, and that was why she had hidden a pre-paid cellphone inside the towel drawer in the bathroom.

After Nelson locked the door behind him, leaving Sam bleeding, bruised, and cuffed under the sink, she waited for five minutes to make sure that he wasn’t coming back. Once she was sure that her husband was really gone, Samantha Stewart reached for the hidden cellphone and finally called the police.

The prosecution, knowing fully well how effective this was in a trial, petitioned the recorded 911 call so that it could be played in court. They wanted the jury to hear the desperation in Samantha Stewart’s voice.


(Female emergency operator) ‘911, what’s your emergency?’

(Sam’s voice came through in a whisper.) ‘I… I’m being held prisoner in my house by my husband. He’s… a very violent man. I’m… really scared.’

‘What’s your name, darling?’

‘Samantha… Samantha Stewart… Sam.’

‘What’s your husband’s name, Sam?’

‘It’s Nelson Stewart.’

‘Sam, are you whispering because you are in danger? Is your husband in the house with you at the moment?’

(Still in a whisper) ‘No. He went out, but I don’t know how long he’ll be gone for. Please help me. I’m so scared.’ Emotion started to strangle Sam’s already weak voice. ‘I am chained to the pipes in the bathroom. I can’t get out.’

‘You are “chained” to the pipework inside your bathroom?’ There was a tone of disbelief in the operator’s voice.

‘Yes.’

‘What’s your address, Sam?’

As Sam dictated her address, the court could hear the sound of hurried keyboard clicks coming from the other end of the line.

‘Sam, are you hurt?’

‘Yes.’

‘How bad are you hurt? Are you bleeding? Have you sustained any life-threatening injuries?’

‘No. I’m not bleeding anymore. I’m just bruised. My lip and eye are swollen.’

‘OK, Sam, officers are on their way to you now, but I’ll stay on the line with you until they get there, in case your husband comes back. The officers are less than three minutes from your house.’

‘I… I can’t get to the door. And they won’t be able to hear me. I’m chained in the bathroom inside our room, right at the back of the house.’

‘It’s OK, Sam, I’ll instruct the officers to break and enter. They won’t need a warrant because you are being imprisoned in the house and there’s fear for life. They will get to you. Trust me. Is the house alarmed?’

‘Yes.’

‘Do you know the code?’

‘Yes, it’s… 071421.’ More strain in her voice. ‘Please hurry.’

‘They’re almost there, Sam. Where exactly in the house are you?’

‘I’m in the bathroom, inside our bedroom. It’s up the stairs, second floor – last door, right at the end of the corridor. The bathroom door is locked. I’m not sure if the bedroom door is locked as well, but it probably will be.’

‘It’s OK, Sam, they’ll break it down.’

There was a momentary pause.

‘OK, Sam, officers are at your door right now. Just hold on tight and they’ll be right with you. You don’t have to be scared anymore, you hear?’

‘Thank you… thank you so much.’ Those words came in between sobs.

The call ended.



It was during Sam’s testimony, just as she told the court about the first time that Nelson had left her bruised and shackled inside a locked bathroom, that Nelson lost his composure.

‘You’re a fucking liar, you fucking bitch,’ he jumped up from the defendant’s table, immediately prompting the judge to slam down her gavel and demand order in her court.

‘Counsel,’ Judge Reeves called, pinning Tenor Bryant with a stare that could’ve vaporized diamonds. ‘If you cannot keep your client on a leash, I’ll have you charged with contempt of court and your client removed from court. Is that clear?’

‘Yes, Your Honor. I’m sorry.’ Bryant quickly apologized, placing a firm hand on Nelson’s shoulder. ‘It won’t happen again.’

‘It better not.’

‘What the hell are you doing?’ Bryant asked Nelson in a hushed voice, his eyes wide.

‘She’s a fucking liar,’ Nelson replied through gritted teeth, anger practically dripping through the corners of his mouth like snake venom.

‘She might be,’ Bryant agreed. ‘But that little outburst of yours might’ve just cost us the damn case, Nelson. Jesus Christ, do you want to go to prison? From now on, I need you to stay as still as toilet water, you hear? No matter what she, or anyone else says – you don’t move… you don’t say anything. Do you understand what I’m saying?’

Nelson clenched his teeth until pain licked at his jaw.

After Samantha’s testimony, the prosecution called their second and final key witness to the stand, Dr. Louise Steinmann.

Dr. Steinmann was a well-known and very reputable psychotherapist, whose private practice was located in Boston, nine miles south of Woburn. In her testimony, Dr. Steinmann confirmed that Samantha Stewart had been one of her clients for the past twenty-five months. She testified that on average, Samantha attended two sessions a week. After about nine months of therapy, she started noticing bruises on Samantha’s body. Despite Sam telling Dr. Steinmann that she was a very clumsy person and that she bruised easily, Dr. Steinmann testified that she had enough experience with domestic violence victims to know that those bruises came from physical aggression, not from bumping into furniture.

Throughout the rest of the trial, including the whole of Dr. Steinmann’s testimony, Nelson Stewart kept his promise, sitting as still and as quiet as he possibly could… until yesterday mid-afternoon, when the prosecution dropped a surprise nuclear bomb right on the defense’s lap.





Two

The Day Before

After five long and exhaustive days in court, both the prosecution and the defense looked to have fully finished presenting their cases before the jury. Together, they had called a total of twelve witnesses, each of which had been extensively examined, cross-examined, and some even re-directed. What would follow, the next the morning, after the prosecution and the defense had finally rested and Judge Reeves had adjourned proceedings for the day, would be the closing arguments from both sides. The prosecution would go first. Once the closing arguments were done, the jury would be instructed to retire to the jury room so that the deliberation process could begin.

At three-thirty in the afternoon, as the final defense witness stepped down from the witness stand, Tenor Bryant was just about ready to finally rest the defense’s case when Leonard Sutton pulled open the courtroom door and rushed towards the bar just behind the prosecution’s table.

Sutton was the main investigator for the DA’s office in Woburn, and an expert in tracking down missing witnesses. As he entered the courtroom and hurried down the center aisle, a barrage of intrigued and expectant eyes moved to him, none more so than Judge Reeves’.

‘What’s happening in my courtroom?’ she asked, even before Sutton had reached the bar.

The prosecutor, George Oakfield, who was also the District Attorney for the district of Middlesex in Massachusetts, had to fully swivel his chair round so that he could look behind him. He was truly a larger-than-life man… too large to be able to simply twist his body at the waist.

‘Umm… just a minute, if I may, Your Honor,’ Oakfield said in return, lifting a tentative finger at the judge.

Sutton got to the bar and handed Oakfield a piece of paper before whispering something into his ear.

‘Mr. Oakfield,’ the judge pushed. ‘My courtroom isn’t a cocktail lounge.’

‘Yes, Your Honor,’ the DA replied, finally swiveling his chair back to face the court again. ‘I sincerely apologize for the interruption.’

From the defense’s table, Nelson and Bryant stared back at Oakfield, worryingly.

‘What the hell is going on?’ Nelson asked, his eyebrows angling awkwardly at his attorney.

‘I’m not sure,’ Bryant replied, with a subtle headshake. ‘But if Leo came running into the courtroom just before I was able to rest our case, it’s probably something bad… for us.’

‘Who the fuck is Leo?’

Before Bryant could reply, Oakfield wiggled the piece of paper that Sutton had handed him at Judge Reeves.

‘Your Honor, if it pleases the court… may we approach?’ His gaze pinged to Tenor Bryant at the defense’s table, who looked death back at him.

Judge Reeves didn’t look happy either, but she still gestured both counsels towards her bench.

‘What’s happening here?’ she immediately asked Oakfield, cupping a hand over the courtroom microphone on her desk.

Oakfield used a handkerchief to dab his neck and forehead, which were covered in beads of sweat. His cheeks were constantly a light shade of pink, regardless of how hot or cold it was, and he always seemed to be about two breaths away from needing an oxygen tank. In all honesty, Oakfield looked nothing like the ruthless prosecutor that he was.

‘Your Honor,’ he began. ‘I know that this is as late in a trial as it can possibly be, but since neither the prosecution nor the defense have officially rested our cases, I was wondering if you would allow me one final witness before you adjourn proceedings for the day.’

Bryant’s jaw nearly hit the floor. ‘What? A witness? You have got to be kidding me, right?’ His desperate gaze moved to Judge Reeves. ‘Your Honor, you can’t possibly even entertain the idea of allowing the prosecution to call an extra witness this late in the trial. According to the official list of witnesses that was provided during “Discovery”, all witnesses from prosecution and defense have testified. Both arguments have been presented and exhausted before the court. We were both just about to rest our cases.’

‘But we haven’t yet,’ Oakfield cut in. His voice was an odd combination of gravel and velvet all in one.

‘This is unacceptable, Your Honor,’ Bryant shot back, the large vein on his neck just about to burst. ‘The prosecution is clearly reverting to ambush tactics here. This witness, whoever he/she is, wasn’t even disclosed at “Discovery”, which means that we have no idea who this witness is. Which in turn means that we haven’t prepared a line of questioning. This isn’t only unethical, it’s a below-the-belt punch by the prosecution and you simply can’t allow them to get away with it. My client’s freedom is at stake here and—’

Judge Reeves shushed Bryant with a hand gesture, before addressing Oakfield. ‘Counsel, I’m inclined to agree with the defense here. This looks like ambush tactics… and quite late in the day, I might add. Who is this witness that you want to bring into my courtroom? Why haven’t you mentioned this witness before? And why wasn’t the witness on the witnesses list that was provided in “Discovery”?’

‘Because we had no idea this witness existed until yesterday, Your Honor.’

‘Oh bull-fucking-shit, George,’ Bryant said, pulling a face at Oakfield. ‘Your Honor, the prosecution is clearly trying to make a mockery of this court. You must not allow this to happen.’

‘It’s true, Your Honor.’ Oakfield lifted both hands in surrender. ‘I swear that we only heard about her yesterday, at around ten in the morning.’ His head tilted right, towards the prosecution’s table. ‘That was when I got Leonard Sutton, our top investigator, to try to track her down. I, myself, had completely given up on us finding her.’ He looked at Bryant. ‘And you’re right, Tenor, I was ready to rest the prosecution’s case, but we found her and she’s here.’

‘She’s what?’ Judge Reeves asked, her eyes moving to the courtroom doors.

‘She’s here, Your Honor,’ Oakfield repeated it. ‘Just outside the courtroom, and if you allow her on the stand, you will hear a shocking testimony that could completely change the outcome of this trial.’ He handed her the same piece of paper that Sutton had handed him moments earlier.

‘Your Honor, I strongly object to this sabotage,’ Bryant said, making no effort to keep the anger out of his tone of voice. ‘If the prosecution knew about the possibility of a new witness since yesterday morning, why didn’t they mention that possibility yesterday… or even today, at the start of proceedings? No, they waited until the last second to bring her in? C’mon, Your Honor, you can’t possibly fall for such a cheap trick.’

Once again, Judge Reeves lifted a hand at Bryant to shut him up, while she read through the information on the piece of paper that Oakfield had handed her. Once she was done, she paused, her expression pensive and serious in equal measures.

Both counsels waited.

Judge Reeves consulted her watch.

‘OK,’ she finally said, addressing Bryant. ‘We’ll take a forty-five-minute recess so that you can prepare a line of questioning.’ Her stare moved to Oakfield. ‘I’ll allow your witness to testify because the jury needs to hear about this, but don’t you ever try this trick again in my courtroom, are we clear?’

‘You can’t be serious, Your Honor!’ Bryant exclaimed, his eyes widening at the judge. ‘You can’t allow the prosecution to ambush us like this. This is preposterous. How can this ever be called a fair trial when the plaintiff can do as they please?’

‘Are you saying that I’m unfair as a judge, counsel?’ Judge Reeves volleyed back. She was a large, fifty-seven-year-old African American woman, who had graduated from Princeton University twenty-four years ago and had, for the next twenty years, worked her butt off to become a judge. She had experience in both sides of the criminal law – prosecution and defense – and her win record, regardless of side, was nothing shy of impressive. Despite having been a judge for only four years, Rebecca Reeves had already gained a reputation for being as tough as nails, but an incredibly fair judge. Her questioning eyes settled on Tenor Bryant’s face.

‘That’s not what I said, Your Honor, but just a moment ago you agreed that my client’s defense was being ambushed by the prosecution’s team, but now you’re going to allow it? I must strenuously object to this decision, Your Honor.’

‘Your “strenuous” objection is noted, counsel,’ Judge Reeves said, scribbling something down on her pad. ‘But my decision is made. You have forty-five minutes to prepare a line of questioning.’

Bryant shook his head in disbelief. ‘How can I possibly prepare a line of questioning when I don’t even know who this witness is, Your Honor.’

‘Her name is Candice Logan.’ The answer came from Oakfield. ‘And if you really want to know who she is, I “strenuously” suggest you go ask your client.’ He followed his advice with a smirk. ‘He knows who she is.’

‘What the fuck is going on?’ Nelson asked, as Bryant got back to the defendant’s table, shaking with concern and rage.

His reply was a new question. ‘Who’s Candice Logan?’

That was when Nelson’s whole face melted. ‘Oh fuck!’





Three

Tenor Bryant knew that the case that he and his team had built for the defense wasn’t a strong one, and it became even more flimsy after the testimony of both prosecutions’ key witnesses, Samantha Stewart and Dr. Louise Steinmann, but in the State of Massachusetts, domestic violence was a felony offense, punishable by up to five years in a state prison. Since it was a felony, for a conviction, the prosecution needed all twelve jurors to agree on a guilty verdict. If a single juror saw any reasonable doubt in the prosecution’s case, the prosecution wouldn’t get a conviction, and Bryant was sure that despite Samantha Stewart and Dr. Steinmann’s testimonies, he had done enough to swing at least one juror into the ‘reasonable doubt’ camp. But he wasn’t counting on a late, surprise witness, especially one that prompted Judge Reeves to comment: ‘I’ll allow your witness to testify because the jury needs to hear about this.’

And he was right to be worried.

Even with cross-examination and re-direction, Candice Logan’s testimony lasted less than thirty minutes, and in those thirty minutes, she shredded any possibilities of ‘reasonable doubt’ for the defense.

Miss Logan, who was a striking woman in every sense of the word, with blonde hair and a figure that made even Judge Reeves slide her glasses to the tip of her nose so that she could have a better look, testified that she had started an affair with Nelson Stewart after meeting him at a cocktail lounge in Boston just over a year ago. The affair had lasted eleven months.

During their direct examination of their witness, the prosecution was easily able to establish that when it came to his marriage, Nelson Stewart was a gifted con artist, having weaved a perfect web of lies for almost a year to deceive his wife, with tales of late-night meetings, business trips and what have you.

The ‘mistress’ angle had been terribly damaging to the defense’s case, but not as much as when George Oakfield surprised the entire courtroom with a simple line of questions.

‘Miss Logan,’ Oakfield said, pausing directly in front of the witness stand, his weaponized eyes aiming straight at the jury box. ‘Can I ask you – why did your affair with the defendant, Mr. Nelson Stewart, end? Can you tell us? Was it because of remorse? Did he feel guilty because he was cheating on his wife?’

Candice Logan took a deep breath and allowed her stare to crawl over to the defendant’s table. Nelson Stewart was looking back at her with murderous eyes.

‘No,’ she replied. ‘That wasn’t the reason.’

‘Who ended the affair, Miss Logan?’ Oakfield asked, already knowing the answer.

‘I did.’

‘And can you tell us why?’

Nelson Stewart was still looking at Candice Logan as if he was ready to strangle her, his whole demeanor screaming – ‘don’t do it… don’t you fucking do it.’

That was when her eyes narrowed at him almost imperceptibly, just enough to send a clear message back Nelson’s way – ‘fuck you’.

‘Because I simply couldn’t take the beatings anymore.’





Four

After the closing arguments, the jury was instructed to retire to the jury room to deliberate. It took them under four hours to reach a verdict.

At the defendant’s chair, Nelson could sense a pair of eyes burning a hole at the back of his head. He swiveled at the waist to look at the court audience just behind him. As he did, he immediately spotted Sam, sitting three rows behind the plaintiff’s table. Her eyes were like laser beams aimed directly at him. This time, Nelson wasn’t able to hold her stare. As far as he knew, yesterday had been the first time that Sam had heard about his affair with Candice, and even he had to admit that that was a horrible way to find out that your husband had cheated on you.

He turned to face the court again.

As the jurors took their seats, an air of excitement filled the room. The court clerk took his place and faced the jury box. The jury’s foreperson stood up. Her name was Martha and she was an average woman in just about everything – height, body type, hair, looks… but to Nelson, she looked like a typical Karen – the kind of woman that would pick a fight in a grocery store over two cents just for the hell of it. As she stood up, her anxious gaze pinged to Nelson for a fraction of a second before moving back to the clerk.

After the clerk recited the customary introduction to a verdict, naming the state, the county and the court that they were in, followed by the defendant’s name and the case number, he addressed the jury’s foreperson.

‘Has the jury reached a verdict upon which you have all agreed?’

Silence settled over the room like a heavy morning fog.

Oakfield and Bryant both sat up taller in their seats, their breaths held in their chests as if they were professional free divers.

Right then, for the first time since the trial had started six days ago, Nelson was overcome by fear – the kind of fear that rattled a person’s core and paralyzed them in place. Despite everything that had happened until then, there was a tiny part of Nelson’s brain that still refused to accept the past nine weeks as reality, telling him that things would turn out fine, just like they always did. But that tiny part of his brain had finally been overruled.

From the defendant’s chair, Nelson heard Martha lightly clear her throat before straightening up her shoulders. Every pair of eyes in that courtroom was on her, and she knew it.

‘Yes, we have,’ she replied. The nod that she gave the courtroom was anxious, but firm.

‘On count one,’ the clerk asked. ‘Criminal domestic violence, and physical abuse against Samantha Stewart – how do you find the defendant?’

For Nelson, time seemed to slow down to an absolute crawl. He knew that Martha’s next word would be life changing for him… and he knew what that word would be even before it left her lips.

‘Guilty,’ Martha replied, her voice loud and clear.

And there it was – six letters… two syllables… one word – a word that would tarnish Nelson’s past, change his present and destroy his future.

The entire courtroom seemed to shift in place, with shouts and comments coming from every corner. Nelson, on the other hand, stood silent and completely still… his eyes straight ahead… his heart beating at the bottom of his throat, as he watched his whole life starting to collapse right in front of him.

The clerk waited until the room had quietened down again before he asked the foreperson his second and final question.

‘On count two – false imprisonment and captivity of Samantha Stewart – how do you find the defendant?’

Nelson wasn’t listening anymore, but it wasn’t out of choice. This was a defense mechanism move by his brain to try to shut out any new aggressors that could hurt him further. Sounds became muffled, as if Nelson was underwater… but it didn’t matter. Nelson saw Martha’s lips move, and even without hearing a sound… even without being a lip reader… he knew what she had said – one word… not two.

Life collapse successfully completed.

The room erupted in shouts and hushed voices.

Nelson closed his eyes for a moment, while Judge Reeves restored order in her courtroom. That done, she informed the attorneys and the defendant that sentencing would take place in two weeks’ time – directly after the pre-sentencing investigation. She then instructed the court marshals to take Nelson into custody, but before they got to him, Nelson had a chance to turn around and face the court audience one last time, and this time, it was his eyes that lasered in on Samantha… and they were full of rage.

‘You fucking bitch,’ he shouted, his voice booming across the courtroom. ‘If you think that this is the last that you’ll see of me, then you’ve got another think coming. I know everything about you… everything… and no matter where you go, someday, I will find you. I can promise you that. I will haunt your fucking dreams, you bitch. Good luck looking over your shoulder for the rest of your life.’

The two court marshals finally managed to restrain Nelson and drag him away, but as the audience trickled out of the courtroom, Samantha stayed behind, her breathing erratic and out of sync… her legs just a little unsteady because if there was one thing she knew for sure, it was that Nelson Stewart didn’t make empty promises.





Five

‘Congratulations,’ Oakfield said, as he and Samantha met in the corridor, just outside the courtroom. The smile on his face was almost as large as he was. ‘Thanks to you, we just put another creep in prison.’

Samantha stayed quiet, her gaze moving from Oakfield’s round face down to her Gucci shoes.

‘You look tense and worried, Sam,’ Oakfield said, noticing how red her eyes were. She had definitely been crying. ‘Aren’t you happy with the outcome of the trial?’

‘Wouldn’t you be worried?’ she finally replied, her voice lacking strength. ‘Did you hear what Nelson said to me just before he was taken away?’

Oakfield scoffed. ‘I did, and that was a huge mistake on his part. As you know, sentencing hasn’t been passed yet. Judge Reeves will announce it in two weeks’ time, and the reason for that is because during the next two weeks there will be a pre-sentencing investigation, which is carried out by probation officers. They’ll scrutinize Nelson’s whole life before reporting back to the judge. That investigation will help Judge Reeves determine the appropriate sentence for Nelson.’ He smiled again. ‘Now here’s what we have so far: Nelson received a “guilty” verdict on count one – “criminal domestic violence against you”. The maximum penalty for that is five years in prison, and I’ll be very surprised if Judge Reeves doesn’t go for the full five years here.’

Samantha shifted her weight from one foot to the other.

‘He also received a “guilty” verdict on count two,’ Oakfield continued. ‘ “False imprisonment and captivity of a spouse”, and that, when coupled together with criminal domestic violence, carries a maximum penalty of ten years in prison.’ He used his handkerchief to dab his neck and forehead again. ‘Judge Reeves might not go for the full ten years here, but he isn’t getting less than six or seven, I’m pretty sure of that. Which already brings us to eleven, maybe twelve years of incarceration.’ He lifted a finger at Sam. ‘Then we have that little stunt that Nelson pulled after the verdict was read. That verbal threat to you will constitute aggravating circumstances.’

‘And what does that mean?’

‘It means that it’s a direct verbal threat against you,’ Oakfield explained. ‘After two guilty verdicts, that will weigh heavily against Nelson, and Judge Reeves will certainly take that into consideration when determining the appropriate sentence for his crimes.’

He paused, and from the look on Sam’s face he knew that she still wasn’t getting it.

‘In short,’ Oakfield tried again, ‘Judge Reeves might add an extra year or two to the sentence, just for what Nelson said to you.’ He placed a hand on Sam’s shoulder. ‘Sam, relax. Nelson Stewart will not be seeing the outside of a prison cell for at least twelve years. I can guarantee you that. He’s done. He’s no threat to you. What happened in there,’ his head dipped right, in the direction of the courtroom, ‘was angry bravado from a scumbag who had just realized that his game was up, nothing more. He can’t touch you, Sam.’

Sam dug at the red and raggedy cuticle on her left thumb. ‘You don’t really know Nelson, do you?’

‘I don’t have to know Nelson, Sam,’ Oakfield came back. ‘I know the law, and I know that he’ll be behind bars for over a decade.’

Sam’s cuticle started to bleed, as she chuckled nervously. ‘If you think his reach won’t go beyond prison walls just because he’s behind bars, then you really don’t know Nelson Stewart.’

Oakfield consulted his watch before looking round at the busy corridor that they were in. ‘Do you have time to go get a coffee… or a drink somewhere, away from the courthouse. There’s something I want to talk to you about – something that I’m sure will change the way you’re thinking.’





Six

The city of Cambridge, in Massachusetts, was located a mere ten miles away from Woburn and the courthouse where Nelson’s trial had taken place. It was home to Harvard University, one of the most prestigious and well-known universities in the world, and that was exactly where Oakfield had suggested that he and Sam went for a drink – not to the university itself but to Harvard Square, which funnily enough was actually triangular in shape and located outside the university campus. The square, which was a favorite among students and professors alike, offered an abundance of coffee shops, restaurants, bars and, obviously, bookshops.

Oakfield and Sam each drove their own cars – Oakfield leading and Sam following – and he guided her to a stylish and sleek cocktail bar right at the western end of the square called The Longfellow.

The time was just coming up to five-thirty in the afternoon, and despite being only Wednesday, the place was almost packed to capacity. The waitress at the entrance explained that she had no booths available at that time, but they could either sit at the bar, or take one of the outside tables, under a heater.

Oakfield and Sam opted for the outside table.

Sam ordered a Cosmopolitan, while Oakfield went for a single malt on the rocks.

‘Have you filed for divorce yet?’ Oakfield asked, once the waitress was out of earshot.

‘I wanted to, but my divorce lawyer told me that we should wait for the criminal court verdict.’

‘Who’s your divorce lawyer?’

‘Kristin Miller.’

‘Oh, she’s great.’ Oakfield nodded his approval, while he sipped his Scotch. ‘Actually, she’s one of the best. And she’s one hundred percent right – the criminal court verdict will make a world of difference. Was Kristin in court today? I didn’t see her.’

‘No, she wasn’t.’

‘Does she know the outcome of the trial?’

‘Yes, we spoke briefly on the phone right after the verdict.’

‘So she’s probably already told you that it will be even better if you wait for Judge Reeves to pass sentence first before filing the divorce petition.’

‘Yes,’ Sam confirmed.

Oakfield paused and studied Sam for a few seconds. Despite what the stress of the past couple of months had done to her, she was still a very beautiful woman, there was no doubt about that, but right then, she looked more like a scared little child than a woman who was just about to become a millionaire.

‘Do you mind if I smoke?’ Oakfield asked.

Sam shook her head.

Oakfield lit up a cigarette and took a deep drag.

‘Actually,’ Sam said, nodding at the packet on the table. ‘Could I have one of those as well?’

‘Of course.’ Oakfield tapped a new cigarette out of the packet before lighting it up for her. ‘I didn’t know you smoke.’

‘I stopped about two years ago. Nelson forced me to, but since this whole thing began…’ Sam allowed the unfinished sentence to dance away in the air, just like the smoke that she blew out of the corner of her mouth.

Oakfield nodded, sympathetically. He knew that for Sam, going back to smoking was much more than just giving in to the crave. It was a way for her to get back at Nelson. The fact that she had just sent him to prison didn’t matter. What mattered was that she was doing something that he had specifically stopped her from doing. Psychologically, going back to smoking symbolized “taking back control” of her actions and of her life.

‘I’m guessing that you want to get as much out of this shitty deal as you can, right?’ Oakfield asked.

Sam had a sip of her cocktail. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Well. You were married to a millionaire, who turned out to be a narcissistic scumbag. In a regular divorce litigation, you would easily be able to walk away with at least half of what he had – properties, cars, money… even his wardrobe, if you so wished to.’

‘Nelson isn’t as wealthy as you might think,’ Sam quickly added.

‘Maybe not when compared to some of the fortunes around Woburn,’ Oakfield accepted it. ‘But he was still pretty wealthy by most people’s standards. Just the house that you lived in together is worth what – five… six mil?’

Sam’s reply was a shy movement, trying to tuck a lock of bristly hair behind her right ear.

‘So, this is what I’m trying to tell you,’ Oakfield carried on. ‘If this was a normal divorce case – you and your husband deciding that it just wasn’t working out anymore and it was time for both of you to go your separate ways – any a-dime-an-hour lawyer could’ve gotten you fifty percent of everything.’ He dipped his head sideways and gave Sam a wink that came across a lot slimier than he would’ve wanted. ‘But now, your soon-to-be ex-husband is an adulterous and convicted “wife-beater” – someone who caused you a world of pain, both physically and psychologically.’ Oakfield shook his head, as he took another long drag of his cigarette. ‘You can’t put a price on what he did to you, Sam. You can’t put a price on how much he made you suffer, and a good divorce lawyer knows that.’ He lifted his finger at Sam to halt her before she could say anything. ‘A great divorce lawyer, like Kristin, can bleed that motherfucker dry. You can walk away with everything, Sam, leaving behind nothing but a huge “fuck you, Nelson”.’

Sam’s anxious gaze darted away for a split second before coming back to Oakfield. ‘I don’t want to bleed him dry. That’s just going to make him even angrier. All I want is to get my life back, you know? I want to be able to wake up and not feel scared from the moment I open my eyes. I don’t want money, especially his money.’ Sam’s voice faltered, as tears began welling up in her eyes.

Oakfield stubbed out his cigarette. ‘Do you intend to move on with your life in Woburn? Do you have friends and family there?’

‘God, no.’ Sam chuckled the words at Oakfield. ‘I have maybe a couple of people I can call friends, but that’s all. Nelson was way too controlling to allow me to have friends of my own.’

‘Where are you from… originally?’

‘Missouri, but I ain’t going back there either.’

Oakfield detected a different kind of pain in the curves of Sam’s words. Something that hinted that maybe her relationship with her family wasn’t a great one. He decided not to ask.

‘Do you have some place in mind? Some place you’d like to go to start over?’

Sam’s headshake was a tense one. ‘Maybe this whole thing was a mistake, you know? I shouldn’t have done this. I should’ve just packed what I had and left. I shouldn’t have taken him to court. Now, Nelson will come for me. I know he will. Maybe not now… maybe not in a year… or two… or five, but he’ll come for me, and when he does, he won’t just slap me about and handcuff me to the pipework.’

‘He might come for you, sure,’ Oakfield agreed, to Sam’s surprise, but it was what he said next that really seemed to catch her attention. ‘But he won’t be able to do anything if he can’t find you, will he?’

Sam used a paper napkin to dab the tears from her cheeks. ‘What do you mean?’

Oakfield finished his Scotch and signaled the waitress for a new one. ‘Would you like another Cosmo?’

‘No, I’m OK for now, thank you. What are you talking about? Nelson not finding me?’

Oakfield lit up a new cigarette. ‘Like I said, your soon-to-be ex-husband is now a convicted wife-beater… not to mention a cheater, and that will only make things easier for you.’

‘How so?’

‘Two reasons. One – it will completely expedite the divorce process,’ Oakfield explained. ‘I’ll be surprised if Kristin doesn’t have everything finalized a week after sentencing.’

Sam’s eyebrows arched, but in a positive way.

‘And two,’ Oakfield continued. ‘That little threatening stunt that Nelson pulled at the end.’ He lifted a finger for emphasis. ‘Right in front of Judge Reeves, will give Kristin plenty of grounds to initiate a process for an identity change.’

‘Excuse me?’ Sam’s head angled slightly to the left.

‘Sam, you’re still so young. You have your whole life ahead of you. Please don’t allow the two years that you spent with that scumbag to destroy the rest of your life.’

‘I’m thirty-four years old,’ Sam said back, as if thirty-four was the age of ancient gods. ‘I’m not that young.’

Oakfield threw his head back as he laughed. ‘Trust me, Sam, you’re still so very young.’

The waitress brought Oakfield a new Scotch on the rocks.

‘You said that all you wanted was to put this whole thing behind you and move on with your life, right?’

Sam nodded, as she also finished her cigarette.

‘Well, believe it or not, this is the perfect opportunity,’ Oakfield explained, leaning forward and resting his elbows on the table. ‘I know that this is a cliché sentence, used by many lawyers, but in your case, this is one hundred percent true.’

Sam frowned at Oakfield. ‘What sentence?’

‘The one that goes – “This is the first day of the rest of your life”.’

Sam chewed on her bottom lip.

‘And I’m talking about your brand-new life,’ Oakfield continued. ‘Everything that was said in that courtroom from day one has been recorded and noted down by the court reporters and the stenographers. And I mean every… single… word, including Nelson’s outbursts. All you need to do is tell Kristin that after the events of today, you would like to file for a change of identity on the grounds of personal safety.’

Sam’s eyes narrowed at Oakfield, who gave her a new smile.

‘And this is part two of why it was such a huge mistake for Nelson to have threatened you the way he did.’ Oakfield sat back on his chair, with a triumphant air about him. ‘There is no judge in the country who won’t sign off on the papers for an identity change after reading today’s trial transcripts.’ He paused for a second to allow Sam to grasp what he was really saying. ‘You’ll be able to pick a new name for yourself, Sam… any name you like… and that name will come with a whole new batch of documents – driver’s license, passport, social security – the whole nine yards. You’ll be able move anywhere you want – some place where no one will know who you are.’ Oakfield sipped his Scotch and gave Sam a renewed smile. ‘You can move to Europe if you like – London, Paris, Berlin – the choice is yours.’

Sam held her breath for a moment.

‘How is that for starting again away from Nelson?’

Sam’s silence was thoughtful and heavy, a ghost of a smile haunting her lips.

‘Still thinking twice about bleeding that scumbag dry?’ Oakfield added.





Seven

Two weeks after Nelson’s guilty verdict, the court reconvened so that Judge Reeves could finally pass sentence on Nelson Stewart, and she wasn’t at all lenient.

That evening at The Longfellow, on Harvard Square, George Oakfield had predicted that Nelson wouldn’t get less that twelve years in prison for what he’d done, and the DA had perfectly hit the mark with his first prediction. Judge Reeves initially sentenced Nelson to twelve years of incarceration – five for the crime of criminal domestic violence and seven for the crime of false imprisonment and captivity – but Nelson’s threatening outburst at the end of court proceedings had really angered Judge Reeves, and for that she had added another full year to her ruling, giving Nelson a total of thirteen years behind bars.

To everyone’s surprise, as Judge Reeves read the final sentencing out loud, Nelson stood completely still and totally silent – no angry outbursts… no offensive gestures either. He didn’t even look up at the judge as she brought gavel to lectern to finally conclude proceedings. No, Nelson simply kept his eyes low… lost in thought… deep in anger.

The next prediction that Oakfield got right was with regards to Samantha and Nelson’s divorce process, which was completely expedited by the outcome of the trial, and nine days after the guilty verdict, Sam legally ceased to be Samantha Stewart, reverting back to her maiden name – Samantha Chambers.

With Sam and Nelson’s divorce process completely finalized, Samantha’s lawyer, Kristin Miller, had all the ammunition she needed to finally file a petition for the identity change process. Kristin cited ‘fear for personal safety and endangerment to life’ as the main grounds for the requisition, but she didn’t even need to. As luck would have it, the application for the identity change ended up on Judge Reeves’ desk, and she didn’t have to read the trial transcripts to approve the petition.

And just like that, a mere three and a half weeks after Nelson had been officially sentenced to thirteen years in a correctional institution, Samantha Stewart, aka Samantha Chambers, was ready to simply vanish from the face of the earth. With a simple signature from a court judge, she was free to reinvent herself and pick whatever new name she wanted to, and it didn’t take her long to decide on one – less than a day, actually. All she had to do was weigh her choices, and once again, George Oakfield had given her some very sound advice.





Eight

‘Once the identity change process is approved,’ Oakfield said, while they were still sitting at The Longfellow, ‘you’ll be able to pick any name you like, but please allow me to give you a few pointers here.’

‘Please do.’

‘First let me explain the difference between a “name” change and an “identity” change.’

Sam looked back at Oakfield a little sideways.

‘Anyone in the land can initiate a process for a name change. A lot of people do it once they get married, or divorced… artists and celebrities do it to make their artistic names official… some people do it because they don’t want anything to do with their families anymore.’ He shrugged. ‘It’s not an uncommon process. All someone needs to do is file a petition, pay the fee, and notify several federal and state agencies. That’s it. In all honesty, the process is really quite simple and very straightforward.’ Oakfield emphasized his next point with a head nod. ‘Now, to avoid con artists trying to run away from financial commitments by simply changing their names and moving somewhere else, name-changing processes are completely transparent to everyone. And what I mean by that is – if anybody wants to find out what Joe Blog’s new name is, all they need to do is ask the County Court. Name-changing records are public files, and that is the difference between a “name change” and an “identity” change.’

‘An identity change isn’t public?’ Sam asked.

‘No,’ Oakfield confirmed. ‘That’s why when you file a petition for an “identity” change, you also need to file a document called “Order to Show Cause”. Kristin will do all that for you, and it’s in the “Order to Show Cause” document that she’ll cite “fear for personal safety and endangerment to life”. Since the reason behind your name and identity change is to safeguard your wellbeing, those records will be flagged as confidential and access to them becomes extremely difficult.’

Right then, Sam’s eyes darted away, as if she was mulling over different options.

Oakfield gave her another second before clarifying. ‘They’ll become hard to get to, but not impossible. And what I mean here is – there are legal and illegal ways of obtaining the information on those records.’

The concerned look returned to Sam’s face.

‘And here are the two biggest pointers I can give you for your identity change. One – go for a common name. Two – when you move, don’t pick a tiny town.’

Sam squinted at Oakfield. ‘Go for a common name?’

Oakfield nodded. ‘And here’s why – if Nelson really decides to come after you and he somehow manages to find out your new identify – a common name and a not so small town will play to your advantage.’

‘In which way?’

‘Think about it,’ Oakfield urged Sam. ‘Let’s say you picked an unusual name, something like Anuska Clissold.’

Sam frowned at him.

‘I just made that up,’ Oakfield explained, giving Sam a shrug. ‘Anyway, what I’m trying to tell you here is – let’s say that Nelson has managed to find out that your new name is Anuska Clissold. Now he needs to find your location. There are several specific search engines out there that’ll search for names and addresses up and down the country.’

Sam finally caught up with Oakfield’s train of thought. ‘A more common name should give him a longer result list on a name search.’

‘Exactly. Now let’s say that somehow, Nelson went a step further and managed to find out not only your new name, but also the city you picked to restart your life. So now all he needs is the address.’

Sam caught up with Oakfield yet again. ‘Chances are that a more common name will return several different addresses in a bigger city.’

‘As opposed to just a couple in a tiny town,’ Oakfield confirmed. ‘What you’ll be doing is tipping the odds in your favor… amplifying the playing field and making it harder for anyone to pinpoint you.’

‘I never thought of that,’ Sam admitted.

‘Most people don’t.’ Oakfield paused and once again dabbed the sweat from his forehead with a handkerchief. ‘But if you really prefer to live in a smaller town, instead of a bigger city, here’s another valid trick: once you get your new identity, move to any city you like – big or small – it doesn’t matter because this first move won’t be your permanent address.’

Sam gave Oakfield a single eyebrow lift.

‘In fact,’ the DA continued. ‘If I were you, I’d place all my belongings in storage and simply rent an already furnished place somewhere. Go for a short-term contract – a year, maximum – at the end of which, you move again. This time you can go for a permanent address, or, if you really want to be on the safe side, go for another one-year contract some place else – different city, different state even. After that, I’m sure you’ll be OK to finally settle down into a permanent address.’

Sam drummed her fingers on the table.

‘It’s a lot of fuss,’ Oakfield admitted. ‘But the more you move around, the more tangled the web gets for anyone trying to find you.’

Sam still looked a little uncertain.

‘Your new name will go on file, Sam,’ Oakfield informed her. ‘But not your address. You’re not entering a government witness protection program. You’re simply getting a new identity, that’s all. You don’t have to inform the court of a new address every time you move. So even if someone manages to find out about your new name, finding your location is a whole new cat and mouse game for them. If you move around a couple of times, you’ll make that game one hundred times harder.’ This time, the wink he gave Sam didn’t come across so sleazy. ‘Tipping the odds in your favor, remember?’

Sam smiled back.

But Oakfield wasn’t done yet. ‘Now, here’s my most important piece of advice regarding your identity change.’

Sam locked eyes with the DA and waited.

‘You just said that you’re thirty-four years old right?’

Sam nodded, stretching her mouth in a sad manner, as if being thirty-four was a sin.

‘But on looks,’ Oakfield continued, ‘you can easily pass for twenty-six… twenty-five even.’ The pause was deliberate just to hold the suspense for a little longer. ‘Well… here’s your chance.’

Sam bit her bottom lip. ‘Are you saying what I think you’re saying? I can alter my date of birth?’

‘It’s not so much that you can alter your date of birth,’ the DA told her. ‘It’s more a case of you should alter your date of birth.’

Sam’s smile was one hundred percent genuine.

‘Within the realms of reality, of course,’ Oakfield added.

‘Of course,’ Sam agreed.

‘And the reason why I told you that this is my most important piece of advice, is because if Nelson manages to find out which new name you went for, the one searching parameter he will have to try to narrow down the number of results for location is…’

‘My date of birth.’ Sam was, once again, late to the party, but she got there eventually.

Oakfield lit up another cigarette. ‘Pick a different day… a different month… a different year and Nelson will be dead in the water.’

Sam’s shoulders relaxed ever so slightly, as if a huge weight was finally being lifted off of them.

‘I bet you never thought of that either, right?’ Oakfield asked.

Sam shook her head. ‘No, but it all makes perfect sense. And I’ll be able to pick any date I want?’

‘Of course,’ Oakfield confirmed.

Sam’s smile reached her eyes. ‘That’s amazing, because I’ve always hated being a Cancerian.’

Oakfield laughed. ‘One more piece of advice, if I may.’

‘Please, by all means,’ Sam replied. ‘I need all the advice I can get.’

‘This is regarding the money you will get from Nelson, because there’s no doubt that you will get it.’

‘OK.’

Oakfield leaned forward, placing his elbows on the table.

Sam did the same.

Oakfield spoke in a much quieter voice. ‘Your divorce settlement will come through before your identity change is finalized. That’s a fact. Once the divorce settlement is finally completed, however much money you are awarded by the courts, it will all be electronically transferred straight into your existing bank account. You won’t get a cheque for a deposit.’

‘I didn’t think I would either,’ Sam commented.

‘OK,’ Oakfield continued. ‘So, here’s my advice – once the money hits your account, just sit tight and wait until the identity change process is concluded. It won’t take that much longer after the divorce – a few days probably.’

‘Alright.’

‘Now, before you swap identities.’ Oakfield lifted a finger at Sam. ‘And I mean either the day before, or on the day that you are supposed to go pick up your new documents, go to your bank and clear out the account. Withdraw everything… in cash. Do not transfer it to a new account.’

‘Withdraw the whole lot in cash?’ Sam looked back at Oakfield as if he was joking.

Oakfield nodded. ‘I know that with the amount that you’ll probably get, this sounds like a crazy thing to do, but Nelson worked with hedge funds and finance, am I right? So, I’m sure that despite being behind bars, he’ll probably still be very well connected with people in the financial sector.’

Sam gave Oakfield a subtle nod of acceptance.

‘So, my guess is that if Nelson really tries to track you down,’ he continued, ‘that is exactly where he’ll look first. He’ll look for a financial transaction between your old account and any new ones.’ He shrugged. ‘He’ll want to know where his money went, and if he finds a transfer document from your bank, your new name will no doubt be attached to it.’

Sam’s jaw tensed.

‘By withdrawing the funds in cash,’ Oakfield explained, ‘what you’ll actually be doing is avoiding creating an electronic money transfer trail.’

‘So, what do I do with the money? Put it inside my mattress?’

‘No. After you take all the money out of your bank, you get your new identity, and you open new bank accounts… and I mean accounts – more than one. And if you want to play it really safe – use different banks… spread your money around.’

Sam took a second. ‘You mean – by walking into a bank carrying a suitcase full of cash and dumping it on the counter?’

‘Pretty much,’ Oakfield agreed.

Sam pulled a face at the District Attorney. ‘I don’t think that nowadays banks allow you to make a large cash deposit without bombarding you with questions.’

‘And you’re right,’ Oakfield confirmed. ‘They don’t.’ He gave Sam a conman kind of smile. ‘And they would bombard you with questions if you didn’t have a legal document, signed by a court judge, explaining the reason why you are making such a large cash deposit. With that, they won’t ask you a single question, and they will take as much cash as you can dump on their counter.’





Nine

It was as if George Oakfield had some sort of magic crystal ball, because all of his predictions came true.

On the same day that Judge Reeves sentenced Nelson to a term of thirteen years, Kristin Miller, Sam’s divorce attorney, started the process to do exactly what Oakfield had said that she and Sam should do – bleed Nelson Stewart dry – and since Sam had been the victim of domestic violence and unlawful imprisonment by an adulterous and violent husband, it didn’t take Kristin long to get the whole process signed off and authorized by the court.

So, just a few days after Nelson took residency at MCI-Cedar Junction, Samantha Chambers was awarded over fifty percent of Nelson’s fortune through the divorce litigation, plus an extra forty percent in punitive damages for what he’d put her through. In short, Samantha Chambers walked away with pretty much everything Nelson had, including property, jewelry, stocks and shares. The judge also awarded Sam both of Nelson’s prize possessions – a cherry red Lamborghini Huracan, the value of which exceeded three hundred thousand dollars, and a rapid blue, souped-up to the teeth, Corvette Stingray Z51, which had cost him over one hundred thousand dollars. Most of the funds in Nelson’s current and safety accounts were also seized and transferred to his ex-wife’s account.

Kristin and her law firm had been over the moon with the results of the divorce litigation. In their books, that had been a stupendous win, but Sam didn’t really care to keep almost anything of what she was awarded – the cars, the properties, the furniture, the investments, the jewelry… in fact, she wanted absolutely nothing that could remind her of Nelson Stewart and of her time in Woburn. With that in mind, on the same day that Kristin managed to bleed Nelson dry, Sam instructed her to liquidate everything as fast as she possibly could. Just a few weeks after that, Samantha Chambers was officially a millionaire… several times over.





Ten

When it came to choosing her new name, the woman once known as Samantha Chambers took Oakfield’s advice to the letter. After a quick Internet search, she found out that the three most common last names in America were: Smith, Johnson, and Williams – each of them with over 1.5 million individuals around the USA. The three most common female first names were: Mary, Patricia and Jennifer – with Mary having a count of over three million hits, practically double the number of Patricia’s and Jennifer’s living in the US.

Sam’s priority wasn’t to have a new, cool-sounding name. She truly didn’t care for any of that. Her priority was to make the process of finding her as difficult as possible to anyone who ever tried to, if anyone ever did.

So, with that in mind, a day after Samantha Chambers was granted the right to a new identity, she picked the name combination that would return the largest number of results through a name search – Mary Smith.

‘It actually doesn’t sound that bad,’ she said to her reflection in the mirror, after repeating the name out loud a handful of times.

The next field on the identity change form was ‘Date of Birth’, and she once again took Oakfield’s advice – different day, different month, different year.

It felt good to be twenty-six again.

As for the date, Mary Smith could think of no better date than October thirtieth, because what that meant was that every year, from then on, she would be celebrating her birthday a day before Halloween – by far her favorite holiday season.

With her new name and date of birth finally chosen, all that Mary needed to do to complete the identity change form was to enter her parents’ names and the city in which Mary Smith had been born.

For her father’s name, she simply decided to follow the same rule that she’d used to create her own.

After another quick Internet search, she discovered that the three most common male first names in the USA were: James, Robert and John.

This time, Sam decided to go with the second most popular male first name in America, Robert, and the main reason for that was because since she would soon become Mary Smith, her father would then be Robert Smith, which was also the name of the lead singer in one of her favorite bands – The Cure.

For her mother, she picked a completely different name – Heather. She did think about going with either Patricia or Jennifer – second and third most popular female names in the US – but having a whole family made out of the three most common names in America would be a bit much. Heather was also the name of her real mother’s best friend, which made Sam believe that it was a suitable choice.

Now, Sam had only one decision left to make to complete the identity change process – Mary Smith’s original birthplace. Here, Sam wanted to go with a very large city – Los Angeles, Chicago, Washington DC, New York City, etc. She blew hot and cold over a few of them for a while, but in the end she chose New York City, and the thinking behind that decision was based on one simple thing: Sam knew for a fact that the smaller the place, the more people tended to show interest in their local communities, and what that ultimately translated into was “nosy neighbors”. People knew more about each other’s lives in smaller towns than in bigger cities, and they were usually happy to answer questions if anyone came asking. The Big Apple, on the other hand, was famous for many things, and one of them was the fact that people were usually too busy with their own lives and problems to nose into anybody else’s business. New Yorkers had a reputation for keeping themselves to themselves, many not even knowing the name of their next-door neighbor after living in the same neighborhood for years.

And that was it. It had really been that simple. With the identity change petition already approved and signed off by Judge Reeves, all that Mary’s lawyers had to do was hand in all the documentation that the courts had asked for, which Kristin did on the very same day that she received the form with Sam’s choices – a form that had been delivered to her in a sealed envelope, so that not even Kristin knew what Sam’s new identity would be. A short week after that, a whole new batch of documents – also in a sealed envelope – was delivered to Kristin Miller’s office.

So, on a warm and sunny afternoon in late May, a battered and broken Samantha Chambers was no more. In her place, a shy, but very happy Mary Smith, stepped out of Kristin Miller’s law office, slid her Carrera sunglasses back on, jumped into her rented car, and simply disappeared into the world.





Eleven

Two Days Later

If there was one thing that Mary Smith knew right from the start – something she knew even before she was granted the right to an identity change – was that as soon as she was free from that whole court circus, she would be getting the hell out of Woburn. In fact, Mary was certain that she’d be getting the hell out of Massachusetts too. All she needed to do was pick a new place to start over, and for that, once again, she decided to follow Oakfield’s advice as best as she could and ‘tip the odds in her favor’.

‘If I were you,’ he had said. ‘I’d place all my belongings in storage and simply rent an already furnished place somewhere.’

Despite being a millionaire, at that exact point in time, Mary Smith had very few belongings of her own. As soon as her divorce settlement came through, she had instructed her lawyers to liquidate whatever they could, as fast as they could, and since then, they had marketed and sold over ninety-five percent of everything that the court had awarded her. All that she’d kept for herself were a few wardrobe items, but not many.

Something else that Mary had decided on was that she would completely reinvent herself – from top to bottom. She would walk, talk, look and dress in a completely different way to Samantha Stewart, and the lack of earthly possessions, at least right then, wasn’t such
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