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CHAPTER ONE
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Susan Wolan clutched the handle of her purse so tightly, Jessica wondered if the woman thought someone was going to snatch it from her. The nondescript, middle-aged woman sat stiff and upright in Jessica’s client chair. “I need a lawyer.”

That’s refreshing, thought Jessica. What with this being a law office. She hoped her smile looked warm and friendly. She hoped it masked her inner thoughts. “How can I help you?”

Susan looked down at her hands, then back up at Jessica. It seemed to Jessica this woman was having a conversation in her head and had just agreed to something. Susan nodded slightly. “I think I might need a divorce.”

Jessica noted the word need instead of want. “Why is that?”

Susan stared at her. Something about Susan Wolan made Jessica feel like she was being scanned by some kind of medical equipment. Finally, Susan said, “Everything I say in here is confidential?”

“Everything. So long as it’s just you and me, I can’t say anything you tell me that isn’t already public or that you don’t give me permission to tell. Unless you tell me it’s okay, I can’t even say you were here.”

As Susan appeared to share the information with the friends in her head, Jessica took in her new client. Susan wasn’t short, but everything about her was small, maybe even to the point of fragile. Jessica guessed that if she had a bone density scan, they’d rush her to the ER for a calcium infusion. Her face was instantly forgettable. Jessica doubted she could describe her well enough to a police sketch artist to get a decent portrait, but she took a silent run at it anyway. Average height, Caucasian, dust-colored hair, mouse-colored eyes, nose not big or small. Mouth? Well, she has one, but … her lips kinda blend into her face. It wouldn’t kill her to wear a little lipstick. Jessica suppressed a giggle as she pictured the sketch artist’s result looking like the work of an eight-year-old who was short on crayons.

Susan appeared to agree with her internal committee and took one hand off her purse strap. “Okay,” she said.

Jessica waited for more, and when nothing followed, she looked over Susan’s shoulder to the shelf that displayed her collection of Wonder Woman figurines and wished she could take Wonder Woman’s Lasso of Truth and wrap it around Susan so they could get to the point. Then, she looked at the basket of stress balls on her desk and pulled out the wrench-shaped toy she’d gotten from a plumbing company. She squeezed it several quick times, then said, “And you’d like me to help you get divorced?”

Susan took a couple of deep breaths. “My husband is Ray Wolan.”

“Why do I know that name?”

“He’s the county commissioner from District Two.”

“Okay.” Jessica did a quick internal check. Ray Wolan might be a relatively big fish in Ashton, Georgia’s tiny pond, but she’d represented an even bigger fish not long ago and lived to tell the tale. Whatever Ray was up to, she could deal with it.

“And he’s not always a nice man.”

Susan wasn’t going to make this easy. But then, Jessica figured, it probably wasn’t easy for Susan to say whatever it was she came here to say. Jessica did have sympathy. Now she just had to make that clear using her vocal chords. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

Susan only nodded.

This was starting to look like a long day. “In what way is he not a nice man?”

“He’s a good man,” Susan readjusted her fingers on the purse strap. “He does his job well. He loves his children. He’s a godly man. A good provider. Just not always nice.”

Jessica kept her eyes on Susan. She wanted the whole story right now, but she knew not to push. It would be better if Susan told her story in her own way and in her own time. What could this “not nice” business be about? Why did Susan need a divorce? Was it something dramatic like involvement in a drug cartel? Or something legally mild but regionally spicy, like a porn addiction? Jessica tried to listen to the conversation in Susan’s head but heard crickets.

Silence was usually the best way to get people to talk, but at this rate, they’d both end up living out their lives in these chairs. Jessica broke the silence. “If it helps, it’s really hard to shock or surprise a lawyer.”

More silence.

Jessica leaned forward and looked into Susan’s nothing-colored eyes. “In what way is Ray not a nice man?”

Susan closed her eyes and tapped her fingers on her purse handle. “I have bruises.”

Now, they were getting somewhere. Jessica purposely relaxed her facial muscles so she’d look unfazed. “I’m sorry.”

Susan opened her eyes and rolled up the sleeve of her shirt to reveal the purple shadow of a hand gripping her bicep. Then she pulled her sleeve back down, stood, and dropped her purse on the chair next to her. She stood and pulled up the hem of her shirt, where a lighter-colored bruise, faded to green, peeked out from her waistband.

“You’re right,” said Jessica. “He’s not a nice man.”

Then Susan was back in the chair, purse on lap, straps in hand. “He’s not all bad. He does good work for the county and our church. He loves our children and tries to set a godly example. He just gets mad, and the devil takes over.”

Jessica pointed a finger at Susan. “Oh no. We’re going to have none of that in here.”

Susan’s jaw and eyes sprung open.

Drawing circles with her finger, Jessica said, “This is a no-excuse zone. Bad things are bad things, and they’re not justified by other things. Twice already you’ve said he’s a good dad, but I’d like to know on which planet a good dad abuses Mom.”

“They love him.”

“As they should,” Jessica squeezed the foam wrench. “He’s their father. How old are they?”

“Twelve and fourteen. Girl and a boy.”

“If they’re twelve and fourteen, I promise you they know what’s going on. He’s their model of manhood, and he’s modeling to your son that it’s okay to hurt women if he’s mad. And he’s modeling to your daughter it’s okay to be hurt by a man and stay. Does that sound like a good father?”

Susan shook her head, the movement only perceptible because Jessica was paying attention.

Jessica thumped the wrench on the desk. “He may not be all bad. People are complicated, but we’re not going to start this story with his good qualities. Got it?”

For the first time since entering Jessica’s office, a ghost of a smile crossed Susan’s face. She nodded.

Jessica sat back in her chair and crossed her arms over her chest. “Now, how can I help you?”

Susan set her purse on the floor and rolled her eyes so far upward Jessica could see only the white part. Involuntarily, Jessica rolled her eyes upward to see if she could get them that far in her skull, then caught herself and returned them to their regular position. She wondered if Susan’s bland exterior masked an exciting interior life and wished she could shine a light into one of Susan’s ears and see what was going on behind that blank canvas of a face.

Susan’s irises reappeared, making Jessica think of the wheels of an old-fashioned slot machine, the cherries bouncing to a stop. “I need to get Jackson and Madison out. I don’t have my own money, I don’t have anywhere to go, and I’m afraid.”

Now they were getting somewhere. Jessica pulled out her legal pad and began to take notes.






CHAPTER TWO
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Diane Myers bolted into Jessica’s office and flopped into the chair Susan had vacated not sixty seconds earlier. “Well?”

Jessica took all of Diane in. She was so small: short and thin, with hair sprayed into immobility and makeup that made you wonder what her face looked like without all that color. Almost fifty, she still wore miniskirts, four-inch heels, and blouses that dipped low in the front. Nothing about her telegraphed how smart and insightful she was. Jessica loved her paralegal and all her enthusiasm. She was grateful to be able to talk about this new case without violating privilege. “I assume you know who Ray Wolan is?”

“County commissioner. Doughy guy. I think he used to wrestle in high school, but now he looks like he could barely pin a butterfly. Linda Moore’s little sister used to date him. What do you need me to find out?”

Diane, a graduate of Ashton High School, class of 1988, knew nearly everyone who’d grown up in and around Ashton. Jessica had been in town only four years, so she relied on Diane for the backstories that were so important to understanding a lot of the local people’s motives.

“Yeah, well, Susan is his wife. He beats her, controls all the money, gives her just enough allowance to buy groceries and gas, and she wants out.”

Diane whistled. “Can’t blame her. Kids?”

“Twelve and fourteen. The problem is, she has zero dollars to her name, nowhere to go, and no way to finance it. And who’s going to want to help her go up against a county commissioner? She doesn’t want it made public, but how’s that gonna work?”

“Any chance he’d respond to blackmail?”

Jessica laughed. “She’s got some serious bruises on her, so it isn’t just a ‘he said, she said’ thing. We could put together a package of legal—and reasonable—demands and say, ‘Look, here’s the situation. We’ve got this evidence, and if you don’t give us what we want, we file this petition, then send a press release to the Ashton Post.’ The problem is how to present it to him so he won’t take it out on Susan.”

Diane’s smile was so devilish, Jessica could picture red horns trying to pierce through Diane’s hairspray helmet. “You don’t think the threat of releasing everything to your source at the Post would do it?”

Jessica’s tone reflected none of Diane’s humor. “We talked about this. I’m not exploiting my relationship with Bobby. I’d send it through the normal channels, and if they pick it up, they pick it up.”

Diane made pouty lips. “You’re no fun. What’s the point of dating Clark Kent if you never get to take advantage of Superman?”

“Diane—”

“I mean, those pretty brown eyes, that sexy curly hair, and his cute little caboose? If that were my arm candy, I’d—”

“Diane!”

“Fine. Have it your puritanical way.”

Jessica felt a blush spread across her cheeks. “I’m not risking another breakup over a client.” Jessica and Bobby had broken up for a short time because of professional conflicts in her recent big case. It had taken a while to figure out how to draw the lines. “Besides, the problem with the reasonable ultimatum plan is Ray’s going to lose it, after which he’ll take it out on Susan’s already battered body. We need her out of the house first.”

“A TPO?” Diane asked. “Get him served, kicked out of the house, has to stay away and pay bills until we can get the divorce filed and get a temporary order in place.”

Jessica looked up at the ceiling and wondered, what the hell is that brown stain? Then she looked at Diane. “I suggested it. Unfortunately, I think she’s got some Stockholm syndrome. She thinks it’s cruel for the sheriff to show up and give her husband twenty minutes to pack up his panties and then be adiosed from his own house.”

“Crueler than punching or slapping her or whatever he did that left bruises?”

Jessica marveled at how expressive Diane’s eyebrows were. The way her right moved independently of the left in a skeptical curl made it clear what she thought of Ray Wolan. Jessica learned more from the way Diane piloted her eyebrows than from talking to Susan Wolan for an hour.

“Exactly.” Jessica reached into the stress toy basket and pulled out the squishy rectangle she’d gotten from a local karate studio. “There’s also this to consider: I’m gonna guess, based on the length of time this guy’s been in office, he knows all the judges, the sheriff, the DA, and all those other muckety-mucks. It might not be so easy to get a TPO against him.”

“Good old boys.” Diane’s eyebrows knotted in the center.

“Yup. They’re not that good, and they’re not that old, but they’re definitely boys. Usually, you can count on them to issue a TPO, even one that’s hinky, because they think women are weak and need protection from scary men, but when it’s one of their own? I don’t know. Really what they need to do is recuse themselves and appoint someone from outside Ashton, but that creates a whole other set of problems.”

“Such as?” Diane’s eyebrows rose again.

“For one, it delays the whole thing while they find someone else.”

“That’s not a huge deal,” Diane said. “It doesn’t seem like Susan is in a big rush.”

“Yes and no,” Jessica squeezed the stress rectangle and considered ripping it in half. Jessica was happy that Susan had come to see her instead of any of the other lawyers in town. She didn’t have a whole lot of opportunity to prove she hashtag-believed-women, but people like Susan were the reason she’d gone to law school. She felt righteous about the chance to do good but just as frustrated by her inability to figure out how. “It might not be a huge deal to Susan, but it gives about eighty million people along the way a chance to clue Ray in before some poor deputy gets the joyless duty of serving him. You know how gossipy this town is.”

Diane rearranged her skirt around her thighs and crossed her legs. Her four-inch, spiked-heel pump dangled from her toes. “Can’t Susan and the kids stay with a friend for a night or two until that gets sorted out?”

Jessica tossed the stress thingy from hand to hand. She got about three tosses in before she fumbled and dropped it on the floor. “I asked her if she had any friends she could stay with. I got the impression that was a no. I think Ray keeps her on a pretty tight chain.”

“That’s so sad.”

Jessica nodded.

Diane clicked her acrylic nails in an off-kilter rhythm on the edge of Jessica’s desk. “I could slash his tires.”

Jessica was mostly sure Diane was kidding, but just to be safe, she said, “We’ll come up with a legal solution.”

“You’re no fun.”

“And you’ll be the belle of the prison ball.”

“Not if you’re my lawyer, sweetie,” Diane said. “We done here?” She stood up.

“Yeah, why?”

“I have a date.”

Jessica shook her head. Diane always seemed to have a date despite the limited number of men in Ashton’s dating pool. Jessica found it baffling, not only that Diane seemed to have an insatiable zest for the company of new men but that she never stuck with any of them for more than a few weeks. She claimed she’d already had her true love—a man who’d inconsiderately up and died on her before she turned thirty-five—so she didn’t need another. This made no sense to Jessica, but it didn’t really have to. It was Diane’s life, and she certainly seemed happy with her current, um, state of affairs. And as Diane herself had said on many occasions, only a fool questioned the ways of Diane.






CHAPTER THREE
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Opening her office door to the outdoors was like stepping into a convection oven straight from the freezer without being defrosted first. Late May in the state of Georgia was the beginning of an oppressive heat that didn’t let up until October. Sweat quickly collected under Jessica’s arms and between her breasts as she hustled to her car, jumped in, and cranked the air conditioning. Then she headed to Bobby’s house, where these days she spent as much time as she did at her own. She’d thought about leaving a toothbrush in the bathroom and a few changes of clothes in the closet, but he hadn’t offered, and she was too afraid of rejection to ask.

She walked into Bobby’s house without knocking. Like most Ashtonians, Bobby left his door unlocked during daylight hours. As soon as she opened the door, a wave of garlic and something vaguely fishy shot right up her nose. “Honey, I’m home!” she called out in a playful voice.

“In the kitchen,” Bobby yelled back.

“What is that?” Jessica asked, leaning in to kiss him in the steam rising from the stovetop.

“Pasta puttanesca.”

“Okay …”

“So you know the A Series of Unfortunate Events books?”

“Yeah …” She’d read them when she was nine.

“Well, I know I was on the old side when they came out, but Lee’s little brother loved them and left them lying all over their house, and I read them out of boredom. Count Olaf forces the Baudelaire orphans to make him dinner, and they make him pasta puttanesca. I always wondered what that was because it was so much fun to say, and when I got older and into cooking, I looked it up. It means whore’s pasta because the whores in the brothels used to make it in between customers because it was nutritious, quick to make, and the ingredients were easy to get.”

“I did not know that.” Jessica reached into a cabinet, pulled out two large wine glasses, and filled them with grocery-store Merlot. She handed one to Bobby. They clinked glasses, and after a swallow, she said, “I think the preferred term is sex worker.”

Bobby said, “Would you care for some pasta of the sex workers? Of course, pasta puttanesca literally translates to whore’s pasta. Puttana means whore. Sex worker would be something like lavoratrice di sesso. So unless you’re changing the name of the dish to pasta di lavoratrice di sesso, which does not have the same ring to it, I’d argue that you’re changing the whole history of the thing just to be politically correct.”

She placed her glass on the table and studied his face. If she wasn’t careful, this could turn into a debate, and as much as she liked how curious Bobby was about every damn thing, she didn’t have the energy for a lecture on etymology. She’d used up all her listening ability on Susan. “Do I want to know why you know how to say those things in Italian?”

Bobby hid his face behind his wine glass. The tips of his ears pinked. “I don’t think it will surprise you to hear that twenty years ago, I was a terribly nerdy thirteen-year-old boy who spent an embarrassing amount of time on the internet learning how to say scandalous things in different languages.”

“Well, it smells good. Whatever it translates to. I have to admit, though, I don’t actually know what pasta puttanesca is.”

“I kinda don’t want to tell you because it sounds gross.” He stirred the pot, took a whiff, and said, “It’s black olives and anchovies and olive oil and a handful of other special ingredients all mushed together.”

Jessica made a gagging sound.

“Agreed. But it’s delicious.”

She raised a skeptical eyebrow.

“How was your day? Anyone fun walk through the door?”

Jessica wanted to tell him about Susan Wolan but couldn’t. Even without names, it would be obvious who she was talking about. He’d hear about it soon enough. After six months together—on and off—they were still figuring out the steps in the delicate dance between lawyer and reporter in a small town where every case of any interest made the news. Bobby was one of the smartest, most insightful people she knew, so now that the Susan Wolan case was her problem to solve, she wanted his help in solving it. In particular, she wanted to talk to him about domestic violence, to ask him what drove men to hit women they allegedly loved, what compelled women to stay with men who hurt them, and whether he thought there were ever any circumstances where it could be forgivable. She longed to talk about how she wanted to both hug Susan Wolan and shake sense into her, to both treat her with delicacy and to shove her in the right direction.

Bobby tapped her on the forehead with a gentle finger. “Hello? Where’d you go?”

Jessica blinked and shook her head. “Sorry. Long day. Nothing a little sex worker’s pasta won’t cure.” She forced a laugh.

Bobby squeezed lemon over a Caesar salad and dished out the pasta, then brought the plates to the table. He waited for Jessica to take a bite before digging in himself. “Well?”

Jessica swallowed, following the bite with some wine. “Not bad. I expected it to be fishier and saltier than the ingredients would lead you to believe, but it really isn’t.”

Bobby grinned. “Those women back then had it figured out. Sex work was really the only job a woman on her own could get that wasn’t domestic service. If you didn’t want to wash some rich woman’s underwear or chamber pots, you had to fuck her sons. It probably paid better, too, and had better hours, even though you likely died of syphilis by thirty-five. Anyway, the point is, back then, women who were ferociously intelligent probably ended up being sex workers.” He leaned heavily on the term. “They used their smarts coming up with dishes like pasta puttanesca.”

How different is it now? wondered Jessica. She’d spent months defending Coach Wishingham in a paternity suit, knowing he went out of his way to land on the wrong side of right. He was sexist, arrogant, low-key racist, and wouldn’t be capable of seeing from his sixteen-year-old daughter Francesca’s perspective if he hung his chin over her shoulder and stared in the same direction. But she’d needed his money, and the kind of publicity his trial had garnered was the best free advertising out there. Still, she felt she’d prostituted herself by pleading his case with the passion of a lawyer who believed what she was saying. She wished she could apologize to Francesca for what she’d done to help Coach avoid meeting her.

“You’ve got a look on your face,” Bobby said.

“I’m just thinking.”

Bobby rose from his chair and snatched the wine bottle off the counter. He filled Jessica’s glass and said, “Damn, girl. What kind of day did you have? Do you want to talk about it?”

Jessica leaned over and took a sip from the glass without picking it up from the table. “Yes. No. I mean, I do, but I probably can’t. Just know this, mister, if you ever beat me in anything more violent than Scrabble, you’ll regret it.”

Bobby laughed. “First of all, you’re the one who hits me.”

“I do not!”

“Liar! You smack me all the time!”

“Well, yeah,” Jessica said, thinking of all the times she used playful slaps as an excuse to touch him in public. “But you deserve it.”

Bobby raised an eyebrow. “Isn’t that what abusers say?”

“They’re love taps!”

“Isn’t that what abusers say?” Bobby was smiling wide, but his tone was serious.

Jessica kicked her chair back and strode over to him. She straddled him and punched his arm twice, punctuating each word as she spoke it. “Love. Taps.”

Bobby stopped smiling. “Love?”

She leaned her forehead against his. The word seemed so obvious. It just fell out of her mouth before she realized she hadn’t voiced it before. “Yeah. Love. Is that okay?” Oh, God. Was it possible he didn’t love her back?

He kissed her, his full lips tasting of wine and anchovies. Warmth spread down her throat and filled her belly with satisfaction. The kiss quelled her nerves better than words could have. Words were cheap. No doubt Ray Wolan had told Susan he loved her on many occasions. But had he ever kissed her like this? He couldn’t have. Or maybe he had, and that’s why Susan married him.

Wasn’t it all just passion anyway? Strong feelings were just strong feelings, whether love or hate, a desire to pleasure or punish. Jessica screwed her eyes tight. The last thing she wanted at this moment was to have Ray and Susan Wolan in the room. Gross.

She’d just told Bobby she loved him, and he’d kissed her, was kissing her, went on kissing her. She focused on his hands, restless on her hips, willing him to pull her blouse out of her waistband and touch her bare flesh. He pulled on her hips, and she rocked back and forth, ready to forgo dinner for the chance at stripping him down. When she heard Bobby grunt, she doubled her efforts. He twisted underneath her.

“Jessica!” Bobby cried out.

She froze. “What?”

He continued twisting under her still body. “Get up.”

She leaped off him, practically falling when her shoe caught against the chair leg. Steadying herself against the rocking table, she said, “What’s wrong? What did I do?”

Bobby stood up and hugged her around the neck, shaking his legs out. “Nothing. You had my legs pinned, and they were falling asleep. I didn’t want to stop, didn’t want you to … but then it just hurt, and I couldn’t …” He leaned his forehead against hers, then held her cheeks between his hands, and pulled back so he could look into her eyes.

Jessica didn’t know if she was supposed to laugh or apologize or kiss him.

He asked, “Do you really love me?”

She nodded.

“Like in the way you love chocolate ice cream and puppies and the way Jesus loves all the little children?”

Jessica hesitated, then shook her head. “No. A different way.” She could feel the heat rise in her face. His right thumb, light as a whisper, began tracing her jawline as he grinned crookedly at her.

“Really?”

“Really.”

“Oh, thank God,” he said. “I thought it was just me.” His smile widened, showing off all of his years of orthodontics as a teenager.

His face was so open. His eyes were round and clear; his mouth spread in a smile. The light coming in through the windows filled his curls with brightness. Then freaking Ray Wolan snuck into her mind again, but at least this time it was only as a point of comparison. Ray might have told Susan he loved her, might have kissed her passionately and said all the right things, but there was no way he ever looked this free of guile. If Bobby Turnbull had any secrets, Jessica would have seen them in his eyes.

“What?”

“What, what?”

“You’ve got a weird look on your face. Not the one I wanted when I,” he dipped his head slightly, and his face darkened in a blush, “admitted I love you.”

This made her laugh, which made him hang his head lower. “No, no, no! It’s just … I got a domestic violence case in today, and I was trying to picture you getting mad enough to hit me, and I couldn’t do it.”

The transparency she’d noted on his face transformed into an opaque seriousness. He looked like she’d hit him. Hard. “Jessica.” He swallowed so thickly she could hear it. “How could you even think that?”

She grabbed his cheeks and planted a loud, smacking kiss on his mouth. “That’s just it. I couldn’t, even when I tried. I love you. Like, a lot.”

He stared at her for a few beats, unable to look away, mainly because she still had his face clasped between her hands. “I love you, too. Like a lot, a lot. Enough to not think about work during a romantic moment.”

Jessica wanted to cry. This had been so lovely, and she’d ruined it. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “My brain has a mind of its own.” Then, unable to think of anything else to say, she set about proving how much she loved him with her body.






CHAPTER FOUR
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First thing the next morning, Jessica called Dorothy George, her contact at A Woman’s Place, the domestic violence agency a few towns over.

“Jessica! What’s up, my lovely?” The sound of Dorothy’s reedy voice always made her smile. She could picture Dorothy at her gunmetal, no-nonsense desk, her neat twists framing her cocoa face.

“I need to pick your brain.”

“Pick away. You got ten minutes before I have to meet with a potential donor. ’Til then, I’m all yours.”

Jessica stared across her desk at the Wonder Woman figurines. If anyone was a real-life Wonder Woman, it was Dorothy. Dorothy had spent her entire adult life and most of her personal money building A Woman’s Place, dedicated to helping victims of domestic violence. Jessica wanted her law practice to contribute that much to the community, but sometimes, she felt like little more than a paid mouthpiece for whoever could afford her, right or wrong. But now she had Susan Wolan, the kind of client she’d dreamed of representing. She could show the world she believed women when they said they’d been abused, that she was a champion for the downtrodden and needy. “I’ve got a new client, a victim of physical abuse. Two kids, twelve and fourteen. No money of her own and doesn’t work. He’s got plenty of money. In an ideal world, she’d get a TPO, possession of the house, and a bank account or two, blah blah.”

“What’s stopping her?”

“He’s a muckety-muck.” Jessica rifled through her basket of stress balls and picked one shaped like an apple. She imagined it as Ray Wolan’s head as she smashed it in her fist.

“How muckety?”

“Eyeball deep in muck. He’s made of muck. He bleeds muck, eats muck for breakfast, and considers muck the highest of all art forms.”

Dorothy grunted.

“Exactly. I don’t even know if I can get a TPO at all, never mind getting one without someone tipping him off, which sends Mucky McMuckerson to smack the wife around for the asking. I’m pretty sure I can get all our judges recused. Eventually. Hell, the Post website probably has pictures of all those guys bouncing on each other’s laps—but recusals take time, and time means danger for my client.”

“Can I guess who it is?”

“Dunno,” Jessica said, placing the apple on her desk and smushing it with her clenched hand.

“Ashton County?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, it’s not one of the judges, which means it’s one of the commissioners or the sheriff himself.”

“Not the sheriff.” Dorothy was quick, but in a pond that small, even a medium-sized fish displaced a lot of water.

“That’s all I need to know. Damn, girl. You got a problem on your hands.”

“No shit.” Jessica laughed. She instantly felt better, knowing the answer wasn’t obvious to Dorothy either.

“Top of my head,” Dorothy said with a whoosh of breath, “I could probably get her some kind of stopgap grant to get her a hotel room in a neighboring county, you know, give her a place to be until he got served with the order, so he knows he can’t come home anymore. But that doesn’t help you with the TPO.”

“Right. So you agree these good old boys aren’t going to sign it like they would with any other?”

Dorothy laughed. “Oh, hell no.”

“Even if I have pictures of bruises?”

“Shit, girl, you could have him on video squealing, ‘I love to hurt women,’ and then show him beating the crap out of his wife in high-def slo-mo, and those white male motherfuckers still wouldn’t sign it. They watch out for their own.” Then, a little bit quieter, she said, “Until one of their own becomes a liability. Then they’ll eat him.”

Jessica pictured a bunch of local politicians taking bites out of Ray Wolan’s barbecued ribs. “So what do I do?”

“Looky here. I can hook your girl up with resources, but the one thing I can’t do—can never do—is influence what goes on in those smoky back rooms. I’ll think on it. We’ll come up with something. Lemme know if you do first.”

“Thanks, Dorothy.”

She dug her elbows on her desk and leaned her face into her hands. What did the country club set fear most? What could she do to make sure Ray would fall out of favor? She looked up at her Wonder Woman figurines, wishing yet again she could take that Lasso of Truth for herself and wrap it around the waist of Coach or someone who would have the answer. Then it came to her: exposure. Let the non-country-club set see what actually goes on behind the gates. Golf-course mucks didn’t want the little people finding out that behind the curtain stood nothing but a bunch of limp-dicked wizards yanking impotent levers. That’s why Ray Wolan’s cronies would protect him. If Wolan’s image of being a man in power could be stripped away, so could theirs.

Unless … unless what? Unless Ray was too far gone, already on his way to becoming an entrée on a country club dinner plate. Jessica wondered if Ray’s ribs would be served with those little chef hats on the ends of each rib bone or if they’d just be slung in a pile. She knew Ray Wolan’s cronies weren’t his friends, not the way Jessica thought of friends. Those guys were allies, partners, comrades. But not friends. If Ray were nearing the edge of a cliff, they’d gladly give him a push, then claim they “always knew something was up with ole Ray.”

How could she get him close enough to that cliff edge to incite a shove from the old traitor club? As abhorrent as representing Coach had been a few months ago, she’d learned quite a bit about the alpha-male mind from him. Coach had been sued for paternity of a sixteen-year-old girl he didn’t know he’d fathered. He was crude and sexist, had only a passing acquaintance with the concept of consent, and held a consistent worldview that the universe was designed for the greater glory of Coach Frank “Tripp” Wishingham, III. But Coach had also shown her where his vulnerable spots were, which gave her insight about what might inch a good old boy to that edge. Now, she needed to figure out how to use that knowledge to help Susan Wolan.

Jessica heard a cough and lifted her head out of her hands to see Diane sitting in the chair opposite her desk. “What’s wrong, baby cakes?”

“Dorothy George had no ideas.” Jessica loved that she rarely had to explain context to Diane. Sometimes, it was as if Diane not only rented space in Jessica’s head, but also put the trailer up on blocks, and built a front porch.

“I still think telling your boy toy is the best idea.”

“You know how easily repetition bores me, bores me.”

Diane tapped her acrylic nails on Jessica’s desk. “Humor me. What happens if you let Bobby know?”

What happens? was a good question. Once the divorce was filed, it would be public record that Jessica was Susan’s lawyer. So, what would the problem be if she used the idea of leaking the story to Bobby as a threat? The problem was Jessica would be crossing a line. She’d be insinuating that she’d be willing to tell Susan’s secrets to the press. A brief image of herself opening a raincoat, flasher-style, to reveal Susan’s story to Bobby filled her mind. Realizing she had to answer Diane, she said, “I don’t think Susan wants it all that public.”

“Hmph,” Diane scoffed. “She’s a fool if she thinks she can marry that guy and not have a public life.”

Jessica leaned back in her chair and rocked backward, looking at the ceiling. Seriously, what the hell is that stain?

Diane called her back to the present. “My eyes are down here, sweetheart.”

Jessica sat up straight and slapped her hands on her desk. “Maybe we could not actually leak it to the paper but make Ray think we did, or will, unless he leaves Susan alone.”

Diane laughed and clapped her hands. “Blackmail! That’s what I said yesterday.”

“And I said it wasn’t blackmail. It’s … presenting him his options in the form of a reasonable ultimatum.”

“You can call it whatever fancy thing you want, sweetie, and I’m all for it.”

Jessica flopped back into her chair, drumming a pencil on the armrest. “The problem remains. I could see him getting our … demand … and then smacking her a good one for the impertinence. Then she gets cold feet and tells me not to.”

“What if the blackmail didn’t come from you?”

“Who else?”

“Don’t you know fancy people? Who could you get?”

“If I knew that, I wouldn’t be in this pickle.”

“Speaking of pickles, I’m thinking Subway for lunch. Thoughts?”

Several hours later, Jessica woke up in the dark of morning with the answer—maybe not the answer, but an answer. She pulled her phone off the nightstand, tapped a note, and then slipped into a blissful, dreamless sleep.






CHAPTER FIVE
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It wasn’t until ten or so the next morning that Jessica remembered she’d written herself a note. She was meeting with a potential client who’d been accused of shoplifting, and it became increasingly difficult to pay attention as she tried to sneak a look at her phone.

The client, a stocky man with a tattoo sleeve running down his left arm, whimpered, “I didn’t mean it! I … I didn’t have a cart, and I didn’t want to carry the spark plugs, so I dropped ’em in my pocket, and then I just forgot.”

Not the greatest defense, nor the most believable. “Here’s the problem,” she said. “Georgia law says that as soon as you conceal something, you’ve completed the act of shoplifting. Whatever your intent was, that’s the law.”

“That’s not fair!”

Oh, if Jessica had a dollar for every time this phrase was said in her presence. “My father used to say that fair was a place you went to see giant hogs and prize-winning pies.” Her father had said no such thing, and she’d have been willing to bet a grand her CPA father had never been within five miles of a state fair. She gave her father the credit because she hated, “You know what they say …” She had no use for those anonymous “they”—those “they” who said things, those “they” who needed to fix the roads and invented helpful devices and kept launching unsupported opinions into an already murky social consciousness.

The alleged shoplifter slapped his thighs. “What can I do? I can’t have this on my record!”

“We can probably get you pretrial intervention. You jump through a few hoops, pay a fine, and it gets dismissed, assuming you’re good at hoop-jumping.” She explained what he’d have to do as quickly as she could, then ushered him off to Diane to handle the details, like getting him to pay the retainer.

Jessica glanced at her phone. She had only a vague memory of waking up and typing but no recollection of what she’d written. She opened the notes app and read, Ask Coach. Hmm. That would work if and only if Coach could be trusted to keep a secret, which he hadn’t last time around, but then again, he hadn’t been asked to zip it. On the other hand, after Coach shared his deep, dark secrets, which boiled down to, “You might not know it, but I actually have human feelings, and here’s what they are,” Jessica had proven she could keep some things to herself. So, didn’t he owe her? Coach was the alpha of the pack. Surely, the other dogs would want to please him.

Diane walked the alleged petty thief to the exit, and on her way back to her desk, Jessica called her in. “Let me bounce something off you,” she said.

Diane sighed. “Long gone are the days you could bounce a quarter off this butt.”

Jessica rolled her eyes. “I’ve been thinking about Susan Wolan. Do you think we could exploit Coach Wishingham?”

“How so?”

“Well, for the moment, anyway, we have King Alpha in our good graces. What if I got him to have a beer with ole Ray and say something like, ‘Gig’s up, Ray. I know what you’ve been doing to Susan. Give her some cash and get out, or I’ll let everyone know.’”

“Is it ‘gig’s up’ or ‘jig’s up’?”

“That’s your question?”

“Do you think Tripp would turn on his own? That’s a big risk.”

Jessica thought before answering. “That’s the question, isn’t it? Here’s my thought: Coach is a Southern gentleman, so in his warped way, he thinks women are precious, which means we need protection and coddling. We might bruise ourselves opening doors, will be offended if he doesn’t stand when we enter a room, that kind of stuff. My guess is he was taught that only low-class men hit women.”

Diane scrunched her brows. “Didn’t you think he raped Sarah James?”

“Well, yeah.” Jessica drummed her fingers on her desk as she tried to figure out how to reconcile the diametrically opposed thoughts banging against each other in her head. “But he doesn’t think he raped her. He has weird ideas about consent, like, if she didn’t say no, it was the same as yes. He’s also so freaking entitled he can’t imagine a universe in which there’s a woman who wouldn’t be grateful for the chance to get laid by him. There was no violence in that he didn’t hold her down or hit her or force her. She just lay there in a drunken stupor as he did his thing, and he took that as consent. Believe me, I’m not downplaying what astonishing scum he is, but to be fair, she never accused him of rape. It’s no excuse, but in his mind, it’s an important difference, and if we’re going to take advantage of him, it’s what’s in his mind that matters.”

Diane chewed the edge of a bright red sparkly nail. “What if he doesn’t go for it? Do you think he’d tip off Ray, and you’d be worse off than before?”

“I think he’s a man of his word. If I swore him to secrecy, I think he’d keep it secret.”

“He might be a man of his word, but you might be discounting the whole bro code. They protect their own.”

Jessica closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “Which is exactly why we need him. I don’t know. For any of this, I’d have to get Susan’s permission, anyway. Let me think some more. Maybe I’ll have another flash of inspired brilliance in the middle of the night.”

Jessica knew the best way to have a great idea was to let her brain come up with it on its own. She needed to quit thinking about the Wolan situation and let her subconscious do its thing. But as much as she tried to fling the thoughts to the back of her brain, they kept crawling to the front.

Halfway through dinner at El Toro that night, Bobby snapped his fingers in her face. “Hellooo. You here? You’ve been zoning out a lot lately.”

Jessica shook her head. “I’m sorry. A thorny work problem has a stranglehold on my cerebrum.”

Bobby swallowed a bite of burrito. “Can I help?”

“Probably. But I don’t think you should. I doubt I could make it anonymous enough.”

“You know, just because I’m a reporter doesn’t mean I can’t keep secrets.”

“I know!” Jessica reached across the table and covered his hand with hers, stroking the knuckle of his thumb. “I trust you, I really do. I’m just … I don’t want work getting in the middle of this. Again.”

“I understand,” Bobby said, reaching his fingers up through hers and entwining them. “I just think, if we’re going to make this work, you’re going to have to tell me what bothers you.”

This felt like a dagger in Jessica’s chest. They were at the point in their relationship where she felt secure in Bobby’s feelings for her, but they weren’t so far along that something relatively minor couldn’t crop up and ruin it all. She had no evidence to support her surety of their position along love’s timeline—her trepidation was mainly thanks to insecurity caused by a history of people leaving her. “I know. It’s that I have this confidentiality thing, and I’m still trying to figure out where all the lines are.”

Bobby squeezed her fingers between his. “Just so long as you keep me in the ‘figuring it out’ loop this time.”

Jessica smiled. “I can’t talk about it at El Toro or anywhere outside of the cone of silence. This town …”

“I get it. Later.”

Bobby slipped his credit card to the server before Jessica could fight him for the bill. After their restaurant dates, there was always some version of a wrestling match unless one of them was quick like this or had slipped the waiter a credit card during a fake trip to the restroom. Jessica didn’t know what Bobby earned, but she guessed a reporter didn’t make as much as she did. Bobby was pretty well enlightened, as far as men went, but she still got the impression he didn’t like when she paid without a reason to celebrate as an excuse. Masculinity was so fragile. Even the most enlightened of them seemed to think a woman in charge led to dick shrinkage.

“I’ll get the tip,” she said, slapping a ten on the table. Bobby rolled his eyes.

On the ride back to Bobby’s house, Jessica’s phone rang. She looked at the screen before answering it and said, “Oh shit. It’s my dad.” Her father never called her without cause. She answered the phone with artificial cheer and put the call on speakerphone. “Hi, Dad!”

“Hello, Jumpkin! How are you?”

Jessica cringed at the old nickname—a jumble of Jessica and pumpkin—as Bobby mouthed it to her with a grin. “I’m great. How are you?”

“Doing well, doing well.”

Jessica wanted to say, “Why the hell are you calling me?” but figured that wouldn’t go over well. “Great. To what do I owe the pleasure of this call?”

Michael Fischer laughed on the other line. “You are so much like your mother. Direct and to the point.”

Jessica wasn’t sure if that was a compliment. She forced a laugh.

“I’m calling because I’d like to come visit.”

Bobby’s eyes widened. How many years had it been since Jessica had seen her father? Had it really been since her law school graduation five years ago? What a disaster that had been.

He’d come with Miriam in tow, and in every gesture, the two of them had flaunted the death throes of their marriage. Watching him bicker with the woman he’d moved across the country for in the aftermath of her mother’s death was too much for Jessica. After a graduation dinner consisting of a main course of artificial smiles and a dessert course of veiled hostility, she’d driven her father and Miriam to the airport, then happily didn’t speak to him until two months later when he called to tell her he’d filed for divorce.

“That’s no surprise.”

“It’s better this way,” Michael said.

“So. Are you going to move back to this part of the country?”

Michael laughed. “No, no, no. One major change at a time, please. This is my home now. I have friends, a doctor I like …”

Jessica thought of all the songs and stupid internet memes saying things like, Home isn’t a place, it’s being with the people you love. Guess she wasn’t where his home was. “I don’t know Arizona law, so I don’t know how much help I can be. Hell, I’ve been a lawyer for like two months. I don’t even know much of Georgia law.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t ask you to get involved with my divorce.”

Jessica had almost laughed at this—wasn’t her graduation dinner the inevitable run-up to divorce? Wasn’t that involved? She couldn’t think of a response, so she said nothing. After a soft cough, Michael said, “How’s it going so far? Lawyering?”

Lawyering had been pitiful. She spent the days in her small, rented office praying for the phone to ring and evenings at tortuous networking events, trying to build her book of business. Thank God for the inheritance from her mother, or she’d be starving. But she’d be damned if she was going to tell her father that. “I’m learning so much every day.”

“Excellent!” Jessica knew that if they had been in the same room instead of half a continent apart, her father would have hugged her around the shoulders and kissed the side of her head. But they were 1,700 miles away from each other, and there wasn’t much she could do about that. Her father said, “Keep that big brain of yours firing on all cylinders!”

“Yeah. I’m actually researching underserved legal communities. You can go just a little more than an hour out of metro Atlanta, and there are, like, zero lawyers. You can hang a shingle there and get business simply for being the only game in town.”

“That sounds lonely.”

It was all Jessica could do not to bark out a laugh. Lonely. What did he know about lonely? Did he drift away from all of his friends in law school to spoon-feed his mother in hospice care? Did he have any idea how lonely it was to be the smallest fish in the legal pond when all the other small fish were trying to latch on to the big sharks like remora? She just swam around, hoping they dropped crumbs of food her way. “It seems like the best way to build a career.”

“It may be, but it
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