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        For my mother

        who didn’t raise no fool and who also managed to

        teach me the appropriate use of double negatives.

        I am what I am today because of your love and support.

        But that won’t stop me from kicking your ass in bridge.

        You’ve been warned.

        I love you, Mom.
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      Ashley Johnson felt the hatred the moment she stepped inside the courtroom from the door behind the judge’s bench. It thickened the air, choked the breath from her lungs, and severed the hope that she’d managed to scrape together while waiting in her cell. There was no hope in this room. Just anger. The cuffs on her wrists jangled obscenely in the condemning hush of the courtroom.

      They might as well kill her now. It would be preferable to the slow agony she would suffer imagining every major event in her daughter’s life—her birthdays, her college acceptance letters, her wedding—from inside stone walls.

      The jury’s eyes burned into Ashley from their box on the right side of the room, and her legs tried to buckle. Maybe she deserved some of their judgment. It was true that she’d made some bad choices.

      The choice to be with Derek was the worst one of all.

      She tried not to look at the front of the courtroom as she passed, tried not to see the stand where Derek’s dead body had been turned into a poster, his sightless eyes watching and accusing her even through the film of death. The wall behind him was splattered with the bloody remains of his skull. Every time, she tried not to look, but every time, she failed.

      Frank Griffen sat, shoulders square, mouth set, his black-rimmed glasses frozen halfway down his nose. But his pinky fingers twitched like he could feel the energy too. Not that he ever sat perfectly still—his mouth or fingers or eyes, something was always moving. He wouldn’t have been her first pick for a defense attorney, but she was broke. And he was good enough. If he got her out of there.

      Eyes forward, don’t look at the jury. Don’t look at the poster. Don’t look.

      Behind Griffen, Detective Eddie Petrosky frowned, squinting—agitated. Griffen said the detective’d had that look since some serial killer had gotten away on his watch last year, but to Ashley, those lines of irritation on Eddie’s forehead showed that he gave a shit. Down the row, Dr. McCallum, the shrink who’d interviewed her before the trial, sat watching, his enormous belly squished against the back of the pew in front of him. He had deemed her depressed, testified that she’d likely been suicidal the night Derek died. He hadn’t been wrong. She had often prayed for death though she’d never come close to acting. It was a fantasy, slipping away when things got too hard—but not a fantasy she wanted to embrace.

      Her feet seemed stuck to the floor as she scanned the rest of the crowd. Her caseworker, Diamond’s caseworker, sat in the back. Some lady in a short skirt sat across the way, maybe a hooker waiting on her own court appearance. The one person who might’ve offered her hope, or at least a reassuring smile, was nowhere to be found. He’d visit on his own time, he’d said, and if she tried to stir things up without his consent, he’d leave her to die in prison. She couldn’t even think his name, for fear it would tumble out of her mouth. The guard behind her coughed, probably annoyed that she’d stopped in the middle of the courtroom, or maybe he was trying to remind her to move.

      Then she saw her. Diamond entered the courtroom, her baby girl, already grown bigger in the months since Ashley’d been locked up. And with her, Ashley’s dead boyfriend’s mother: Lucinda Lewis, Diamond’s grandmother, if you believed the birth certificate. Lucinda glared at Ashley.

      Ashley resisted the urge to run to her baby, to kiss her and hug her and tell her everything was going to be okay, that her mommy was coming home soon, and they’d be a family again. She wanted just one moment with Diamond. To smell her. To hold her. Instead, she watched her baby pass her by and disappear behind Lucinda as the woman turned to the seats. Ashley’s chest constricted.

      Derek’s idiot brother, Trey, had shown up today too, his red bandana tucked haphazardly into his jeans pocket. Derek’s aunts held hands as they followed down the aisle after Lucinda and slid into one of the long benches that held families like church pews—the law’s last shot at redemption in a city where there was more blood than holy water.

      The guard prodded Ashley forward so hard she stumbled into the table where Griffen sat. He jumped up and helped her to her seat, and she sank into the chair next to his, noting that Griffen’s bony nose was leaking again.

      He swiped at his forehead and then his nose with an orange handkerchief, then shoved it into his pocket more violently than seemed necessary. He didn’t look at her, but she could see the tightness of his mouth. Not a good sign.

      Tears burned behind her eyes though she wouldn’t give anyone the satisfaction of watching her cry. Not the jury and definitely not the prosecution. She didn’t want everyone to head home tonight feeling superior because of her pain. It was bad enough they were all free while she was locked in a cage, especially when she didn’t deserve to be there.

      She’d made bad choices, that was true. But she wasn’t a killer.

      Her throat threatened to close on her, and she swallowed over the tightness, trying to remember what Eddie had told her. We’ll figure it out, Ashley. I’ll find a way.

      But he hadn’t. Neither had the one she’d expected to get her out of this mess; the one who was supposed to care. But maybe he’d been a mistake too.

      Where is he?

      Like a shotgun blast, the bang of a gavel reverberated through Ashley’s shoulder muscles and shivered down her back. Church was in session. She relaxed her fists in her lap and raised her eyes to that fat bastard judge, Clarence Delacour.

      “We have already heard from the prosecution. Are you ready for closing arguments, Mr. Griffen?”

      Griffen stood and walked around the table, buttoning the front of his suit jacket with twitchy little movements. He was barely taller than Ashley herself, but the set of his shoulders was rigid and determined, and this made him seem much larger. He walked to the jury box and put his hands on the rail, his grip soft like he was polishing the wood with his index finger instead of making a point.

      Ashley tuned out after his “Ladies and gentlemen of the jury.” She knew there was reasonable doubt, or at least Griffen had told her there was. But she also knew what the prosecution thought: that she’d come home, found her daughter injured, and bludgeoned Derek in the head with a blunt object, probably the hammer she’d used to hang a picture earlier that morning. A hammer that was now missing, which Griffen had assured her, was a good thing. Defendants had been released for less.

      Ashley’s neck was damp with perspiration by the time Griffen cleared his throat and strutted to the podium for his final statements.

      “Ashley Johnson was ambushed,” he said. “When she came home, the living room was dark, and she was unable to see what remained of her boyfriend. She walked through the room without turning on a light and into Diamond’s bedroom to check on her little girl. And when her back was turned, someone stuck a syringe in Ashley’s neck and carried her to the bathtub. She almost died at the hands of the same person who killed Derek Lewis. Our lack of another identifiable suspect does not equate to Ashley Johnson being guilty.”

      Griffen turned and caught the eye of someone behind her, and Ashley sat straighter. Is he here? Did he come? Out of the corner of her eye, she watched Petrosky nod to Griffen, the detective’s face softening a fraction before reverting to its usual stoniness.

      Griffen turned back to the jury box. “This girl did not kill Derek Lewis. And if you make the mistake of convicting her, you will be allowing a killer to go free.”

      The silence in the room felt heavy, like it was closing in on Ashley from all sides, until the judge spoke again.

      “Is the prosecution ready for rebuttal?” Delacour’s eyes were on the clock on the side wall—not on Ashley, not on Griffen—as her lawyer walked back to his seat. Obviously, the judge thought she was expendable. Like trash. Maybe she was. Maybe she had always been.

      Shannon Taylor, the prosecuting attorney, rose to her feet, thin and blond and a fucking bitch. “Ready, Your Honor.”

      Ashley looked down at her hands, and the cuffs glinted like crude bracelets that weighed down her soul instead of her wrists.

      Taylor cleared her throat. “At just after five o’clock on the evening of February fifteenth, a noise complaint came into the station, stating that someone was arguing at the apartment Derek Lewis and Ashley Johnson shared.”

      Ashley’s hands trembled. She pressed her palms together and squeezed them between her knees.

      “When police arrived at six-thirty, Derek Lewis was alone at the house, alive and in good health, and informed the responding officers that Johnson had gone to the drugstore and then to drop off their daughter at a neighbor’s. Both of these statements were later verified. What Derek didn’t know is that he had only four hours to live.”

      In her peripheral vision, Ashley tried to see what the jury was doing, but her vision was blurry. Her face burned.

      When Taylor spoke again, her voice was softer, but her words somehow rang throughout the courtroom. Aggressive. Dangerous. “At seven-thirty, Ashley Johnson arrived for a job interview at an all-night garage where she was described as ‘distracted’ by the owner. After the interview, Johnson disappeared.” Taylor cut her eyes at Ashley, and Ashley’s stomach twisted.

      “No one seems to know what the defendant was doing during this time, but she was gone for long enough that she neglected to pick up her daughter from her babysitter’s home. When the sitter had to leave, she dropped young Diamond home with her father, Derek. And at eleven o’clock, when Ashley Johnson finally returned to the apartment, she found her daughter with a fresh bruise on her lower back and another on her leg, marks the sitter testified were not present earlier that day. Indeed, the one on Diamond’s hip was a clear imprint of Derek Lewis’s belt buckle.”

      Ashley’s breath came hot and fast as she saw Diamond in her mind’s eye, saw the bruises on her sweet baby’s legs. She’s trying to get to you, trying to make you react. Her leg muscles shook with anger. She swallowed hard.

      “Ashley Johnson may have put up with Derek hitting her. She might have been neglectful herself, not bothering to pick her daughter up on time. But the defendant wasn’t about to let her boyfriend get away with hitting her little girl.” Taylor paced in front of the jury box. “Johnson found Derek sleeping on the couch. She grabbed a hammer, walked behind the couch, and hit her boyfriend in the head, again and again and again.” Taylor mimed each strike, and the jury winced as they visualized Derek’s head being smashed to bits.

      Ashley could see it too, the blood, the fragments of skull and brain, gooey clumps landing on the wall. She tried to focus on the prosecutor instead. Better to look angry at the false accusation than pissed at her dead boyfriend whose corpse was even now staring back at her from the easel, his face bloody and eerily blank. Well, ex-boyfriend.

      “Ashley Johnson panicked, got rid of the murder weapon, and wiped down as many surfaces as she could, but she only managed to smear the blood. She did leave one intact handprint on the wall in the hallway, though. Her fingers. Her palm. In Derek Lewis’s blood.”

      Ashley focused on the blond knot at the nape of the prosecutor’s neck, trying to ignore the jury. Every frown, every sympathetic look, was horribly wrong. If they were going to let her go, they’d look more hopeful, wouldn’t they? Their faces said they’d already decided she’d had a good reason to kill him—and that she had, in fact, done it. She inhaled through her nose to push back the nausea.

      “Panic, ladies and gentlemen. Panic, in a severely depressed woman already stressed to her breaking point. And the defendant realized there was nowhere to go. The mess was too big. She had no money. No one to turn to. No options, no way out.” The pause was deafening, a ringing silence that hurt Ashley’s ears.

      “So she prepared a syringe from Derek Lewis’s stash with a deadly overdose of heroin, left the front door ajar to ensure that someone would find her daughter, then climbed into a full bathtub and injected the drugs into her own neck.”

      The jurors’ eyes swung to Ashley’s table, and she saw pity and an agitation she almost couldn’t bear to acknowledge. The air thickened further until the heaviness of it clogged her throat entirely, blocking her breath. Jesus, help me, please…

      Taylor stilled, placing her hands on the polished wood of the jury box. “Just after midnight, a neighbor happened upon Johnson’s open front door and found Derek dead on the couch, Diamond in her crib, wailing, and Ashley Johnson unconscious in the bathtub, the water pink with Derek Lewis’s blood.”

      Ashley prayed silently. Please, God, help me. I’ll go to church every Sunday. I’ll do anything.

      “The defense wants you to believe that she was framed. But Ashley Johnson had both motive and opportunity to commit this crime.”

      Yes, she’d had both of those things. She’d had the opportunity. And some nights, even now, she lies awake in her cell praying God would send Derek back just so she could kill him again for hurting Diamond. No, she hadn’t done it, she knew she hadn’t. But the way the police had interrogated her, repeated their questions over and over, every word from their mouths wrapping around her throat like a noose that would eventually strangle her…sometimes she doubted her own innocence. Was it possible she’d lost it on Derek and blocked the whole thing from her mind? Had the memory of the sharp needle sting in her neck as she bent over Diamond’s crib been a hallucination, the start of some kind of psychotic break? Why would anyone want to kill her? She was a nobody. Maybe she really had killed Derek. But Eddie Petrosky didn’t believe that, and if he could trust her, then she could trust herself, too. She clenched her fists, and her face flushed with fresh determination.

      Taylor’s shoes echoed against the wooden walls as she strode back to the podium and gestured to the photo of Derek’s corpse. “We can all sympathize with a mother protecting her child. But this is not the way. If we accept vigilante justice, if we set a precedent suggesting that we can harm those who get in our way, that we can take the law into our own hands, then we fail. Society fails. Derek Lewis wasn’t perfect. He should have been punished for his crimes but in accordance with the law. This isn’t about whether you like the victim or empathize with the aggressor. Even if you think Derek Lewis deserved to be punished for what he allegedly did, Ashley Johnson did not have the legal right to inflict that punishment.”

      The world was fading around the edges, every sound like the shush of Diamond’s breathing when Ashley used to rock her to sleep—hazy and hot and peaceful. Those hours had been a reprieve from planning how they were going to escape from Derek.

      Derek did deserve to die. But I didn’t do it.

      Taylor stared pointedly behind Ashley, probably at Diamond.

      Don’t look, Ashley. Don’t.

      “Ashley Johnson needs to suffer the consequences of the crime she has committed. She and others like her need to know that one cannot simply take the law into their own hands and kill someone who does them wrong. You must return a verdict of guilty of murder in the second degree.”

      The quiet seemed alive, squirming around Ashley, and the judge’s scrutiny wiggled up her sleeves and down her back. Shannon Taylor walked back to her chair and sat, and Ashley listened to the rustling of shoes on the floor, the sound of jurors preparing for dismissal, the audience collecting their things.

      Beside Ashley, Griffen blew his nose, a low, hollow honk. Behind her, Diamond cried out. Ashley watched Shannon Taylor and clenched her fists, her eyes burning with unshed tears.
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      Shannon Taylor left the courtroom with a pit in her stomach. She should have been happy. It had taken less than two hours for the jurors to return a verdict of guilty. Ashley Johnson had buried her face in her hands and sobbed until they took her away while Frank Griffen looked on after her, his face drawn and pale.

      I’m right. I have to be. All the evidence had pointed that way, but damn. If only she’d been prosecuting Derek Lewis for abuse, then the tension in her shoulders would have abated with the verdict, not intensified. Being right didn’t always feel good. It should, but…

      Her stomach growled when she passed someone on a wooden bench in the hallway eating a sub sandwich. Maybe she’d get some sushi. No, Mexican. She glanced at her watch. Maybe fast food, though she’d probably regret it later tonight when she was sweating her way through grease-induced cramps at the gym.

      Shannon kept her eyes on the marble floor, where cracks in the once-opulent stone threatened to snag the heels of her shoes. It was freaking depressing, watching Ash Park crumble. You could almost feel it in your bones, pulling at you, like the earth itself might slit you open and shove the bad inside so you could never escape.

      She pushed through the front door and hurried down the steps, eyes forward, ignoring a beggar’s call for change in favor of keeping her footing as she made her way toward her car.

      “Taylor!”

      Shit. Shannon turned to see Detective Petrosky approaching, his blue eyes bright with what looked like hatred, but Shannon knew it was just his resting bitch face. Or maybe it was hatred. He was good at his job, but damn if he wasn’t a dick, especially when it came to his “girls.” Sex crime detectives probably all ended up like that eventually—they either cared too much, sensitive to every nuanced attack, or they stopped caring at all.

      “You shouldn’t be here, Petrosky. You know there’s nothing else to say.”

      “There’s plenty more to say, Taylor. Someone else was in the house earlier that day, fighting with Lewis. Someone who got loud enough for the cops to show up. It wasn’t her.”

      “Just because you know her doesn’t mean she isn’t a killer.”

      Petrosky ground his teeth. “I don’t know her.”

      “You know her well enough. You set up that job interview for her, and⁠—”

      “She needed a leg up.”

      “And she got one, didn’t she, when you threatened the garage manager with a parole violation if he didn’t give her the job.”

      Petrosky stared at her, all ice and daggers. She gave it right back.

      “She didn’t kill him, Taylor. She was set up. Someone drugged her and tried to kill her too, and just because your ex-husband decided to prosecute⁠—”

      “Roger has nothing to do with this, Petrosky.”

      “He’s the head prosecutor, he sure as shit does.”

      She shook her head. “I went for murder two because she was guilty. We’ve been over this. She was depressed, Petrosky. Her friends admitted it. Ashley Johnson herself admitted it. Dr. McCallum, your favorite department shrink, testified that even without the depression, years of domestic abuse can cause a person to snap. Add to it that Johnson saw her daughter hurt. It doesn’t make any sense that a killer would murder Lewis, then sneak up behind Johnson and give her drugs. They’d have smashed her skull in too.”

      “Not if they wanted to frame her.”

      For god’s sake. Shannon crossed her arms.

      “They never found the murder weapon, Taylor. If she was going to kill herself anyway, why would she get rid of evidence?” Petrosky advanced on Shannon close enough that she could smell the sharp tang of booze under his mouthwash.

      Who the hell does he think he’s fooling? She should turn his alcoholic ass in. “People do strange things when they’re in panic mode, Petrosky. Johnson didn’t start the day wanting to die. A subsequent suicide once she realized what she’d done makes more sense with her history, and no one else had a motive.” Derek Lewis was a small-time drug dealer, and no one had mentioned any bad blood between him and others in the neighborhood. He didn’t even owe anyone money. And someone after the drugs themselves sure as hell wouldn’t waste them by pumping them into Ashley Johnson’s veins. Johnson had killed him. Panicked. And once Johnson knew she was fucked, she’d tried to take her own life. Case closed.

      Petrosky’s nostrils flared. “Someone else fought with Lewis that evening, Taylor. Ashley might have been scared, angry, but she didn’t kill him.”

      Shannon sighed and edged toward her car. “I know, I know, it was the mystery person at the house.”

      Petrosky matched her step for step. “What about the later phone call, after Lewis was dead? The call about the supposed gunshot? There was no bullet damage, no powder residue, no other witnesses who heard a shot go off, nothing. We never even found a gun.” Petrosky ran one thick paw down his face, sighing like an exasperated bulldog. “And if Lewis did have a gun, if Ashley had access to it, why didn’t she use that to kill him? And how’d the caller even hear it? The call originated miles from the apartment.”

      “Doesn’t matter.” Shannon reached her car, clicked the unlock button, and slid inside. “Someone else found her before the call even came in.”

      “But the caller didn’t know that. They called to make sure we got her while she was still clinging to life, maybe even wanted to make sure the baby was okay.”

      “Right, because all cold-blooded killers who meticulously frame someone else end up feeling so guilty that they risk detection to protect the kids in the house.”

      “Your snot-nosed buddy Griffen agrees with me.”

      Snot-nosed. Perpetual allergies to dust he’d told her once in college, during their days of pizza and study sessions and sneaking into the courthouse through an unalarmed back window to smoke pot. Back when they used to wear jeans and T-shirts instead of suits, and the plastic bands on their wrists were pink for breast cancer—before they realized that awareness wasn’t doing shit for research and tossed them out.

      “Of course, Griffen agrees. If you’re right, his client really is innocent, unlike the throng of people he usually defends who just pretend to be.” Shannon grabbed the door handle, and Petrosky backed up.

      “I’m going to figure out who did this, Taylor. Someone has to do their job correctly.”

      “Fuck you, Petrosky.” She slammed the car door and left Petrosky standing by himself in the parking lot with his hands jammed in his pockets.
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      Shannon white-knuckled her car from the parking lot onto the freeway, her neck muscles as taut as violin strings. A Styrofoam coffee cup rolling across the pavement tumbled under her tire as she flew by, the crunch not nearly as satisfying as it would have been if it were Petrosky’s head. But it helped. To the east, stray orange construction cones, dented and abused, littered the shoulder amidst signs warning of steep fines and imprisonment should you kill a worker. As if there was ever anyone out working on this road. She hit a jagged pothole hard enough to lock her seat belt.

      Shannon rotated her neck, Petrosky’s voice echoing in her head as she pictured Ashley Johnson’s glassy eyes. Then she remembered Lucinda Lewis, her arms around her granddaughter, her eyes swollen with the knowledge that her son was never coming home because of what Johnson had done. She loosened her grip on the wheel and punched the stereo button. Def Leppard.

      Shannon cranked the volume and watched apartment buildings grind by along the side of the freeway, their windows ugly and vacant. Metallica came on next, pounding through her speakers as apartments gave way to office buildings, then finally to townhouses and the occasional movie theater or shopping center or grocery store. When at last she pulled off onto the ramp toward the hospital, The Offspring was screaming at her about getting away. If only I could.

      The hospital was an eighties relic, an appropriately sick-looking building of brown brick with bay windows protruding from the side like giant, water-filled blisters. And the inside was no better. The interior of the hospital always made her nose itch with the smell of antiseptic, made her eyes hurt with its too-bright fluorescents.

      The women manning the reception desk did not acknowledge her as she passed, not that she really expected them to—if she worked here, she would have tried to distance herself too. Even as a visitor, she focused on the sights and smells and sounds of this place, forgetting for three glorious minutes of transit why she was there.

      Shannon pushed the elevator button, and a curly-haired woman with a nurse’s badge—Sadie—scurried up beside her, wearing rubbing alcohol like perfume. Sadie pulled her mouth into a grin, but any joy was surely painted on her mouth like the lipstick on the women at the reception desk. Always there—expected, but it couldn’t possibly be real.

      On the third floor, Shannon gave Sadie the obligatory have-a-nice-day nod, and Sadie returned it, though it was only a polite formality—more a wish that wouldn’t likely be granted to those getting off on the oncology floor.

      To her left, a long nurse’s station beckoned with smiling, sympathetic people in scrubs. Shannon’s muscles twitched, one step from dragging her back to the elevators, not because of the smell or her sore eyes or the god-awful way everyone in this place pretended that the grief wasn’t about to leap up and bite their faces off—but because he was here. Seeing him like this was almost as bad as she imagined his death would be, though she’d not have to wonder about that for much longer.

      She walked down the hall and into his room without knocking, sure that this time someone else’s brother would be there looking too small under the blue hospital blanket, tubes coming from his arms and nose, gaunt cheeks turning him into a caricature of himself. “We made an error,” the ladies at the desk would say. “Your brother was ill from the radiation and the chemo we mistakenly gave him. He’s on his way home now.”

      But of course, he was there, like always, shuffling a deck of cards on his meal tray with bony, yellowed fingers. His gray eyes flashed when he saw her, crinkling at the corners, and he was all teeth, face filled with joy—real joy. For a minute, Shannon forgot to be sad, and she was just Shanny, Derry’s sister, twelve years old again and huddled with him on her bed while he taught her how to deal blackjack.

      Derry slapped the cards on the plastic tray table, making it jiggle. His real name was Jerry, but she’d always called him Derry, short for Derrière, her childhood nickname for him.

      “Shanny! My god, I thought you’d never show up. How’d everything go today?”

      Shannon smiled at him and pulled a chair from the side of the room to the bedside. “Got a conviction.”

      He squinted at her. “You look less happy than you should for someone who just did her job like a boss.”

      “I had a little run-in with one of the detectives afterward. Someone who thinks the defendant didn’t do it.”

      Derry raised an eyebrow. “He right?”

      “No,” she said, sharper than she meant to.

      He picked up the cards. “Five-card draw, winner gets to tell Mom she’s a bitch.”

      “Mom’s dead.”

      “Oops, looks like I’ll be the first one to tell her anyway.” Derry stuck his tongue out, and Shannon’s stomach heaved like someone had punched her in the gut. “Come on, Shanny, that was funny.”

      “You wouldn’t know funny if it bit you in the ass.”

      “Let’s have Dr. Coleman look at your funny bone for you.” Derry winked at the doorway behind her, and Shannon turned to see Dr. Alex Coleman, almost impossibly handsome at six feet tall—dark hair, blue eyes, and straight teeth. He’d been beautiful even when they were children.

      “He telling death jokes again?”

      Shannon nodded. “You need to get him to knock it off.”

      The cards shuddered in Derry’s hands as he shuffled and flipped them out onto the table. “What’s he going to do, Shanny? Kill me?”

      Alex sighed and walked around to Derry’s bedside, giving Shannon’s arm a brief, familiar squeeze, just like he’d done when they were little kid BFFs. Very first best friend, turned first love, turned first rejection, though, at the time, she hadn’t understood why he’d refused her advances. At least he’d kept it in the family.

      Alex put a hand on Derry’s shoulder. “How are you feeling?”

      “About as well as you’d expect for someone who’s had poison pumped through their veins for hours on end.”

      “The infection in your leg any better?”

      “You know it is. Don’t pretend you didn’t check the chart. I’m pretty sure poking through my records was the reason you scored me this fancy room at your hospital instead of letting the oncologist send me home.”

      “It is lovely and convenient for me to be able to see my fiancé on breaks between ER shifts.” Alex’s gold band glinted in the light from the overheads. They’d started wearing them the day after Derry’s diagnosis. Now or never.

      Shannon swallowed hard.

      “Shut up and come play,” Derry said. His ring finger had grown too thin to wear his band. “I’m dying for a chance to beat you.”

      “Asshole.” Shannon scooped her cards from the table.

      Alex rolled his eyes, sat on the end of the bed, and grabbed his own cards as Derry turned to Shannon. “Whatcha need, Shanny?”

      Shannon tried to ignore the dark bags under his eyes and glanced at her hand: two fours, an eight, a queen, and a ten. She tossed an eight and a ten onto the tray.

      Derry dealt her two back. “Alex?”

      “None.”

      “None?” Derry shook his head. “You confident bastard. You better not be letting me win again.”

      “I never let you win,” Alex said.

      “In that case, I open with two weeks’ worth of doing the dishes.”

      Shannon flipped a five and…a third four. Three of a kind, suckers. “I see your dishes and raise you making dinner for a week,” she said.

      Alex knocked on the tray to call her bet.

      Derry snorted, pursing his lips with what looked like disgust. “Oh, Alex is taking the sissy’s way out.”

      “Misogynist,” Shannon said.

      “Feminist,” Derry shot back.

      Shannon slapped her cards onto the tray. “That’s not an insult.”

      “Obviously, you’re not a Republican.” Derry considered his cards for a moment, then slid them onto the tray. He met Shannon’s eyes. “I’ll see you and raise you my life’s savings.”

      “Your life⁠—”

      “Take it or leave it, Shanny.”

      “I’ll take it.”

      “Will you be getting your inheritance a few weeks early, or did you just make Alex that much richer?”

      “Goddammit, Derry,” Shannon said.

      “Fold,” Alex said.

      “Sucker.” Derry flipped his cards. Pair of jacks.

      Shannon shrugged and swept her cards into the pile. “I assumed you didn’t have anything.”

      Alex watched her, his eyes narrowed, but she ignored him.

      “Huzzah!” Derry slapped the table knocking his cards to the bed. “If I keep betting like this, I’m going to be living in the lap of luxury right up to the moment I bite the big one.” He winked at Alex. “Literally.”

      Shannon shook her head, but a smile was tugging at the corner of her mouth.

      Alex stood. “I better get back down to the ER. Be back later.” He kissed Derry on the cheek, squeezed Shannon’s shoulder, and left the room.

      Derry’s eyes darkened as he watched Alex disappear through the door. “He doesn’t deserve this.”

      “He loves you.”

      “Loves me enough to marry me for my money.”

      “You’re the one who said no to the wedding.” Derry had told her that he wasn’t hitting the aisle in a wheelchair because it wasn’t the memory he wanted Alex to have for his first wedding. Maybe for his second, but definitely not his first. “Love’s all that matters, Derry. He wants you to be happy, and so does Abby.” Her eyes wandered to the bedside table, where a skinny little girl rocking an AC/DC T-shirt and a blond bob stared into the room from a photograph. “So do I.”

      “You don’t deserve this either.”

      “None of us deserves this.” Tears smarted behind her lids. “How is Abby?”

      “She’s fine. Hanging in there, I guess. Do me a favor and do something fun when you pick her up tonight. She won’t be ready until eight because she’s going to Chuck E. Cheese with a friend, but…she needs to get her mind off everything. Pretty sure her little girlfriends don’t have a parent dying of metastatic liver cancer. Did I tell you it’s in my brain now?”

      “I rented Terminator,” Shannon blurted out.

      Derry raised an eyebrow. “Nothing lifts one’s spirits like blowing shit up. If only you could avoid blowing this game. I kick your ass every time.” The brightness in his eyes was back—there’d be no more heart-to-heart talks, not today. “It really is too bad you guys are stuck with a clearly superior poker player, albeit not for long.” He wagged his eyebrows.

      “Jesus Christ, Derry.”

      “I’m going to tell on you when I meet him, all this taking-his-name-in-vain shit.”

      “Watch it, or you’re going to meet him sooner than you think.”

      Derry put his hands up in mock surprise. “Shanny! Did you just threaten my life? I’ve got half a mind to toss you out of here.”

      “Lucky for me, you literally only have half a brain now. You’ll probably forget this whole conversation by sundown.”

      “No doubt.” Derry reached over the table and grabbed her hand. “I love you, Shanny.”

      “Love you too, Derry. But you’re still an ass.”

      “Takes one to know one.” Derry released her hand and sat back against his pillows. “Now deal. And this time, don’t let me win.”

      Shannon avoided his eyes and shuffled the cards with shaking hands.
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      When Shannon left the hospital, the sun was sinking low in the western sky, turning the clouds into billowing plumes of fluorescent smoke against the newly budding trees. Her breath fogged in front of her—not quite spring, but it was trying. Though with Derry on his way out, everything would probably look darker soon: more drab, more boring. More dead. The thought of losing him tore holes in her heart until her chest felt like bloody cheesecloth.

      She headed south, back into the city. Twilight was in full effect by the time she pulled the car into a strip mall that housed a pizza place and two vacant stores with For Rent signs in the front windows. Behind the strip mall was a nondescript warehouse with a sandwich board sign out front: “CrossFit Ash Park.” She locked the car and headed for the entrance, an enormous garage door yawning open like the maw of some carnivorous beast.

      The whoosh of air that greeted her inside was as cold as that of the hospital, exposed as the place was to the elements through the open warehouse door. But the air here was alive, not sterile and antiseptic. Warm rubber, salt, and ammonia, a mix of sweat and cleaning products, invaded her nostrils. It was like coming home—if home meant screaming hard work.

      Backed by mirrors, the warehouse was filled with every piece of weight-lifting equipment she could imagine, plus kettlebells, acrobatic rings, and pull-up bars: the ultimate in police training. Park Kimball, the right-hand man for the chief of police, had opened the warehouse for tactical training last year. How he’d managed to afford the up-front costs on his salary, Shannon had no idea, but since then, he’d been offering classes three nights a week, weekend personal sessions for those entering the police academy, and free gym access for his friends on the force who needed a place to work out after a day of public servitude.

      In the back of the room was an intricate setup of bars that looked more like a kid’s jungle gym than weight-training equipment. Kimball stood on a dense gray mat beneath the setup, heaving a bar full of weights onto his shoulders and flipping them back down to his waist. Then up again. Then down. They called Kimball “Jackie Chan,” a fitting nickname, especially when the tendons in his neck tightened with exertion. He dropped the bar with a thud and winked at Shannon.

      She nodded back, though his gaze made her shoulders tighten. She hated that Kimball was closer friends with her ex-husband than he was with her—Kimball and his wife Amanda had invited Roger to Thanksgiving this past year, before the divorce was even official, while her invite seemed to have been misplaced. Shannon used to think of Kimball as family. But since her divorce, Kimball more closely resembled the misogynistic, xenophobic uncle she avoided at holiday parties.

      “Ohh, look out! It’s about to get stone cold in here, gentlemen!” Off to Kimball’s left, Officer Isaac Valentine smiled at Shannon and hefted a barbell over his shoulders, perspiration shimmering on his forehead like diamonds. She grinned at him. Valentine was on the Ash Park force, a good guy and enthusiastic about his work, maybe overly so. And while Kimball was with Roger’s bitch ass, Valentine and his wife Lillian had invited Shannon and her best friend to join them at Thanksgiving, conveniently forgetting to invite Roger. A department divided by divorce, like children in the midst of a custody battle. But here at the gym, any personal or professional strife disappeared in a haze of sweat. Plus, it was the one place Roger never showed up.

      Next to Valentine, Detective Curtis Morrison’s broad shoulders gleamed as he completed kettlebell thrusters, squatting with the ball, then pressing it overhead and back to a squat. Morrison caught her eye in the mirror and smiled. She tried to smile back, but the sudden image of Morrison’s asshole partner—Petrosky, with his fleshy face, his five o’clock shadow—made the anger bubble up in her stomach again. Morrison’s face fell. He always knew. She probably looked as irritated as she had last week when someone had cut her off in traffic on their way to lunch. She had called the other driver a goat fucker. Morrison had ordered lamb at the restaurant and asked her over and over whether she thought anyone might like to have their way with his meal.

      She ignored the twittering in her chest and turned back to Valentine. “Five minutes before I kick your ass in kettlebell swings.”

      “Bring it, Taylor.” Valentine dropped his barbell. “Nice work on Johnson today, by the way, especially considering you got screwed on jury selection.”

      So much for leaving her cases outside the gym. “Yeah, seems like Griffen always gets what he wants. Didn’t help him this time, though.”

      “Hey, any of you catch the game last night?” Morrison asked. In the mirror, his face did not change, but she’d spent enough evenings with him to know he didn’t watch any sports at all. That didn’t stop Valentine from forgetting about the Johnson trial and going on about some pre-season nonsense. A bead of sweat dripped between Morrison’s shoulder blades and down his back.

      Shannon resisted the urge to mouth thank you at Morrison and walked through a doorway into the single bathroom, shivering at the chill in the air. She set her bag on the toilet. Hopefully, one day Kimball’d put in locker rooms.

      In shorts, a tank top, and a pair of leather half-gloves to avoid tearing her hands on the metal bars, she yanked her perfectly blow-dried hair into a ragged ponytail and headed back to the main room.

      “Let’s make this happen!” Kimball called to her from the back of the warehouse, where he was swinging a kettlebell between his legs and up above his head.

      Shannon shrugged. “If you really want it, Kimball. I’ve got all night to make you look like a punk.”

      Valentine hooted from the floor, where he was doing sit-ups with a kettlebell. “Shannon’s going to mess you up, Kimball!”

      Kimball paused with the kettlebell over his head and narrowed his eyes at Valentine. “What’s with the gut? You look like a black Chris Farley.”

      Valentine’s abdominals flexed in a perfect washboard with each sit-up. Shannon shook her head. Men. Very few women showed up there, limiting her options for female-to-female interaction, but one didn’t need a vagina to be a good friend. She’d learned from her mother that women can be far more dangerous, far more hurtful than any man. She stood on her tiptoes and stretched her arms to the ceiling.

      “I told you,” said Valentine, “my wife is pregnant, and I gained a few pounds to make her feel better. That all right with you, you Jackie Chan-looking motherfucker?”

      “Fine with me. I’m not the one who has to look at that fat gut every night.”

      Shannon looked at Kimball as she leaned over an extended leg, stretching her hamstring. He was huge—easily twice as big as he’d been just six months ago, protein shakes and weight training definitely piling on the bulk. The pressures of gym ownership. Even so, he still didn’t have anything on Morrison. Shannon stretched her other leg and watched Morrison’s blond hair catch the overhead lights like a halo as he hauled himself up on the rings, paused, and let himself drop in a perfectly controlled movement. His abdominal muscles flexed, and his arms bulged with effort, but his full lips were relaxed, calm, serene. Always so damn chill. She probably looked like a grimacing walrus halfway through her set of bench presses, though he was too good a friend to ever tell her that.

      Valentine dropped the ball, sat up, and ran a hand over his stomach. “My wife can’t get enough of this.”

      “Fuck you, Valentine.” Kimball dropped the kettlebell and moved to the weight rack. “What’re you doing later, California?”

      “Don’t call him that,” Valentine retorted. “It’s almost like Petrosky’s here when you pull that shit.”

      Petrosky. Shannon’s heart accelerated, and it wasn’t from the impending workout. The way he treated his partner was bad enough, always acting like Morrison didn’t know what he was doing. But to harass her after she’d done her job? Based on nothing but some crazy hunch?

      Such an asshole.

      Valentine grabbed a pair of hand weights and hefted them onto his shoulders. “I’m just gonna call Morrison ‘Silent but Deadly’ until he comes up with something better.”

      “Sounds like a fart,” Kimball said behind her.

      Shannon stalked to the bench and began adjusting the weights on the barbell positioned above it.

      Morrison dropped from the rings and approached. “Need a spot?”

      She nodded and leaned back on the bench, eyes on the bar above her chin. Morrison took his position at the head of the bench, his thick legs above her head but far enough away that his balls weren’t in her face, which she very much appreciated.

      He put his hands on the middle of the bar. “One, two⁠—”

      Gripping the bar in both hands, she inhaled, pushed the bar to remove it from the holder, and lowered it slowly, carefully. The muscles in her arms whined as she pushed it back up. On the way back down, she took a deep breath, her first full one all day. Morrison smelled earthy with just a touch of the lavender soap he used still lingering under the musk.

      “Hey, Shannon,” Valentine began, “you want to come to the art exhibit with Lillian and me tonight? Starts at six. Morrison might come, too, if I can convince him to blow off the rest of his workout.”

      Morrison winked at her. She couldn’t smile back because the weights were taking all her concentration, but the silent encouragement in his eyes made her push harder.

      Kimball snorted. “You’re a bunch of fags, going to an art show.”

      The hair on the back of Shannon’s neck stood up. She opened her mouth, ready to replace the bar and launch into a tirade about Kimball’s choice of words, but Morrison beat her to it.

      “We’re cultured.” He spoke quietly, but there was no mistaking the challenge in his voice.

      “What are you doing tonight anyway?” Valentine chortled. “Playing chauffeur to dance class?”

      Shannon suppressed a smile.

      “Dana loves dance, asshole,” Kimball said. “And I’m not about to deny my baby girl. Besides, Amanda has to work late again.”

      “Maybe your social-working wife got tired of looking at your flabby ass and found a real man,” Valentine said.

      Shannon’s arms were on fire. She stared at Morrison’s face, gritted her teeth, and lowered the bar again.

      “So how about it, Shannon? You coming? We’ll hit O’Doole’s to celebrate your conviction afterward.”

      “Maybe,” she wheezed as Morrison grabbed the bar. He helped her put it back into the holder, then walked around the bench and offered her a hand. Her grip was slick with sweat, but he managed to pull her to seated.

      “I can’t stay long, though,” she said. “I have to get Abby at eight.”

      Kimball muttered something Shannon couldn’t hear, then said, “I’m done for today. Morrison, you’ll lock it up for me? Got a long day tomorrow.”

      Valentine laughed. “Yeah, a long day wiping the chief’s ass.”

      “Fuck off,” Kimball spat.

      Valentine ignored him. “I gotta head off too, get changed. Morrison, half an hour in front of the art gallery?”

      “Not tonight. I need to drop off a file at Petrosky’s after I finish up here. But I’m up for O’Doole’s.” He nodded at Kimball. “I’ll clean the bars too. I want to squeeze in one more set of toe touches.”

      “Petrosky’s got you by the nuts.” Valentine shook his head, sighing with resignation. “Fine. I’ll call you when we’re heading to O’Doole’s. Hopefully, I can get in and out of that exhibit fast, and we’ll be over there in an hour.”

      “Later,” Shannon said. She hated the way her voice was still strained from the presses.

      Morrison watched them leave, then turned back to her. “Sorry about Petrosky earlier.”

      “He told you about that, huh?” She stood, wiping her hands on her shorts.

      Morrison nodded. “He gets carried away.”

      “Your partner is an asshole.”

      “Maybe.”

      “That’s it? ‘Maybe’?” She met his eyes.

      “He might be.” Morrison’s gaze was unwavering. “But that doesn’t necessarily make him wrong.”

      Her chest heated. Morrison couldn’t possibly believe that Johnson was innocent. Could he? “A jury found her guilty beyond a reasonable doubt.”

      Morrison’s face remained unlined and still. His chest was just as unmoving—he may not even have been breathing. “I think there’s always another side.”

      She frowned. “You say that about everything, but not all things are relative. Some things just are.” She stretched her arms over her head, then locked them behind her.

      “Some things. Maybe even this thing.” Morrison smiled, but it seemed forced. “Sorry, dude. How about you just enjoy your victory? You can tell me about whatever crappy movie you picked for Abby tonight. And if you have to sit through some princess nonsense, I’ll play you in Scrabble again. Just don’t let her see you doing it. Last time she whipped my butt, and my ego can’t take another hit like that.” He lowered his voice. “But seriously, think about Johnson. It might not be so cut-and-dried.”

      She shook her head. “You’re lucky I like you, Morrison.” He was probably the only reason she stayed in Ash Park at all after her messy divorce from the head prosecutor. It was hard to leave your best friend. Especially when they were one of your only friends. She didn’t attach easily.

      “Yeah, I know I’m lucky.” He grinned. “So you going with us to O’Doole’s? We can grab coffee first.”

      She dropped her arms. “I don’t drink coffee at night. You know that.”

      “A glass of wine?”

      “We’re going to a bar.”

      “True enough. Silly me.” He stood. Silent. Calm. Waiting.

      She couldn’t remember when he’d started this nonsense. Maybe he’d been serious the first time. Probably not, though. “Are you going to ask me if I want food so I can tell you I’m not hungry?”

      Morrison shook his head. “Not tonight. Gotta keep you on your toes.” He smiled and headed for the bars. She watched his back until he leaped to grab the first bar, pulled himself up, and turned his face to the ceiling.
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      O’Doole’s crackled with the click of heeled pumps and the energy of forty professionals putting off bedtime for another hour. Valentine waved at Morrison and Shannon from the bar area and gestured to a booth in the corner. On Valentine’s arm, his wife Lillian turned and smiled, petite until she turned sideways, then—bam!—her belly stuck out like a basketball.

      Shannon rested her hand on her own stomach. Abby. She’d never regretted the surrogacy, not even when she’d found herself in Dr. McCallum’s office feeling like an empty shell while the psychiatrist handed her tissues and a prescription for postpartum antidepressants.

      Six years since she’d had Abby. Two since Derry’s doctor had said “cancer.” How things had changed.

      Morrison touched her arm. “I’ll grab us drinks. Red wine?” He met her eyes and smiled, and she nodded. At least some things stuck.

      They sat in a corner booth far enough from the hubbub of the bar that they could hear one another. Morrison returned with the drinks, plunked the glasses in front of them, and took his seat across from her.

      “To the best damn prosecutor I’ve ever met,” Valentine said, raising his glass to Shannon.

      Shannon clinked his cup with her own. Valentine had been first on the scene, finding Johnson in the tub and calling for an ambulance. He’d managed to preserve the crime scene too, not an easy task with EMS personnel. All she’d done was finish the job of putting Johnson away.

      Valentine leaned across the table and lowered his voice. “Between you and me, though, I wasn’t the least bit upset that Johnson took care of Derek. That asshole, beating on his kid, he didn’t deserve to⁠—”

      “Isaac, enough,” Lillian said, touching his elbow. “You’re going to get yourself all worked up again.”

      Valentine shrugged. “You know what I’m saying.”

      Shannon did. Derek Lewis had hurt Diamond, and society wasn’t any worse off after Ashley Johnson killed him. And Johnson had killed him, even if Petrosky—and maybe Morrison—didn’t agree. She’d have to pick Morrison’s brain later. Maybe. For now, she avoided his eyes and sipped her wine as Valentine sat back in his chair.

      “Speaking of…” Morrison said, and Shannon swiveled in her seat to see what he was looking at. Griffen. Same suit he’d worn in the courtroom, one she’d seen a hundred times before. Frugal bastard. At least he’d loosened his tie.

      Griffen slid into one of the stools at the bar, his posture erect but not quite as confident as it’d been this morning. He tossed something into his mouth and swallowed it dry. A pill? The strawberry-ash blonde on the stool next to him—familiar, though Shannon couldn’t place her—laid a hand on Griffen’s arm, her mouth at his ear. Looked like things hadn’t worked out with Griffen’s last stick-in-her-ass girlfriend, the one who’d said: “It’s your friendship with Shannon or your relationship with me.” Served him right. Shannon had always been there for Griffen, but there’d never been a romance between them—and no reason for her to be cut off like a gangrenous limb. Though if Griffen hadn’t severed their friendship, she’d never have gotten so close to Morrison. And Morrison didn’t date much, nor did it seem like he’d respond well to someone telling him to drop his best friend. Then again…she’d never expected Griffen to drop her either. She finished her wine.

      The strawberry-haired woman was looking Shannon’s way now—prettier than his last girlfriend, thin, with wide eyes, full lips, and a fuller chest. Griffen was following her gaze, though he avoided eye contact with anyone at Shannon’s table.

      Morrison was already standing. “I’m going to say hi.” His eyes were serene but still sharp somehow. “He’s a nice guy. Can’t blame him for doing his job.”

      Valentine sighed. “I’ll grab another chair.”

      Griffen said something to the bartender, probably ordering his favorite martini—dry with two olives—and part of Shannon ached with nostalgia because she knew that. She waved Morrison down. “No, I’ll go.” He glanced at the couple at the bar and back at her and nodded.

      Griffen looked up when she approached, but his smile was tight, and he refused to meet her eyes, opting to look over her shoulder at the table, or maybe at the wall. “How are you, Shannon? It’s been a while.”

      “It has. Too long.” She raised her glass. “To the trial being over?”

      Griffen touched her glass with his own, his eyes on his half-empty drink. His face was still drawn and disappointed. No one likes to lose. Shannon turned to Griffen’s date to introduce herself, but the woman beat her to it.

      “Shannon Taylor, esquire,” the redhead said knowingly. “I watched the trial.”

      Now Shannon remembered where she’d see her. “You were there this morning.” Behind Petrosky’s stupid ass.

      “Had a case right before yours with Delacour.” The woman extended her hand. “Where are my manners? I’m Karen. I work over at the rehab center, so I’m at the courthouse to testify occasionally if one of our guys gets into trouble. Though now I have another reason.” She gestured to Griffen. “You’ll have to excuse him. He’s had a headache all day. I’m sure you understand.”

      Shannon nodded. He’d gotten stress headaches in college too, just like she had.

      Griffen had downed his martini and was ordering another, his lips still moving, pursing and relaxing like he was already drinking it. He hadn’t even looked at her. What a dick. Unless he felt guilty about how they’d parted ways. As he should, but…

      Screw it. She reached over to the bar and squeezed his hand. “Nice job today. Really. I’ve been hoping you were doing well.”

      Griffen looked at his arm, at her hand, and then at Karen, who seemed stiff beside her though Shannon didn’t really care why. He finally smiled at her—friendly, the way he’d been in college. “Thanks, Shannon. I’ve hoped all was going well with you too. So things are good?”

      Some things. She pushed the flash of Derry’s thin fingers from her mind and nodded. The silence stretched. “Anyway, I just wanted to come say, hey.” She took her hand back and gestured to the table where Morrison and Valentine were peering over their drinks, Morrison impassive, Valentine almost…pouting. “Want to join us?”

      Griffen looked over at the table but shook his head. Karen examined the group, maybe Valentine or maybe Morrison, as if still trying to decide whether they should join the party.

      “I really appreciate the offer,” Griffen said, “but we just stopped in on the way to my place. I need another ibuprofen and a little rest. Maybe a rain check?”

      Karen frowned at the table and drew her eyes back to Shannon.

      “Absolutely,” Shannon said, trying not to feel too guilty about the way her chest relaxed. “You just let me know when.” Shannon headed back to the table. She plopped into her seat and winced, her muscles already starting to ache from her workout.

      Valentine sneered. “So how was our good friend, The Defense?”

      Shannon rolled her eyes
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