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An octopus rots from the center . . .

Assistant US Attorney Tom Okamoto paused while inhaling his power breakfast to lecture Nora.

“You may not know this,” he informed her, “but you’re sitting in one of the fastest-growing counties in the United States. A lot of immigrants moved in during the past two decades. People of Hispanic or Latino origin comprise half of Parma, Washington’s population. Police shootings of civilians here are a direct result of local law enforcement’s failure to keep up with that growth.”

He bit off a chunk of toast and washed it down with more coffee. “The department became a joke when Roger Jefferson took over.”

“In 2000,” she interjected, a biscuit halfway to her mouth. “Chief of police until shortly after you got federal indictments against four members of his department. At that point, he took early retirement.”

“I can’t take credit for getting rid of the chief,” Okamoto admitted. “The city manager chose not to investigate the charges against Jefferson. So we’ve got no actual evidence of how badly he screwed things up.”

He glanced around the room, spotted their server, and raised his empty mug to signal he wanted a refill.

“There’s a Japanese proverb that fits the situation,” he continued. “‘An octopus rots from the center out.’ That was Parma PD as run by Chief Roger Jefferson. The corruption started with him and spread to the rest of his idiot deputies. The tragic outcome was Wesley Mitchell’s slaughter of two unarmed Latinos. Everyone in Parma should thank God that the feds stepped in.”
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Nora Dockson

Nora Dockson pressed her ear against the polished walnut door and picked up the faint drone of a male voice. Court was still in session. Good.

Relief gave way to annoyance and she stepped back, tapping her pump on the marble floor, rubbing her earlobe, glaring at the NO SMOKING sign posted on the beige wall.

She could have stolen five minutes outside on the sun-drenched lawn. But no, she’d rushed indoors without her nicotine hit. Instead of smoke, she was inhaling the scents of nervous perspiration and men’s cologne.

Odors left behind by this morning’s parade of people through the wooden doors lining the broad hallway. Lifting her arms above her head to stretch the tightness out of her back muscles, she got a whiff of herself.

She dropped her hands and chortled. She smelled more like a sweaty defendant than a hard-charging lawyer.

She’d spent a tense morning in an out-of-town court before racing home to Spokane. Her antiperspirant had failed the challenge.

Like she cared that she was a little ripe. She’d won!

As soon as the door in front of her opened, she’d sail over the threshold on a wave of victorious glee and lay out her latest brainwave for Quinn Isaacs.

She hadn’t been able to call him with her news. The Legal Resource Center coordinator was fighting his own battle on the other side of that door and he’d turned off his phone.

So, she’d skipped lunch and driven straight home. Munching on smoked almonds, she’d pushed her aging Buick ten miles-per-hour over the speed limit and covered the distance in one hundred and twenty minutes, a personal best. Intent on catching Quinn during the recess, she hadn’t lit up in the car. The salted-nut flavor lingered in her mouth—pleasant, but no substitute for tobacco.

She’d bask in Quinn’s praise soon enough. Get his take on the idea that had popped into her head while she was driving home. Hurry outdoors and suck in that celebratory smoke.

She ran a hand over her hair, smoothing carrot-colored curls. Her fingertips came away damp. Man, it was hot, with only the courthouse roof between her and a cloudless September sky. Adjusting her shoulder bag, she unbuttoned her light wool jacket, felt its silky lining slide down her elbows and wrists. Folding it over her arm, she stroked the smooth fabric.

The jacket’s suiting material and the matching sleeveless sheath beneath it were the same coal-black shade as a judge’s robe. Her flaming hair was enough color in the courtroom.

The outfit was new, down to her black shoes with the one-and-three-quarter inch heels.

Last spring when she’d been up before the same judge, she’d worn her pinstriped power suit. His Honor had grudgingly granted her motion. She’d wanted to look more formidable this time.

She wasn’t superstitious like Quinn. He stuck with whatever he’d had on when he got a favorable ruling. Over the last six months, he’d worn holes in the heels of all his lucky socks. She bet he was wearing them today.

She’d broken his personal rule and fortune had smiled on her anyway. The judge had beamed at her, too, a nice change. At their earlier encounter, he’d first-named the prosecuting attorney and stiffly called her “Ms. Dockson”, drawing out the first “s” like a string of zees. But on this return visit, she’d been “Nora” all the way through. As if she’d proven herself.

This Wednesday morning, she’d enjoyed herself in his courtroom.

She heard a gavel strike the sounding block, the blow so forceful the noise penetrated the thick door.

Her body jerked and her mouth filled with sour fluid. The same reaction she’d had fifteen years ago when she’d first heard a gavel bang down and discovered that lives are ruined in courtrooms.

She’d learned that a life could also be saved in one, but her gut hadn’t yet accepted the lesson. Swallowing bile, she leaned toward the door.

Muffled noises told her that people were rising to their feet. A minute later, the door swung open. She stepped aside to make way for the handful of men and women exiting. She recognized four of them, regular occupants of the spectator seats.

Bringing up the rear was the Spokane deputy prosecutor, a friendly guy whose shaggy hair needed trimming. Dressed in a rumpled suit, he grinned and raised a hand in greeting. She tossed him a wave in reply.

She paused in the doorway to take in the square, windowless room before her. It had been carved from the original majestic space, carpeted and “modernized” to meet current needs. One of the smaller rooms used by the Superior Court, it was reserved primarily for hearings. Fluorescent fixtures embedded in the lowered ceiling cast wintry light on the pale gray carpeting.

Goose bumps erupted on her arms and she felt a sudden chill.

Why?

She studied the room for an answer.

Facing her, an elevated extra-large desk enclosed by blond wood-veneer panels was centered in the back wall. It served as the official bench and the empty black leather swivel chair behind it was probably still warm from the judicial ass.

Two smaller desks with the same mock-oak veneer sat below it. Both were unmanned. The court clerk and reporter must have exited with the judge through the door in the back wall that led to his chambers.

An image of those chambers formed in her mind and she understood her body’s fearful reaction. In this courtroom last winter, the attorney handling the prosecution case on appeal had called Nora an habitual liar and moved to impeach her.

The ugly spin on her up-from-the-gutter life had been scathing. She’d thought her law career would tank.

But the presiding judge had called everyone into his sun-lit chambers and derailed the motion.

She lifted her chin and tried to revive her spirits. She’d had a string of successful appeals. Nobody was attacking her character now.

Her gaze moved to the two wood counsel tables at the room’s midpoint. Quinn sat at one. Head bent, he was scribbling on a yellow legal pad. He’d tied his dark hair into a ponytail and tucked it under his blue suit jacket. She could see the lump of hair resting between his shoulder blades.

Her chunky heels made no dents in the carpet as she stepped past the two rows of ordinary benches provided for spectators. A balustrade separated them from the rest of the courtroom. She went through the opening and claimed the wheeled office chair beside Quinn. Its upholstery was the same neutral gray shade as the carpet. When she sank into it, air puffed from the foam padding with a mournful wheeze.

Quinn looked up and smiled a welcome.

She smelled his hemp-scented bath soap and registered the dark pouches under his eyes.

She had matching bags under hers. Both she and Quinn had heavier-than-usual caseloads.

His skin had a grayish tinge and she spotted a grease stain on his lucky striped tie. Care of his go-to-court clothes was not a priority when he was pressed for time.

Still, he smelled nicer than she did. She reminded herself to send today’s outfit to the cleaners.

Quinn’s gaze flicked to his pad and back at her. He wasn’t packing up to leave the room.

“You skipping lunch?” she asked.

“Have to.” He tapped his pen on the pad. “This morning did not go well. I’m working out what I’ll do by way of damage control.”

“I could bring you a sandwich,” she offered.

He dropped his pen, reached inside his jacket, and pulled out an energy bar. “I’ll be fine. How’d you do?”

“Judge granted my motion. We won a new trial. I have an idea I want to run by you.”

“Congratulations on the win.” Quinn ripped the wrapper off his lunch. “But you’ll have to let someone else implement your idea. I have another job for you.”

“You’re not reassigning me?”

His shoulders tensed and he glanced away from her when he spoke. “I need you to handle a more urgent task.”

He wasn’t being fair. She had to protest. “I persuaded the judge that the original trial lawyer did a crappy job. I’m sure I can win a not-guilty verdict from a new jury.”

“Do you hear yourself? Because you think your client’s innocent, you’re hot to run his trial.”

Quinn slapped a hand on the table. “You and I are the most experienced lawyers at the Center. We have to take the toughest jobs.”

“And today, I completed a tough one. You know how difficult it is to prove ineffective assistance of counsel.”

“And I congratulated you. Look, Nora, I understand that you’d like to handle the trial. Get your client off and put another feather in your cap.”

He leaned toward her. “But with all those feathers, that cap is starting to look like a war bonnet. That could become a problem.”

“What do you mean?”

“The Center’s only goal is to expose and rectify unfair treatment of men and women accused of capital crimes. Whether a client committed the crime or not is irrelevant.”

Quinn settled back into his chair. “We can’t afford to give the impression that we work harder for clients we think are innocent than we do for those we believe to be guilty. We have a broader mission.”

“I don’t play favorites.”

“Impression was the word I used. Look at how you’re portrayed in the press. Like a crusader who won’t give up until her imprisoned client is freed.”

He sighed. “I have to address that problem in my allocation of Center resources. I can’t let it appear that one of our most experienced litigators is assigned only appeals based on claims of innocence.”

Quinn named his latest hire, a man two years out of law school. “He can step in for you at this point. By identifying the flaws in the original defense, you created a blueprint for the retrial.”

Her shoulders dropped. “Okay, maybe you’re right that he can take over. And maybe I do need to broaden my client base. But what’s behind this is Channing’s extended leave. That’s why you’re pulling me off my case.”

“You got it.” He broke off eye contact, looking down as if he needed to study his papers. “We’re shorthanded and I have no leeway in the budget to add staff.”

“So what’s this urgent task you have for me?”

He cleared his throat. “I want you to decide if we should accept Wesley Mitchell as a client.”

“Wesley Mitchell? You can’t be serious.”

He gave her a tight-lipped smile. “Good. You know who I mean.”

“You bet I do. I was a first-year law student when he killed those people in Parma. It took six years before he was convicted and sent to prison. You want to contest that verdict?”

“A potential funding source describes Mitchell’s case as one that could fall under the Center’s mission statement. They suggest we determine if he has grounds to appeal.”

“What, somebody thinks the Department of Justice violated the bastard’s constitutional rights?” She threw up her hands. “Mitchell isn’t some penniless guy off the street. He had the resources to hire a top defense team. Why isn’t he using them to appeal?”

“He’s out of money and without legal representation. I want you to dig into the record and tell me if we can offer him any help. You’re the only person I trust to do the job.”

She sniffed. “Despite being totally biased against him?”

“You’re a pro. I know you can approach this with an open mind.”

“You got me.” Her mind was usually so open to evidence of human frailty that wintry drafts stormed through with depressing regularity. But Mitchell bore no resemblance to her usual clients.

Thoughtful, she chewed her lip. “So what happens when I tell you he has no case?”

Quinn shrugged. “If you find he got the fair trial every accused person deserves, we won’t accept him as a client. But if he didn’t, I want you to go to work on his behalf.”

She groaned. “I thought if I took a job with the Center, I wouldn’t have to defend the Wesley Mitchells of this world.”

“You thought wrong. You’re the obvious choice to do the fact-checking. Nobody else can match you in that department. If we take him on, you’ll be able to hit the ground running. Plus, you’ve had two cases in Parma. You know the territory.”

“My Parma appeals were in state courts,” she reminded him. “I’ve never appeared in federal court.”

“Call it a learning experience. This assignment will be good for you and the Center. I’ll want your research plan by Friday afternoon.” He crumpled the empty wrapper, stuffed it into a pocket, and picked up his pen. “I have to get back to work.”

She wished him good luck and hurried from the room.

As the elevator carried her down, she struggled to understand Quinn’s reasoning. His arguments didn’t ring true.

By winning, she’d created a problem for the Center? He had to reallocate resources to solve it? This nasty case would be good for her, like a dose of foul-tasting medicine?

Too vague. Which potential funding source? How did Wesley Mitchell get their attention? What was their interest in the Center?

Why had Quinn left out the facts?

The elevator bell dinged, doors slid open, and she stepped into the ground floor lobby.

Pulling a cigarette pack from her purse, Nora grinned. She knew where to find current information on potential Center funding.

She put a smoke between her lips and stepped outdoors. Lighting up, she trotted toward the Buick, plotting how to talk her way past the gatekeeper controlling access to her source of information.
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Nora

The newly enameled olive-green door cracked open six inches and Nora drew a breath, ready to make her pitch.

A slender platinum-haired woman in her fifties filled the crack. A finger rested on her lips. “Shhh,” the woman whispered without moving her lips or any other body part. “She’s asleep.”

Clad in sharply-creased purple linen slacks and a lavender cotton blouse, the elegant woman managed to give the impression she’d been carved from ironwood, as dense and heavy as someone five times her weight and as difficult to push aside.

The woman added softly, “She needs her rest, you know.”

An understatement. Channing Pew Palmer needed four months of bed rest.

Nora’s best friend was pregnant with twin girls. Six weeks ago, Channing’s worried obstetrician had ordered her to stay off her feet until the babies were born. The obstetrician hoped to postpone the twins’ birth date at least until Christmas, making them only one month premature.

Channing’s mother, Eleanor Pew, had flown to Spokane to guarantee Channing followed orders. Implacable, she’d confined her daughter to bed and forbidden entry by any visitor who might upset her.

Mrs. Pew had quickly determined that Channing’s colleagues fell into that category and banned discussion of the Center’s disreputable clientele. She deemed stories of sexual assault and DNA-testing of sperm cells highly inappropriate topics for an expectant mother.

Mrs. Pew ran her gaze over Nora’s all-black outfit. She sniffed and her eyes narrowed as if a bad smell had reached her nose. Her discreetly made-up face took on the same world-weary expression that judges turn on repeat offenders.

“I’ll tell her you stopped by,” Mrs. Pew said and began to ease the door shut.

Nora’s hand touched sun-warmed paint and she stopped the door from closing. Holding up her briefcase with her other hand, she said, “I’ve got an urgent message for Channing from one of the charitable foundations.”

Mrs. Pew’s mouth curved up in a lip-glossed smile. After vetoing any work-at-home project on behalf of convicted felons, she’d agreed that her daughter could deal with philanthropists. Much more in line with Channing’s educational trajectory through the Shipley School, Bryn Mawr College, and Princeton Law.

The door opened wide and Mrs. Pew glided out of Nora’s way. “You may check. But if she’s sleeping, don’t wake her. And don’t you dare speak of your day in court.”

“I won’t,” Nora lied. Arms clapped to her sides to trap unpleasant body odors, she leaned toward Mrs. Pew’s cheek to deliver the mandatory air kiss and caught a whiff of violets. Turning aside, she put a hand over her mouth to stop a giggle.

Channing’s well-bred mother was wearing an expensive version of the same scent that her own man-chasing mom splashed on. Not that any nose would confuse the two women. Mrs. Pew’s designer cologne lacked the tobacco and beer notes that her mom added to her knockoff fragrance.

Slipping past Mrs. Pew, Nora tiptoed up the uncarpeted staircase. The smell of violets gave way to the pungent odor of fresh varnish.

She peeked through the open door at the top of the stairs. Afternoon sunlight filtered through gauzy curtains and splashed across a potted bamboo plant so that it cast a leafy shadow onto the forest-green carpet. The shadow’s tip pointed at the white-canopied bed.

Channing sprawled in its center, her six-foot-long body draped over a set of wedge-shaped pillows that were likely the latest ergonomic approach to extended bed rest. Both ears were covered by a big wireless headset, black as the sleeves on her fuzzy wool sweater. A white sheet was taut over the beach-ball-size belly.

Smiling a welcome, Channing pulled off the headset.

“For a minute, I thought you were a giant stuffed Panda bear,” Nora said. “Black arms, black ears, white belly. All you lacked was a little black nose.”

“Very cruel, mocking my enormity.” Channing huffed her displeasure. “Some friend you are.”

Shutting the door, Nora dropped her briefcase beside it. She tromped across the thick carpet to hug Channing and inhaled the scent of sandalwood hair conditioner.

Nora sank down on the edge of the mattress and studied her friend. A cloud of short, fluffy blonde hair haloed Channing’s pale face, enhancing the Panda effect.

“I see our favorite hairdresser paid you a home visit,” Nora said.

Channing’s fingers went automatically to her hair. “She insisted I needed a fresh look. I’m not sure it was a good idea. Bad enough I’m gigantic. I’m moon-faced, too.”

Nora laughed. “Impossible with those cheekbones.” She ruffled Channing’s hair, enjoying the silky feel of newly washed strands. “I like it. Very cute.”

“I like your look, too.” Channing gestured at the sheath. “Downright scary. Much better than that suit. The sheath doesn’t cut your tiny little body in two.”

“Who’s the cruel one? All because you’ve got eight inches on me.” Nora waved a hand toward the closed door. “Coming up the stairs, I smelled varnish. Another home improvement project?”

“Refinishing the banister was long overdue, according to Mother.” Channing lowered her voice. “I’ve given up trying to stop her. Besides, she’ll go crazy with boredom if she has only me to care for.”

Nora grinned. “My mom would never be that bored. Emptying the ashtray is her idea of home improvement.”

“Having met my mother, you may grasp the advantages of maternal neglect.” Channing frowned. “You aren’t jumping all over the place and babbling. Did the judge deny your motion?”

“No, I won.” She made a face. “I was totally psyched until Quinn brought me down. He’s taking me off the case. He’s giving the retrial to the new guy.”

Channing’s eyes widened with surprise. “He promised you’d be in charge all the way to the finish line.”

She reached out to pat Channing’s belly. “Circumstances have changed. We’re shorthanded. Only he and I can handle the tough jobs. Blah blah blah.”

“I guess that’s reasonable,” Channing said slowly.

“It’s crap.” Nora slid off the bed and stomped across the room to the window.

“He wants me doing fact-checking,” she added. “Says that’s more urgent. After I review all the testimony and evidence, I’m supposed to decide if Wesley Mitchell has grounds to appeal his conviction. If he does, he’ll become my client.”

Turning, she threw up her hands. “Quinn knows I’m the wrong person to represent that man. I despise him.”

“Wesley Mitchell?” Channing’s forehead wrinkled. “Name doesn’t ring a bell with me.”

“He killed two unarmed civilians eight years ago in Parma. Both of Latino descent. The incident got a lot of press at the time.”

“That explains my ignorance,” Channing said. “We hadn’t moved to Washington yet.”

“Locals went round and round with it. Only intervention by the Justice Department produced an indictment that stuck long enough to go to trial.”

“You mean DOJ’s Civil Rights Division?” Channing registered her nod and asked, “What was their reason for stepping in? Did they call it a hate crime?”

The question made Nora grimace. “I can’t believe hate crime rolled off the tip of your tongue. You’ve never tried a federal case and you can still reel off the US Code.”

Channing shrugged. “If the state has jurisdiction over murder on its soil, the US government has to intervene because of a different crime.”

Nora snorted. “The nomenclature is way over my head. Two people dead and the feds call that a civil rights violation? A shotgun blast does play hell with a person’s civil rights, but that’s quite a euphemism.”

“So did they call it a hate crime?” Channing asked again.

“No. Official misconduct. Wesley Mitchell was an officer with the Parma Police Department. Two years ago, he was convicted of murder.”

She groaned and corrected herself. “In accordance with the US Code, he was convicted of civil rights violations committed while shooting at six Latinos. He deprived two of them of their right to life.”

Shaking her head, she added, “I can’t believe we’re considering representing a racist cop.”

Channing wrinkled her brow, absorbing the information. “Did Quinn explain why?”

“Not in a way I can understand. He said a potential funding source suggested we look into Wesley Mitchell’s conviction. Do you know why he’d let an outsider influence our client choice?”

“Maybe.” Channing pursed her lips. “He and I discussed this. Only a few foundations have goals that relate specifically to the criminal justice system. They’re inundated with proposals from nonprofits. Because of the rapid advances in DNA technology, many of the organizations competing with us for funding concentrate solely on exonerating convicted felons using new tests.”

Nora nodded. “We’ve had several clients like that.”

“Which means our proposal isn’t easily distinguished from other submissions,” Channing said. “We have to demonstrate our broader mission. This potential appeal on behalf of the cop is dramatically different from what others are doing. So it stands out.”

 Nora made a face. “We take on this bastard so they’ll give us money?”

“We desperately need new funding,” Channing reminded her. “The sliding fee scale is producing zilch. A charitable grant is the quickest solution. We have to make a foundation eager to fund us.”

“Quinn also repeated his warning regarding my reputation as a crusader for the innocent. He added some stupid riff on allocation of resources.”

Channing laughed. “My fault. I told him that the foundations want to see him utilize our most effective litigators in ways that underscore our mission. His explanation is logical if you know the background.”

“I’m not so sure of that. You should have seen him, Channing. He got all distant and wouldn’t look at me. Like he didn’t feel good, saying what he was saying. When he started listing his reasons for assigning the case to me, I felt like he was trying to convince himself he wasn’t being unethical.”

“You think he was pressured into it?” Channing shook her head. “It’s unlikely that any foundation would dictate terms like that.”

Nora paced to the window and back again, swinging her arms, trying to jumpstart her brain. “He mentioned the press. Maybe someone at the foundation’s heard of me?”

“A remote possibility.” Channing pointed at her laptop. “Mother’s so desperate to stop me working, she keeps moving stuff out of reach. Pass me that and I’ll check our pending proposals.”

She booted up.

Nora crawled onto the bed beside her and watched the document open. Her eyes ran down the list. Clinton Foundation. Ford Foundation. MacArthur Foundation. Reached the name at the bottom and gasped.

“The Zachary Foundation? You sent a proposal to the Zachary Foundation?”

Channing tapped her finger on the screen. “They recently relocated their headquarters to Seattle. They contacted me because they’re interested in working with organizations based in Washington state. The fellow who called said they’d checked out our mission and found it compatible with new goals they’ve established in the human rights area.”

“New goals?” Nora jumped to her feet, fists clenched. “Bullshit.”

Channing’s pale cheeks reddened. “I know what you’re thinking. But my father swears he didn’t approach Bruce Zachary and trade on the fact that they have MBAs from the same school. This isn’t Daddy working the old boys club for his little girl. It’s not a backroom deal.”

“The hell it’s not.” Nora moaned. “The Law Beast is behind this. Her scheme to impeach me didn’t work. So what is Marianne Freemantle plotting this time?”


3

Marianne Freemantle

Marianne Freemantle stepped inside the condo and basked in the golden glow cast by the sun descending toward Puget Sound. Leaving her wheeled carry-on by the door, she went straight to the floor-to-ceiling windows to drink in the view. She’d been living in this aerie for six and a half months and the vista still made her heart soar.

In the Central Washington county where she’d grown up, the tallest structure had been a grain silo. She’d never been to the top of it. Other kids had clambered up the metal rungs, but the daughter of the county prosecuting attorney couldn’t risk getting caught. Her father frowned on childish antics that might displease the voters.

She inhaled scentless air regularly refreshed by the residential tower’s “green” ventilation system and sighed happily. She adored living on the high-rise’s twenty-second floor. Beyond the colorful beacons topping shorter buildings, she could see the burnished waters of the sound and the peaks of the Olympic Range.

When she’d abruptly left her sprawling two-story house in the state capital, she feared the one-bedroom-plus-den rental would soon feel impossibly cramped.

But the condo had been move-in ready and its location in Seattle’s financial district was ideal. She’d decided to make do until she could buy something larger. 

Within a week, she’d fallen in love with it. The compact, efficient space might have been designed for her, the perfect base camp from which to enjoy her new freedom.

Today, her flight from Dulles had landed only an hour ago. She’d taken light rail from the airport, bypassed the choked interstate, and arrived cool and unruffled at a stop only a short walk from her building’s front door.

The journey had been effortless, as had been most of the changes she’d made when she resigned from her state government job and became in-house counsel for a Seattle-based group of venture capitalists. Everything falling so neatly into place was proof she’d made good decisions.

Her new salary was four times what she’d earned as lawyer working for Washington’s attorney general. As soon as she got her share of the proceeds from the sale of the Olympia house, she’d make an offer for this condo.

Shedding her soon-to-be-ex-husband Nigel had gone as smoothly as finding a qualified buyer for the house. He was angry that she’d left him, but he’d signed off on a fair settlement agreement.

She smiled. Poor Nigel. He probably still cherished hopes that the man who’d hired her would invite him into the venture capital group.

If she was lucky, the divorce would be final before Nigel realized that the end of their marriage meant that only she would be running with the big dogs.

In forty-five minutes, she’d meet the pack’s alpha male for a drink. She fingered the maroon fabric of her one-piece dress. Should she change into something more casual?

No, this was her most flattering cool-weather outfit. The loose bodice draped fetchingly to her waist where it joined a fitted skirt that showed off glutes she kept well-toned in the building’s fitness center.

The appreciative gaze of the congressman with whom she’d breakfasted this morning had rewarded her for all those dumbbell squats.

She’d offered to help the congressman if he made a bid for the presidential nomination. He’d appreciated that, too. He’d heard Marianne Freemantle praised.

By her new boss, of course. Bruce Zachary was a major donor to the congressman’s campaign.

Her smile widened, remembering Bruce’s many compliments when he’d recruited her. He’d sweetened a stellar compensation package with other inducements.

Tearing herself away from the window, she strode briskly across the hardwood floor and into the interior alcove that served as a den. The heavy oak desk that had belonged to her grandfather during his thirty-year reign as a county sheriff fit neatly against the back wall.

Atop the desk blotter were notes of her last conversation with her contact at the Bruce and Sue Zachary Foundation. 

She ran her finger down the notepad and confirmed that foundation staffer Dante Rodriguez should have met yesterday morning with the coordinator of Spokane’s Legal Resource Center. Dropping into the high-backed burgundy leather chair she’d inherited from her father, she pulled up Dante’s name on her smartphone and called him.

He picked up after the first ring. “Marianne,” he said. “Welcome home.”

The quick answer and personal greeting gave her a thrill. No one had been that delighted to hear from her when she was in charge of the attorney general’s capital litigation unit.

She purred her thanks. “It’s good to be back, Dante. How’d your meeting go in Spokane?”

“Very well. Mr. Isaacs is happy to oblige us. When I mentioned that the Center’s activities first came to our attention via media coverage of Nora Dockson’s courtroom success, he told me he planned to assign the preliminary investigation to her. As you predicted.”

She laughed. “That was a foregone conclusion. She does the fact-checking for most of their cases.”

“I told him that if Ms. Dockson finds Wesley Mitchell can benefit from legal assistance, we’d like her to represent him. That match would underscore the foundation’s emphasis on diversity and inclusion.”

Dante chuckled. “Mr. Isaacs retorted that he was surprised that his being Jewish wasn’t an equally good fit.”

She frowned. “You think he found our request out of line?”

“No. I smiled at his joke and went straight to the amount of money we can provide. He didn’t raise the issue again. He promised Ms. Dockson would clear her calendar by the end of the week and start digging into the trial record.”

“Excellent. I’m meeting Bruce in half an hour. I’ll let him know what you accomplished.”

“Anything else you need, tell me.”

She thanked him again and ended the call, marveling at the swift execution of her wishes. So different from Olympia where bureaucrats spent their time identifying restrictive regulations instead of telling her how to get around them.

Only one month ago, Bruce had introduced her to Dante Rodriguez, who monitored the foundation’s Requests for Proposals and vetted the submissions.

She’d told Dante what she wanted to happen. Smart and ambitious, he hadn’t dragged his heels.

Her fingers stretched out to touch the wood-framed photo sitting at the corner of the desk. It pictured her grandfather on horseback, the uniformed captain of the county’s mounted posse. It was how she remembered him, parading down Main Street on the Fourth of July like a conquering hero.

Only a ceremonial position, of course. He’d retired and he died the following year. But she’d heard all the stories from his glorious career.

Granddad was her connection to local law enforcement. Maybe that was why it had felt so personal a few years ago when the feds charged across her Washington legal turf in hot pursuit of a quartet of local police officers. What on earth were they thinking?

If a deputy had shot and killed an unarmed civilian in Granddad’s county, he’d have investigated thoroughly. If he’d ruled the killing was justified, no one would have doubted his decision.

Any federal agent who showed up later would have had found no new witness testimony or evidence to dispute it.

Yet, the FBI had muscled through the town of Parma three years after the shooting, determined to find reason to imprison the officers. The agents had been prodded by the local gang of Justice Department lawyers. DOJ had swiftly indicted, prosecuted, and convicted Wesley Mitchell and three co-defendants for civil rights violations.

She’d been aghast. How could the Justice Department’s Civil Rights Division possibly justify such activity in her state?

High-tech Washington bore no resemblance to Mississippi in 1964. No bodies were hanging like strange fruit from native Western Hemlocks.

Of course, the Civil Rights Division had mushroomed in size and scope since the sixties. And the current president had given them free rein. Federal litigators were running wild.

She’d ranted to Bruce. No fan of government interference in people’s lives, he encouraged her to take action.

She’d reexamined the Parma situation. Unfortunately, what she found was a corrupt police department and one officer with an unfortunate history

Dirty cops. An apparent liaison with Parma law enforcement would not look good in her dossier.

Irritating, because she’d spotted enough red flags to suggest that the feds had gotten their hands dirty, too.

Three of the defendants had made plea bargains. Only Wesley Mitchell had been found guilty by a jury and only he had been eligible to appeal. It was her bad luck that Mitchell wasn’t actively pursuing one. His pleadings would’ve detailed any alleged violations of his right to due process. But Mitchell couldn’t afford to mount a full-blown appeal. No outside group had materialized to raise funds on his behalf. A telling absence.

Frustrated, she took her problem to Bruce. She wanted the facts but a situation this messy would tarnish anyone who got near it. She wouldn’t wish it on her worst enemy.

Bruce had laughed at the cliché. Maybe she should reconsider. He’d pointed out that the ideal attorney to take the dirty job could well be the female lawyer with the criminal record who’d given her so much trouble last January.

If Marianne set things up through his foundation, she’d risk no splash-back from the Parma cesspool. It would join all the other dirt coating trailer-trashy Nora Dockson.

Now, it was set. Washington’s most dogged appeals lawyer would dig into the Parma case.

Nora Dockson would poke and pry. She’d grandstand to the press. Like the con artist she aspired to be, she’d trick witnesses into telling her more than they intended. Dockson’s methods were appallingly low-life, but she uncovered facts no one else noticed.

Soon, Marianne would know how far out of line the federal litigators had stepped.

Slipping her notes into a drawer, she slid it shut with a satisfying click.

She had ten minutes to freshen up before she went to meet Bruce. He’d probably left his office, heading for an upscale lounge neatly located halfway between their workplace and her condo.

A hip new watering hole, it promised “the right amount of edge” to high-flying denizens of the financial district. Perfect for her and Bruce.

One day soon, she’d invite him up to check out her view. Take their relationship to the next level. Discreetly. His wife wouldn’t hear a whisper of gossip.

Meeting in public had its charms. Bruce picked fun spots and he was a great conversationalist. At his best when she was the subject.

She’d never forget their second encounter, when he laid out the terms he could offer and she understood how badly he wanted her.

They’d met for lunch at a charming restaurant overlooking Lake Union. He’d arrived first. She could still picture how his welcoming smile broadened as he watched her stroll toward his table. She’d put a little extra swivel in her walk because she was wearing her favorite dress. The maroon with the ass-hugging skirt, of course.

She had to change.

Stepping out of her pumps, she headed for her walk-in closet, frantically reviewing her options. Sexy in a high-class way. The dress she had on was perfect but she couldn’t show up wearing the same old thing.

Bruce was waiting for her.

She had to set her hook good and deep before she tried to reel Bruce in.

Fresh bait was essential.


4

Nora

Shivering, Nora hopped up from the toilet. The seat on this commode was always too cold. Zipping her jeans, she stepped to the wash basin and turned the HOT faucet on full force. Water splashed into the porcelain sink. She pushed up the sleeves on her hoodie and waited for the flow to reach body temperature.

She kept her hands under the stream for a full minute. Steam moistened her face and she squeezed a dollop of liquid soap from the dispenser. Lathering it onto her hands, she smelled fake pine and sage, as if she’d wandered into a cardboard forest.

Finished, she dried her hands on the dark green towel. A brown embroidered elk peered out at her from the soft cotton and she traced its bumpy outline as she massaged her fingers. Her lover’s ex-wife had been an interior designer. The towel was one of the former Mrs. Harper’s cuter ideas.

Nora turned a critical eye on the room’s peeled and polished tree-trunk walls. They gave a charming rustic feel to other rooms in this contemporary log home. But in this one, they signaled outhouse and the flush toilet looked weirdly out of place.

The log walls cried out for a splintery wooden bench with a single hole in it, like the one she’d used at age five when she’d first moved into her grandmother’s Eastern Oregon ranchette. Authentically rustic and not the least bit charming.

The seat on that baby had been icy, too. Maybe she was imagining that this one was equally cold? The way she’d reacted to the gavel’s bang earlier today. Like a veteran flashing back to a traumatic battlefield memory.

Gingerly, she touched the white enameled seat and relaxed. Her brain was fine. Her backside had given an accurate report.

She studied the huge shower stall with its glass brick walls. Why didn’t its modernity bother her? Was it because of what usually followed when she spied her lover’s blurred flesh under the shower stream?

Remembering his hands gripping her ass while hot water cascaded down her bare back, she felt plenty warm. She’d put up with his toilet to keep the shower. Her day in court had left its mark on her. She was looking forward to some serious hydrotherapy.

Grinning, she trotted back to the kitchen.

She found Kent Harper bent over the open dishwasher, stowing their dinner plates according to some careful plan. Off-duty this evening, he was dressed like her in faded denim jeans and a black hoodie unzipped to show the blindingly white T-shirt beneath.

Kent stretched to tuck silverware into a basket on the far side and she admired how his thigh muscle flexed. Intent on his domestic chores, he was still eye-candy.

She hadn’t expected a hunky state trooper lieutenant to be so much more at home in his kitchen than she was in hers. Tonight, he’d done something wonderful with blackened
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