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“I know that he often said that music is a
better weapon

for stopping disorder than anything on
earth.”

John S. Carr said of Wallace Hartley

but

“First kill all the lawyers.”

William Shakespeare

 



CHAPTER ONE

 


 


A relaxing walk normally cleared my head and
gave me time to refresh at the end of a long week teaching high
school math, but my sixty-five-pound Labrador retriever had other
ideas.

“Maverick, please,” I said through clenched
teeth. He pulled me from one odiferous plant to another and the
leash squeezed my fingers. My shoulder ached, but he wouldn’t slow
down.

The walk was good exercise and also
satisfied the conditions of our training assignment. As a brand-new
probationary team belonging to our local search-and-rescue crew,
the coordinator expected Maverick and me to practice—seeking,
finding, sniffing, communicating, and signaling. Maverick had the
sniffing down pat—tree trunks, fire hydrants, tufts of grass,
garbage cans, and unsuspecting crotches. However, he knew the
residential blocks around our apartment rather too well, so I
expanded our training ground to include the commercial blocks
outside of our familiar home-base perimeter, providing different
scents which he took every opportunity to investigate. You never
knew when or where someone might need finding.

Maverick had inherited a predisposition for
locating people and in our first three months in Columbia,
Minnesota, he’d found more than I’d bargained for, including four
superior friends, one grand landlady, four lost children, and three
dead bodies.

He also could find every savory treat within
a three-mile radius and we probably needed to change our training
route again.

Maverick dragged me toward the neon beacon
flashing the word “open,” and the rich, warm coffee scent finished
reeling me in. I tugged a black stainless-steel thermal cup from my
backpack and ordered a chai tea. While I waited, the yogurt-dipped
biscuit the barista offered Maverick disappeared in a spray of
slobber.

“What’s up, Kindra? No smart comebacks
today?” I asked.

Kindra, a student in one of my math classes,
always found it hilarious that I walked through the drive-up
window. However, I tipped well enough so she never took the teasing
too far.

She leaned out on her elbows and filled the
take-out window. She shook her head, and staring at Maverick, said,
“Who’s that old lady with ya, handsome? Is that you, Ms. Wilk?”

Okay, she was back, but I searched her face.
“Are you still bothered by what happened yesterday?”

She chuckled. “That’s right. You missed the
fight.” She looked down at her hands. “No, it’s not that. It’s my
little sister.” She looked up and forced a smile. “She isn’t
getting along all that well at her school so she’s coming back to
Columbia.” I cocked my head in a question and she added, “Nothing
bad. I just hope everything goes better for her here.”

My eyebrows raised. We usually didn’t
exchange so many words.

“I mean with more than just me and my mom.”
Kindra sighed. “Patricia has a bit of a chip on her shoulder. I
can’t blame her though. I would too. She lost her hearing a few
years ago and we thought it might come back, but it doesn’t look
like it will. Mom thought this school would be a good fit for her.
She reads lips well, but I wanted to do something special for her.”
She grinned. “I’m learning to sign.”

“Can you teach me to ask for my tea?”

Kindra brightened and flashed her hands. I
thought I copied her actions well, but she giggled. She repeated
her movements more slowly. Finally satisfied with my imitation, she
handed me my cup, and touched the tips of her fingers to her lips
and dropped her hand. She mouthed the words, “Thank you,” as a car
pulled into the drive-through and tooted its horn. Maverick and I
stepped out of the way.

The coffee shop sat juxtaposed in a block of
office buildings housing accountants, lawyers, dentists, and
bankers next to the steel-sided warehouses in the industrial park,
and provided the perfect location for lunches or break-times. I sat
and tapped a rhythm on the glass-topped table under a
red-and-yellow umbrella. I sipped my chai, and sadly noted the
clouds gathering and the temperature plummeting. Maverick lazed
under the table, and I cherished the canine legacy my husband left
me after his death.

I slurped the last of my tea and stowed my
cup, and Maverick and I started down the sidewalk toward Main
Street. With only one block to go, Maverick halted in front of a
fenced-in storage facility. No manner of cueing, coaxing, or
bribery elicited a move on his part until the mesh gate growled
open, and a dark sedan with tinted windows spun onto the street.
Before the gate rolled closed, Maverick raced inside.

“Wait, Maverick,” I begged. “Stop, Maverick.
Stop.” I deeply regretted wrapping the leash around my wrist and
tripped along behind him.

He bolted to the opposite end of the
facility as the access snapped closed and trapped us inside a
nine-foot-high barricade. Maverick jerked me along until he reached
the unit farthest from the entrance. He sat in front of the door
and howled.

“Maverick.”

Maverick pulled the leash taut.

I reached for my cellphone and remembered
I’d plugged it into the charger before our walk.

“Quiet, Maverick,” I said in a forced
whisper. Then, I rethought my request. His howling might be a good
idea, but as soon as I’d accepted that it might attract help, he
ceased his baying and began pawing at the door.

His scratches marred the wood frame, and I
strained at the leash. Maverick pulled back in response, clearly
the stronger of the two of us.

“Maverick, no.” Sweat dribbled down my back.
We needed to work on our communication skills.

He stopped pawing and plopped down as two
police cars squealed onto the entrance ramp with flashing lights
and wailing sirens. After pulling in front of the keypad, one
driver punched a code into the security lockbox. The door slid back
and both cars bounced onto the lot straight at us.

I smiled so hard my cheeks hurt until the
cars came to a halt and the doors on both sides of the cars flapped
open like pairs of wings. The flock of officers took a protected
stance and drew their weapons with a bead on me.

I unwound the leash, raised my hands, and
squelched my smile.

Maverick howled again.

Temporary Police Chief Ronnie Christianson
frowned and shook his head as he holstered his weapon and waved off
the other patrolmen. The officers of one car dropped inside and
slammed their doors. The car spun around, and only stopped long
enough to enter a code in the lockbox before speeding out of the
yard.

“You set off the silent alarms, Katie.”

His partner fiddled with
the lockbox and the silent alarms
screamed. He gave an apologetic look and
continued to experiment.

“What are you doing here?” At least that is
what I thought Ronnie said over the now deafening blare. I’d met
Ronnie on more than one occasion. None of them had been social
calls.

I gulped. “Maverick and I were walking.” I
tried to figure out why I was here too. The sound of the siren
changed to an annoying series of beeps. Ronnie’s left eyebrow
rose.

I read his lips. “How’d you get in here?”
Using the international symbol for cut, he pantomimed a slice
across his throat for his partner to silence the siren and
waited.

I knelt to calm Maverick, and he stopped
yowling. When the siren was just an echo in my head, I finished my
answer. “Maverick managed to sneak in before the gate closed and he
dragged me with him.” My mouth was dry and I swallowed hard.

His partner set a laptop on the hood of
their car, giving me the evil eye. Ronnie peered over his shoulder,
shaking his head. Maverick turned back toward the door and barked.
I wished I understood canine-speak.

“Please, Maverick.” I tugged him away from
the door. His barking stopped. I knelt next to him and scratched
behind his ears. “It’s been a long day.”

Ronnie hitched up his trousers and tried to
hold back a snicker. “We’ve spent the last six hours in traffic
court. It’s been a long day for us too.”

As he neared us, he put out his hand.
Maverick clamped his mouth around Ronnie’s cuff and pulled, erasing
the grin just beginning to form at the corners of his mouth.

“Maverick!” I said.

Before Ronnie toppled, Maverick released
him.

Startled, Ronnie took a step back, then
stopped. “Do you smell that?” he asked.

I sniffed daintily. I had no idea what to
expect, but just when I thought I caught a whiff of something, it
wafted away. I heard, however, the purr of an engine.

“It’s exhaust,” Ronnie said. He pulled on
the garage door handle but it didn’t move. He turned to his
partner, and said in a rush, “Jake, get me a crowbar.”

“Should we call it in, Ronnie?” Jake asked
with too much eagerness.

“Yeah, but first, bring me the Halligan,”
Ronnie ordered.

He jammed the tool under the door and when
Ronnie pried enough space, he tossed the crowbar and heaved the
door up and out of the way. Waves of cloying fumes billowed out of
the storage unit. Throwing his arm over his nose and mouth, he
plunged through a haze so thick it distorted my vision. He peered
into the driver’s door of a bright red BMW. He banged on the door
and wrenched the handle. He disappeared and returned, holding what
looked like a rake, and swung at the driver’s window. Nothing
happened. He swung again and dropped to one knee. Maverick tore
from my grasp and raced inside. I took one step forward and was
spurned by the dense, hot air.

I grabbed a ragged breath. “Ronnie,” I
called. I coughed and staggered against the door rail. The wood
panels dislodged and slammed down in front of me, settling into the
water-resistant groove at the bottom. “Maverick,” I screamed.

I pulled at the handle and
rammed my shoulder against the door. It wouldn’t budge. I banged on
the wood. The suffocating smoke burned my nose. Jake dropped next
to me and thrust the crowbar under the door creating a narrow opening at the
bottom. I shoved my fingers underneath and yanked with all my
might. The pry bar clanged to the pavement and Jake joined me in
raising the door. When it retracted, it sent sparks flying. He
raced inside.

Before I could take another step forward, an
enormous whoosh blasted my face. It took seconds, but it felt like
forever. Tongues of fire licked the air as the two men stumbled
through the smoke and out of the blazing garage. Ronnie’s left arm
hung over Jake’s shoulder; Maverick pulled at a pant leg.

I grabbed Ronnie’s other arm and wrapped it
around my shoulder. Together we dragged him to the squad car and
steered him into the passenger seat. I pulled at the collar of his
shirt, unbuttoning the top two buttons as he gasped.

“Sophie Grainger’s in there.” He panted,
helpless, unable to lift himself to return to the garage reeking
with noxious vapor.

Maverick stood in front of the unit and
barked, sharp and shrill yelps. He bounded back to me and circled,
his sign to follow. Jake and I stepped toward the garage, and an
explosion pounded the air around us and the ground shifted. We fell
behind the car doors, shielded from flying wood, metal, and
glass.

“The fuel,” Ronnie said, panting.


CHAPTER TWO

 


 


Three firetrucks burst onto the property
minutes after the explosion sent slate siding, shingles, splinters,
and glass shards soaring. Firefighters hooked up to the hydrants,
and silver rivulets ran into the street from the flood of water
poured onto the flames. Squad cars circled the storage facility and
blocked the growing number of unit renters drawn by indecipherable
smoke signals, demanding to know if their stored belongings made it
through the blaze. The air was thick with acrid smoke and deeply
unhappy vibes.

Ronnie recovered enough to speak to the
manager of the facility, a short, wiry man who tore at his sparse
red hair, repeatedly clasping his hands behind his head. I stood
too close not to overhear their conversation.

“Man, she was such a nice lady. What
happened?”

Ronnie said, “That’s what we’re trying to
find out. Can you tell me how long Mrs. Grainger rented this
unit?”

“‘bout four months, I
think. I’d hafta check the records in the office but you guys have
that all blocked off.”

“We can look at the records now. I need
contact information.” Stepping toward a small rectangular building,
they veered off track when a firefighter staggered onto the
miniscule parcel of lawn in front of them, ripped off his facemask,
and retched.

“Jeezuzz, Craig. Get outta here. You’ll
contaminate the whole scene,” said Ronnie.

The man’s shoulders convulsed as though he
was going to heave again. Instead, he sucked in a stream of
semi-clean air and stood, rolling his shoulders before heading
behind the trucks.

I dusted gray ash from Maverick’s coat, and
my nose turned up at the smell of singed hair. I swiped at the
grime but didn’t find any injuries. We retreated to the wall. From
my vantage point, I could see anyone who drove in or out, and we
were still standing there when the county coroner van pulled up to
the officer guarding the lockbox. The window rolled down and the
driver displayed his credentials.

I hadn’t seen Dr. Pete Erickson in two whole
weeks. We’d enjoyed spending time together until he’d been awarded
a primo position in a pilot fellowship program designed to elevate
medical practice in outstate Minnesota. With the advent of
tele-health, computer and communication technologies provided
opportunities to increase knowledge, diagnostics, treatment
delivery, and care of patients. That’s what he said, anyway. In
addition to his ER position at our hospital, for three weekends of
the month he worked in Minneapolis. He hadn’t gone alone, and it
felt like he was avoiding me.

When the door of the black Ford opened, I
took a step back as the lithe drink-of-water unfolded his
long-limbed frame and stood, glancing my way with recognition and
the hint of a rakish smile. I could also tell the moment he
understood the significance of my presence. He shook his head in
disbelief. It wasn’t the first time I’d been found at the scene
with a dead body.

Then the passenger door opened and out
slithered Nurse Susie Kelton, his right-hand, his trusted helper,
his indispensable, reliable assistant, and his partner in the
fellowship. They’d dated in the past and though he might not have a
clue, she still had the hots for him. I had to admit the medical
synergy between them impressed me. I’d seen them work in tandem,
saving a young girl’s life, and I couldn’t have been more awestruck
by their teamwork. And yet…

Tall-dark-and-handsome stood in front of me.
“Katie, tell me it isn’t so.”

“Hello to you too.”

His hand cupped my shoulder. Maverick nudged
Pete’s other hand for a scratch. True to form, Pete gave it.
Maverick melted into Pete’s knee.

“I’ve missed—” he began.

“Doc. Glad you’re here,” said Ronnie,
striding up the incline.

“What do we have, Ronnie?”

“An apparent suicide.”

I inhaled sharply.

When Ronnie and Pete stepped out of earshot,
I dropped to my knees. Maverick licked my face. I guess there might
have been tears there.

“Ms. Wilk? Katie?” Officer Jake sounded like
he was twelve. “You’re free to leave. The gate is locked open.” He
offered me a hand up. I swiped at my eyes and brushed imaginary
dust from my knees. “Just so you know, the video corroborated your
story.” He reached out and scratched behind Maverick’s ear. “He’s
quite a dog, this one.”

“Yes, he is.”

“Do you need a ride home?”

“No, thanks.”
Now I really needed to clear my head.

Traipsing past the deserted commercial
buildings no longer appealed to me so Maverick and I hiked out the
gate and turned toward Main Street, filled with its cars and trucks
and stores and people—lots and lots of people—and headed home.

I rented the rear unit of a private
residence. When we finally reached the beautiful Queen Anne style
home on Maple Street, my landlady, Mrs. Ida Clemashevski, sat on
the porch swing. She patted the cushion on the seat beside her. I
sat and Maverick laid his head in her lap.

“Ronnie called me,” she said.

The numbness with which I held my feelings
in check fell away and more tears spilled down my cheeks. She
pulled me close, and I buried my face in her shoulder.

Her diminutive height of less than five feet
didn’t measure up to the depth of caring in her heart. She murmured
soft words of encouragement. “It’ll be all right. You’ll be
fine.”

I believed her. She’d already saved my life,
once by taking me in and making me feel at home, and once by doing
the two-step on a madman intent on killing us both.

When my shoulders relaxed and ceased their
quaking, she said, “Go in and fix your face. Your father had a good
day and we wouldn’t want him to see you like this.”

I sat up and snuffled. I certainly did not
want my dad to see me like this. Recovering from a traumatic brain
injury had left him much more sensitive than the man I grew up
with. My tears would most likely bring on his tears and he would be
embarrassed.

I splashed cold water on my face and forced
a smile. My dad had been a large man, quick-witted but sardonic,
handsome, strong-willed, supportive, and determined to raise me the
best way he knew how. He was still all of that, but in different
proportions as he labored through his recuperation. At the end of
the summer, he had been released from the long-term facility into
the arms of my stepmother. Long story short, she was sorting
through what she was still willing to give up for him, and he was
now in my care. He had missed me and I missed him.

I’ve owed him my life from
the very beginning. My mom was gone before
I was a month old and, until he married Elizabeth when I was ten,
Dad had been everything: father, mother, sister,
brother. Honestly, Elizabeth had tried,
but she had two children of her own. Together they raised the three
of us to be independent, self-actualizing adults, as prepared as
any for the trials and tribulations, the accomplishments and joys
of a life well-lived. And then, although we never proved it, I
knew, deep in my heart, my dad had taken a bullet meant for
me.

The front door clattered open. I took a deep
breath and plastered a smile on my face. “Hi, Dad.”

“How was your walk, darlin’?” he asked,
looking up from the book in his lap.

Honesty is always best,
but I decided to be judicious in my telling. “When Maverick and I
were walking by the storage facility across from
Olsen Tiling there was an explosion. The alarm
sounded and the police and the fire department showed up. It was
pretty hairy.”

“I heard.”

“What? W-where’d you hear
it?” I stammered.

“It’s all over the waves.”
He raised his phone. “Did you know there was a fatality in that
fire?”

I busied myself rustling
under Maverick’s collar and nuzzling up close, noticing he still
bore traces of ash and soot and smelled of smoke. I ran my hand
down his back as if I could brush off the impending
question.

“Well?” Dad said, but
patience was no longer part of his personal arsenal. “I’m
waiting.”

I sighed. It was going to
be a long weekend.

 



CHAPTER THREE

 


 


My workweek began again before I could
forget the smell of smoke, and the story resurfaced throughout the
school day, dragging me through endless uncomfortable
conversations.

My students demanded to hear too many morbid
details, so I sidestepped answering some of their questions by
introducing a complicated one-time pad encryption. The students
took to sending secret messages in earnest.

As I organized my work to cart home, my
intercom crackled. Mrs. McEntee barely got the words out, “Stanley
Mossa’s on his way to see you,” before a huge presence darkened my
doorway.

“May I help you?”

The shadow of a sneer in his jowly face made
me take a step back, but the look was so fleeting, I might’ve
imagined it.

He extended a huge paw, swallowing my right
hand in a tight grip. “Stanley Mossa, Esquire.”

“May I help you?” I repeated.

He sandwiched my hand between his, patting,
not letting go. “I’m going to save your bacon.”

“Excuse me?” I asked. I jerked my hand free
and massaged my fingers.

“You’re the advisor for the mock trial
team?” he asked.

“Yes. And you are?”

“I represent the nonpareil of Columbia’s
legal community.”

My eyebrow shot up involuntarily.

He went on, “I’m the attorney assigned to
work with you for the upcoming mock trial season.”

“Thank heavens.” I breathed a sigh of
relief, and eagerly shoved my hand back at him. “Katie Wilk. Boy am
I ever glad to meet you. Have you done this before? We have our
organizational meeting tomorrow. Where do we start? When do we get
the case? Is it—”

“Relax. I’ve got this. Call me Stanley.” He
ran his fingers through his scant comb-over and then took my hand
and encased it, again, in his meaty hands, dwarfing my own long
fingers. “This must be your first time.” My stomach grew queasy and
I retracted my hand.

“And this is my stepson,
Oscar.” Stanley stepped aside, revealing a teen wearing a Columbia
High School Cougar sweatshirt and baggy
jeans. “Get over here, Oscar. Meet Ms. Wilk.”

A round-faced youth peered at me from behind
tinted lenses. Odd shades of gray swirled in his eyes, reminding me
of glass marbles. His thin pouting lips nearly disappeared in the
smooth face framed by short spikey blond hair cemented in place
with a pasty gel. He looked down and punched at the phone in his
hand, averting his eyes.

“Oscar,” Stanley’s voice boomed.

Oscar pulled his eyes away and recited in a
disinterested tone, “Pleased to meet you.” He gave me a curt
handshake then reconnected with his phone.

“Oscar sat first chair when the team placed
fourth at state last year.” Stanley puffed out his chest.

“Impressive,” I said. “I’ve read through the
information manual, but there is so much to learn, so much I don’t
know.” Not that I couldn’t deal with the unknown. “I’d appreciate
any help I can get.”

“That’s what I’m here for.”

As Stanley removed his coat, Oscar mumbled,
“I gotta go,” and spun out the door.

Ignoring the departure, Stanley handed his
coat to me. “Burberry,” he said, and squeezed himself between a
chair and the table.

I grabbed the coat by the collar and laid it
over my desk, pressing it flat with the palm of my hand.

Stanley loosened his tie and unbuttoned his
jacket, flashing the Hugo Boss logo. He leaned back, lacing his
fingers together, and rested his hands on his ample stomach. I
watched him make a show of crossing his ankles, circling the toes
of his shoes. “Gucci,” he said.

“Mock trial allows students to examine
litigation as a possible career choice. Opposing teams simulate a
trial,” he recited. “From both sides.”

“We’re nurturing the future Perry Masons?” I
smiled.

He snorted. My smile faded.

“A team of judges evaluate the
performances.” He stressed the word performances. “A team can lose
the case on its merits and win the competition with the ability to
look and act prepared. First meeting is tomorrow? I’ll take the
lead. It shouldn’t take long and I have information sheets to
distribute.”

“I found some supporting materials that
might be helpful, including a few elementary scripts we could use
to give us a feel for the courtroom.” I shuffled the files on my
desk and yanked free a blue folder.

“I’ve got this.” He huffed and squirmed
loose, grabbed his Burberry, and left without so much as a backward
glance.

“But I have more questions,” I whispered. My
shoulders slumped and I felt as though the air had been sucked out
of the room. Relieved to have met our attorney coach, I’d hoped to
be more at ease. Stanley’s commanding personality sucker-punched
me, and I felt like a minion. I thumbed through the files. He might
still be in the market for the practice material.

***

The following day, when the clock hands read
time for the initial mock trial meeting to begin, there was no sign
of Stanley. I panicked but resisted the urge to run. I threw my
shoulders back and walked into a packed classroom. The number of
interested students was both marvelous and daunting.

My eyes swept over the filled seats,
alighting on the familiar faces of my science club students
clustered near the exit. Brock Isaacson shook his head and crossed
his arms. Lorelei Calder blew her bangs from her forehead. The
others formed a circle, simulating a nineteenth century protective
wagon train.

Oscar sat on the far right. In a loud voice
he smirked, “It’s her first time.” Exchanging chuckles with the
other students, he continued, “Stanley said she doesn’t know what
she’s doing.” I felt heat rise from the base of my neck.

I straightened my
navy-blue blazer, and marched to the front of the room, ignoring
the hum of Madonna’s Like a
Virgin. I clicked the computer mouse and
my classroom SMART board came to life, playing the theme song from
Perry Mason, in spite of Stanley Mossa. The slide show lit up with
scenes from a courtroom: the judge’s bench, a uniformed bailiff, a
gavel, an empty jury box, a witness with her right hand raised, the
gallery, and the counsel desks. While the slides faded from one to
another, I distributed the student extra-curricular application.
The display held the students’ gazes until the screen sparked and
went dark.

“What’s this?” Oscar asked with an
overstated look of dismay, holding the end of a power cord.

I plastered a smile on my face. “Welcome. I
assume you’re here for mock trial. Oscar, would you be so kind as
to plug the cord back into the wall? It must’ve come loose.” There
was a rumbling from the restless natives. Stanley had better hurry.
“This form contains the Minnesota State High School League Rules
for participation in an extra-curricular activity. When you finish
reading the form, sign it, and pass it forward. Does anyone have
any questions?”

A timid hand rose like a python to a snake
charmer.

“My name is Zoe and I did
mock trial last year.” Her affect changed so quickly it was as if
the python struck. “A team is made up of up to twelve participants. Why are you all
here?”

A few students nodded and grumbled. Oscar
stood, facing the group. “You might not realize what a commitment
mock trial can be. We work hard and we’ve gone to state the last
three years. My stepdad is the coach and he’s tough. I know. His
expectations are off the charts so if you don’t think you can cut
it, it’s time to get out.” His gaze penetrated the circle in the
back of the room. Lorelei grabbed Brock’s arm and whispered
something.

“Man, has she got you hog-tied,” Oscar said
with a challenge in his voice. Brock’s eyes were ablaze. Oscar’s
tone changed to sickly sweet. “If that’s all you have for us,
Mizzzz Wilk, I think we should be going.” Chairs slid back and a
herd of students stood.

A low voice bellowed from the back. “Sit
down.”

“Mr. Rollins,” Oscar said in a syrupy sweet
voice. He dropped back into the seat.

A thin man walked to the front of the room
and shook my hand. “Gene Rollins.” The words rolled out on
smoke-tainted breath. “I’m here to make sure our legacy stands, and
to catch up with your stepdad.” Rollins nodded to Oscar and turned
to me, a steely glint in his eyes. “You ever done this before?”

“No,” I said with as much nonchalance as I
could muster.

“Thought I’d volunteer my expertise. I teach
business law.” He cast a glance around the room and settled on my
science club students. “First off, there are too many of you here.
You’d better not be wasting our time.”

“Mr. Rollins, please. This is an
informational meeting, and everyone is welcome.”

“By all means.” His right hand tumbled
forward. “Inform.”

I took a deep breath and read from the
manual. “Mock trial is an introduction to our American legal
system. Opposing teams perform a trial and the students act as both
attorneys and witnesses. Mock trial can help you gain knowledge
about law, develop questioning techniques, hone critical thinking
skills, and establish the foundation to build a solid argument.” My
face heated as Rollins squinted at me, scrutinizing every word I
had to say. I swallowed and continued.

“Mock trial may cultivate an appreciation
for the difficulties judges, lawyers, and juries face, as you
attempt to present relevant facts and legal arguments to safeguard
justice, resolving the criminal or civil issues involved.”

A whirlwind rushed around the corner.
“Sorry, I’m late.” Kindra panted and heaved a backpack onto an
empty desktop.

A girl in the front row broke the stunned
silence. “How many teams can participate from each school?” she
asked.

“There can be up to—”

“I’ll only coach one,” thundered a voice
from the doorway. Stanley dressed down for this meeting; he wore a
gray chambray shirt and blue jeans over burgundy snakeskin cowboy
boots. “And that team will have its case honed to stiletto
precision.” He set a stack of papers on a desk by the door and
rubbed his hands together. “We’ll hold auditions Thursday. Take an
information sheet on your way out.”

Chairs screeched across the floor and
slammed against desks as some of the students piled out of the
room. Those looking confused moved more slowly. Rollins bent over a
desk examining a sheaf of pages Stanley had brought, nodding
intermittently as Stanley whispered to him.

“Stanley,” I said. “I don’t think all the
students know what they need to do.” Neither acknowledged hearing
me. “Stanley,” I spoke loudly. “Mr. Mossa.”

He raised hard dark eyes. He clenched his
jaw, then inched one corner of his mouth up into a smirk. “Yes, Ms.
Wilk?”

“I don’t think all the kids understand
what’s expected of them, especially if you’re planning auditions
for Thursday.”

“I’m well acquainted with the capabilities
of the returning team members. I have room for one, maybe two
more.”

“It really isn’t fair if you’ve already made
up your mind.”

“Is life fair?” Rollins snickered.

“I have enough students to enter three teams
and give more kids a chance to participate.”

Stanley grunted. “I don’t have the time for
three teams. I provide funds for only one team. I will coach that
one team, and it will win.”

“You’re auditioning almost twenty students
for one or two positions?”

“One student graduated last year. I can do
just as well with nine.”

I sputtered. “Would it be satisfactory if I
search for an attorney to coach another team? I’ll work on
financing as well.”

“If you can rope some poor sucker into
coaching a losing team, that’s fine with me.”

He packed up his papers, and he and Rollins
strode out of my room.

My insides roiled. My head spun. My fists
clenched and I tugged at my tightening collar. I picked up the
leaflet with the rules and reread it. I needed to enlist at least
one more attorney willing to volunteer time to coach the students,
and I couldn’t afford two extra fees. I couldn’t even pay for one.
I fretted, having spoken so rashly, but it seemed Stanley Mossa
brought out the worst in me, and his decision was unfair.

I wrote out my argument and called Mrs.
McEntee, Mr. Ganka’s administrative assistant, for an
appointment.

“Mr. Ganka is free now. Are you able to meet
with him?”

“Yes.” Oh, boy. It was now or never. “I’ll
be right there.”


CHAPTER FOUR

 


 


Phil Ganka, our school principal, sat in on
my initial job interview. He had the flat top of a Marine sergeant,
square jaw, and a stiff upper lip, but his eyes glittered with
kindness, and he listened to both sides of a dispute before
rendering a fair judgement to students and teachers alike.

“What can I do for you, Katie?” he asked.
The chair squeaked as he leaned back and tented his fingers in
front of his face, raising one eyebrow.

“I have some questions about mock
trial.”

“That’s what Stanley’s for.”

“About Mr. Mossa, sir.”

“His track record speaks for itself.”

“He and I are not seeing eye to eye on a few
things.”

“Such as?”

“There were twenty-eight students at the
informational meeting today and we could easily field two or three
teams.”

His chair squawked when he leaned forward.
“The number is way up from last year. That’s wonderful.”

“But…”

“But?”

“Mr. Mossa will only work with one team of
maybe eleven students.”

His face contorted as the wheels turned and
I didn’t know which way they would go.

“He’s holding auditions Thursday. But he’s
already chosen his team, so the auditions are moot.”

“We have three trophies in our case. He
knows what he’s doing.”

“I’m certain he’ll get another trophy. But
shouldn’t we encourage as many students as possible to take
advantage of this opportunity?”

“Stanley usually pays the entry fee. How
much do you need to enter a team?”

“Two hundred seventy-five dollars per team,”
I said softly.

It sounded like air being slowly released
from a balloon. He sat forward without making a sound. “I have four
hundred dollars at your disposal. If you can be creative and come
up with the rest of the fees, we can field three teams. And you’ll
have to recruit the volunteer attorney.”

“I can do that.” I took a deep breath. “Mr.
Rollins sat in our informational meeting. I have the impression
that he and Mr. Mossa would like to work together.”

Mr. Ganka ran his forefinger over his lips.
“If you don’t mind…”

“I don’t mind. But why is he
interested?”

“Rollins used to advise the team. Last year
he gave us an ultimatum. More money or he’d quit. We didn’t have
the money. He quit.” Mr. Ganka shrugged. “But if he’ll assist Mossa
gratis, and you enlist another attorney…”

“Great. Thank you, Mr. Ganka.” I rushed my
words because I knew I had a few resources to tap, and I wanted to
complete my task as soon as possible.

Before I’d gone ten feet out of his office,
I pulled out my phone and thumbed through my contacts, punching in
JM.

“What’s up, girlfriend?”

“May I borrow one hundred fifty
dollars?”

“Why do you need one hundred fifty dollars?”
My best friend, Jane Mackey, tried to sound skeptical. “What have
you found to do in Columbia?”

I told her about the interest in mock trial
and my lack of resources. “I’d like to borrow the remainder of the
entry fee and I need to find another attorney.” Jane chose a job as
a history teacher in Columbia instead of working in her family
business—shuttling celebrities and high rollers anywhere they’d
like to go in sublime luxury. Although it was her father who owned
Sapphire Skies, I hoped Jane might have the money to spare.

“Coinage I have. Attorneys I tend to avoid.”
I could almost hear the windmills of her mind whizzing. “Except, of
course, Dorene.”

“I thought about her too.”

“It won’t hurt to ask. If she can’t help,
maybe she’ll be able to point you in another direction.”

Dorene Dvorak was an opinionated,
intelligent, hard-working, highly sought-after criminal defense
attorney who had tallied victories in the most hopeless cases. She
had successfully argued to have the court drop first-degree murder
charges leveled against our friend, and Maverick’s vet, Dr. CJ
Bluestone. And she really loved kids. She’d be the best addition to
our team.

Jane said, “You know I’m going to help.
Right?

“You don’t have to.” But one could hope.

“It’s for my piece of mind. I have to watch
over my investment. And I need something to keep me occupied.” When
Jane’s beau, Bureau of Criminal Affairs Agent Drew Kidd, worked
undercover, his time was never his own, but Jane had resolved to
stick with him until she decided to have him ‘commit or git.’
“You’re always a huge distraction,” she said and chuckled before
the phone clicked off.

I punched in Dorene’s number.

“Dvorak,” she said in her clipped
manner.

“Hi, Dorene. It’s Katie,” I said. “Do you
know anything about high school mock trial?”

“Why?” she asked warily.

“We’re in need of an attorney coach.”

“Mossa loves that stuff,” she said and
heaved a sigh of relief. She thought she’d be off the hook.

“He’s helping us, too, but we have enough
students to enter more than one team and we need another attorney
coach.”

“Sorry, Katie. I just don’t have time.”

“I get it,” I said, trying to make her feel
a little guilty.

“No, I don’t think you do. I really would
love to help you. But I’m preparing for a big case and real law
tops play law every time.”

“Oh.” I swept the disappointment out of my
voice. She was right. Her clients should come first.

“Have you tried Harley Brown?”

“Who?”

“Harley hung his buffed new shingle in
Columbia about a year ago. He might have the energy, the
inclination, and the time to help you out.” She rattled off his
phone number. “Go ahead and use my name.”

He answered after the first ring. “Hello,
Mr. Brown. I’m Katie Wilk. I’m a teacher at Columbia High School,
and I’ve the distinct pleasure of advising our mock trial. Dorene
Dvorak thought you might be inclined to help us.”

After a few seconds he said, “I could use
some exposure, and publicity like this would be great. I’ve never
been involved with mock trial, but I’ve heard Stanley Mossa is
pretty good so maybe he’ll give me a few pointers.” I doubted that
would happen, but I didn’t want to scare him off. He sounded so
enthusiastic. “I can meet you at the high school in … ten
minutes.”

“Thanks. I’ll be here.” I checked two major
items off my to-do list.

While waiting, I considered a number of
possible fundraising schemes and rejected all of them. Time was at
a premium. I’d accept the money from Jane and think of a way to
repay her later.

The overhead speaker
crackled and Mrs. McEntee interrupted my woolgathering. “Ms. Wilk
you have a visitor. He’s being escorted to your room by Brenna de
Silva.” She sounded distracted.

Wanting to appear
prepared, I arranged the mock trial files on one of the tables in
the math commons. The door crashed open. Brenna bumped into a
table, then stumbled over the legs on a chair. She barely
acknowledged what had to have been a painful jolt because her eyes
were riveted on the man in the blue serge suit. I opened my mouth
to admonish her, but the words jammed in my throat.

The visitor had neatly
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