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Epigraph
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Pain consumes so much energy. 
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Chapter 1
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The clinic resembled a three-ring circus. Medical assistants recorded vital signs near the weight scales. Nurses cajoled children into receiving vaccinations as physicians navigated exam rooms with the practice of high-flying acrobats. Chatter bounced off the clinic walls like popcorn as I hurried from the exam room. 

“Javier, room two needs their vaccines,” I said, speaking over my shoulder while hurrying inside my office. 

“No problem,” he said.

“Where did I put that book?” For half a minute, I searched inside drawers and on shelves for a comic book. My next patient, a pre-teen with an addiction to superheroes, received all As on her report card. The comic was a promised reward for her academic success. 

“There it is.” I scooped up the comic and rushed out of the office. 

Down the hall, Camile approached. While I appreciated my best friend stopping by, this was not the time. Because she was chief of staff at the medical center, I feared she brought news about another mandatory meeting. Her grim countenance made me wary.

I had promised Evens a dinner at his favorite restaurant and had no interest in another boring administration meeting. My son’s college break was shorter than my patience. With Noughton’s recent expansion into the Central Valley, the medical center held weekly meetings discussing patient statistics and insurance reimbursements.  

Raising my hand in protest, I said, “Not now. A patient is waiting in room three.”

Camile gently squeezed my arm. “Julia, come in here.”

“Give me a minute,” I said, pulling away.

Tears pooled in her eyes. “Now,” she said, choking back a sob.

My body stiffened. “Is it Momma?” 

The neurologist suspected Momma had dementia. She hadn’t completed testing yet, at least not the last time I spoke with her. When was the last time we spoke? I’d been busy—

“It’s Evens.” 

My eyes widened as I clutched her hand. “What happened?”

A painful scowl zigzagged across Camile’s forehead. I hyperventilated. The comic slipped from my hand as I slumped against the wall. Camile leaped forward and eased me onto the floor. Javier rushed over, cuddling my head on his lap.

“No,” I said, my voice small against the conversations of parents and children echoing against the clinic walls. 

“I’m so sorry.” Camile’s tears splashed onto my face.

Gazing up at her, my head shook. “It can’t be. He... I saw him this morning.” My eyelids fluttered, and the room began spinning. A caped superhero grinned up at me from a bright blue sky as everything went black. 
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This tacky, wallpapered office had become my tomb. If I looked closely, etchings of departed souls hid in the creases. How many people like me lay on this recliner, wondering how they ended up in a psychiatrist’s office? Sticky faux-leather cushions resembled the plastic seat coverings on my grandmother’s sofa. Maybe Dr. Griffith chose this material because it was easier to wash away the blood of her victims. My laughter reverberated off the walls.

Dr. Griffith scowled. 

Did I laugh out loud? I hadn’t realized it was audible. She really would think I was mentally ill. 

Careful, Julia, or you’ll be committed. 

It’s the drugs. They make me...strange. Each movement of the wall clock hammered in my ears. 

Tick, tick, tick.

I gripped the sides of the recliner.

Dr. Griffith’s bony hand supported her knobby chin. A pen dangled between her fingers. “Try to relax, Julia.”

No matter what position I assumed, the recliner remained uncomfortable. I closed and reopened my eyes, straining to bring the doctor’s face into focus. She brought the chair closer to my side.

“You have to trust me. We can’t progress if you don’t confide in me.”

“I trusted Jean.” My voice trailed off. “Then he died.”

“Your husband didn’t want to die.”

“I know,” I snapped, squirming along the recliner. Time passed as I sipped from a water bottle. 

Paneling and cheap flooring dated the room’s décor to sometime in the 60s. It smelled of disinfectant and desperation. Deep inside my core, a scream ripened. I wanted to unleash it. Hurl it in Dr. Griffith’s face. But I couldn’t. 

It wouldn’t make any difference. She’d simply jot down what occurred. Add it to the other items she’d collected about my aberrant behavior. 

Hold it together, Julia. Prove her wrong, and you’ll regain your freedom. 

The single item of individuality in the room was a floral rug. But it lay askew, not squarely positioned underneath Dr. Griffith’s desk. I grimaced, disturbed by its asymmetry. My head lolled right as I stared at the floor.

Dr. Griffith reclined into her chair. “You suffered a severe depression after your son’s death—became disconnected from reality.”

Why tell me what I already know?

Tapping the pen against the chair, she said, “Tell me about your last dream.”

My eyes refused to focus. “I can’t see.”

“It’s a side effect of the medication. It’ll go away.”

“Two months. You said in two months. It’s been four.”

“Obfuscation. We’ve discussed your avoidance tactics before.”

Her office appeared wrong, fake. It tried too hard to look like a psychiatrist’s office should. I glanced at the plastic human brain on her desk. Artificial, like the wig improperly positioned on her head. 

Dr. Griffith’s lips hung irregularly on her face. They grew larger, puckered, and came closer. They were red—blood-red, like the puddled blood gathered around my son’s head after the car slammed him against—

Snap. Snap.

“Julia, you’re drifting away,” Dr. Griffith said, snapping her fingers. “Focus on me—on my words.” 

My gaze drifted over her expensively tailored suit, which clashed with cheap, off-the-rack shoes. Dr. Griffith’s clean, austere respectability conflicted with those long, bejeweled fingernails. Contradictions.

“These medications make me drowsy.” I pushed myself up along the recliner. “I can’t...can’t make sense of my thoughts—of facts.” 

“You’ll acclimate. It takes time.”

“I don’t want to take them. I have a job, responsibilities. How do you expect me to work like this?” 

She leaned forward, hovering over me. “We’ve discussed this before. You can’t go back to work until you improve. Now, control your thoughts.” A tiny grin formed along her lips. “I want to hear more about your urges. We barely touched on them last week.”

Words and faces lumbered across my mind. I glanced up, peering into her eyes. So clear. They held little color other than the pupil. Similar to the woman... 

What woman? Can’t remember. Too many things I can no longer remember. Drool pooled in the corner of my lips. Wiping my mouth, I sat up straighter. 

Despite the outward adornment, Dr. Griffith seemed artificial, a simple shell—not human. 

Don’t confide in her, Julia. 

“I don’t want to talk about dreams.”

“Trust me.” She wiggled her fingers, dropping the pen. “See. I’m not taking notes. No one will know what we discuss.”

Peripherally, I spied the white noise machine on the ground beside the door. Would it prevent our conversation from being recorded? Inhaling deeply—like she taught me—I thought about the people I trusted, like Jean. But Jean was dead. 

She crossed her legs. “Tell me about your urges.” 

“What urges? I don’t remember any.”

“Well, compulsions—if you prefer. You mentioned them on the tapes. An urge to kill. Have you suppressed them, Julia? Hidden the desire to kill in the recesses of your mind?”

Had I? I couldn’t recall suppressing anything—but then, I didn’t remember having them. 

“Impulses can remain dormant for years. Perhaps the death of your son brought them to the surface.”

Was she correct? How long had I hidden my impulses? I had killed before or had that been a dream? An aberration. My head throbbed, trying to recall what happened. 

Would I be able to suppress homicidal impulses? I couldn’t care for children if I was a murderer. 

Something touched my arm. As if disconnected from my body, my head rolled to the side. I viewed her hand—bony with spidery, inhuman fingers. With effort, I made my arm move away from her touch.

“I’m your psychiatrist. What we discuss stays between these four walls.” Her honeyed voice sounded sickly sweet. I recognized it. The same one nurses used when lying to children about shots not hurting. Liars! Be honest. I told the truth to Jean. We shared everything. 

My stomach churned, burning my throat with refluxed acid. I swallowed and sipped more water.

“You’ll feel better if you share. I’ll understand.”

So hard to resist. I wanted to tell someone. Release my thoughts. My mouth opened, ready to explain those desires and needs. “Sometimes—”

A ringtone blared in the dense air. 

Dr. Griffith raced to her desk. “Wait a minute. Let me turn my phone off.” 

Like dawn cresting over a dark horizon, an awareness grew in my mind. In a brief moment of clarity, I recognized an incongruity. “Why is your phone on? You said phones weren’t allowed in the office.”

“I’m a physician. I have to be available for my patients.”

“Do you see patients in the hospital?”

“No.”

“Do you make house calls?”

“Julia—”

“Why was your phone on?” I stood up.

“You’re exaggerating the significance of a call.”

“No, I’m not.”

“Remember when we discussed your paranoia? You believed people were following you. I’m not recording our conversations.”

“Let me see your phone. Do you have a recording app on it?”

“No, I don’t.”

“Let me see.”

“You have to learn trust. This is a test. Believe me.”

“Believe you?” In slow motion, I scanned the entire room. “Give me back my tapes.” I stepped forward. 

She interposed herself between me and the desk.  

“Julia, you’re regressing. If this continues, I’ll have to notify your office and the state medical board. Your behavior is becoming threatening—a risk for working with children.”

I threw my head back to better view her. 

Her narrowed eyes returned my gaze. Her lips pressed together and disappeared like a lizard.

Seconds later, my shoulders slumped, and I retreated toward the recliner. 

A smile teased at the edge of her mouth. “Much better.”

Herding me toward the door, she said, “This was fine for today, but next time, I want to move forward. We have to work on trust. Record your thoughts on the audio tapes, and we’ll listen to them together. And remember to take your medications. If you deviate from the treatment plan, you’re not ready to return to work.” 

Her skeletal hand rested on my shoulder—a lifeless fragment of humanity. I didn’t bother moving it away. Those hands wouldn’t touch me again. 

The threat in her voice strengthened my resolve. For a moment, I had visualized a hint of truth. Without responding, I entered the lobby where Camile waited.

Dr. Griffith had lied. She was hiding something. 

Did it concern my urges, those impulses? I didn’t know—yet. But I would uncover the truth. Rediscover my secrets. I had to. My sanity depended upon it. 
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Sunlight streaked through the bedroom window and across my face. Squinting, I crawled out of bed. My head felt heavy as I struggled to shake off drowsiness. Medication slackened my movements. 

Despite Dr. Griffith’s reassurance, the side effects hadn’t resolved. I decided not to take the morning pill, preferring to be conscious enough to understand the court proceedings. 

An acrid smell clung to the air. I hated coffee. Because my parents drank it each morning, I tolerated it—had tolerated it—for the past two weeks. They had arrived after I received news from the district attorney regarding our court date. Could this nightmare finally be over? 

In the bathroom, my head drooped over the sink. The reflection in the mirror was distorted and foreign, but it would have to do. After splashing cold water on my face, I prepared for the day ahead.

“Morning, Julia. You hungry?” Camile squeezed by me and into the closet at the rear of the bathroom. “Do you need help picking something out to wear?”

“I can dress myself.” 

Although Camile was my best friend, I bridled at her intrusion. 

She returned to my side. “I thought you might need—”

“I know you’re trying to help, but I’m fine.” Was I?

While I brushed my teeth, she filled a cup with water and removed a pill from my prescription medicine bottle. Toothpaste dribbled down my chin. 

“What’re you doing?”

“Helping.” In one hand, she held a pill and in the other a cup. “Here.”

I accepted the pill and cup, placing them on the counter while I finished dressing. 

“Aren’t you going to take them?”

“Later.”

“Julia, you’re supposed to take one pill twice a day.”

“I’m a physician, too, Camile. I know how to take medication.”

“Fine.” She frowned, resting her hands on her slim hips. “You should follow up with Dr. Griffith. She’s a highly recommended forensic psychiatrist.”

“My internist said he would prescribe my medication—and I’m also seeing a therapist.”

“Humph. It’s not the same.”

“You still think I need a psychiatrist?”

“Dr. Griffith thought you needed more intensive treatment. She was worried about your dreams.”

Without answering, I rubbed moisturizer across my face. But from the corner of my eye, I watched her.

“Have you had any more of those dreams?”

“What dreams?” From the mirror, I observed her response.

She gazed distantly, twirling a hairbrush in her hand. “Well, I guess they weren’t actually dreams, more like thoughts—or urges. At least, that’s what Dr. Griffith called them.”

“Have you been talking to her about what I told you?”

“No, of course not,” she said, averting her gaze.

Had she been speaking to Dr. Griffith? In the future, I’d keep my own counsel. It hurt not to have someone I could trust—not even my doctor. But I wouldn’t let anyone deceive me—not again.

“Dr. Griffith called me a psychopath.”

“No, she didn’t. She said you experienced delusions from a psychotic break brought on by severe depression.”

“She wanted to institutionalize me.”

“Remember how bad you’d become? You wouldn’t eat—couldn’t sleep. She wanted you to heal.”

Why eat? Food held no pleasure, serving simply as fuel to keep my body functioning. My whole reason for existing ended with the murder of my son. After Jean died, I had Evens. Caring for him gave me purpose. Now, with Evens dead...nothing mattered. 

“Don’t you believe I’m doing better?”

“I wonder sometimes.” Camile slid the cup and pill across the counter in my direction.

With a sigh, I picked up the pill and swallowed it, chasing it down with water.

“Good. Need help with your hair?”

“No, I got it.”

After Camile left, I spit the pill into the sink and watched it dissolve and float down the drain—like my life. My hands trembled. With concerted effort, I twisted my hair into two vines on the sides of my scalp. Presently, simple tasks confounded me.

Antipsychotics helped relieve symptoms of psychosis and improve quality of life. But what if you weren’t psychotic? 

When did I lose contact with reality? After Evens died or before? Since I didn’t recall having murderous urges, as the psychiatrist stated, I didn’t know. Was that proof I had them? 

And my dreams. Were they delusions—hallucinations caused by depression? I had no idea, but one thing was certain, Dr. Griffith had no interest in helping me.

Self-appointed psychiatrist to the stars, she treated physicians, judges, and professionals from various spheres of industry. But I found her methods suspect. She seemed overly interested in—

“Julia, you coming?” 

“Yes, Momma. Be right there.” 

In the kitchen, Momma prepared breakfast while Daddy consumed eggs, bacon, and toast. Trudging across my mid-century home, I plopped on a seat at the dining room table. Breakfast didn’t appeal to me. I prepared it every morning for Evens. But since his death...

“Good morning,” Momma said, glancing up from the stove where she scrambled eggs. “Want some?”

“No, thank you.” I slouched down in the chair across from Daddy.

A large, arthritic hand squeezed mine as he kissed my cheek. His rough, dry fingers were strong and warm. 

“You should eat something. It’s going to be a rough day.” 

Momma joined us at the table with a steaming plate of food and ate. 

“I’m not hungry.”

“What time is it, honey?” Momma asked Daddy.

Chewing with a mouth full of food, he said, “We’ve got time.”

The smell of fried food made my stomach churn. I wanted a glass of water, but my body refused to move from its perpetual sense of inertia. Meanwhile, my mind ruminated over the death of my only child. 

Wiping his mouth with a napkin, Daddy glanced over at me. “After today, you should be able to put this behind you.”

My head jerked to attention. “Would you put it behind you if I’d been murdered?”

Tears welled in his eyes. Chastened, I threw my arms around his neck. How could I forget how much he had lost with the death of his only grandchild? 

“I...I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it.” Sobs mixed with my words. “I’m sorry, Daddy.”

He rubbed my back and kissed my cheek. The scent of his cologne soothed me. 

“I know, baby girl. If someone hurt you... God help me.” 

I kissed his cheek. At the kitchen sink, I attempted to wash away my tears, but instead, I hovered over it. Similar to Ophelia, except instead of mourning a prince, I grieved Evens’ death, weighed down in a marsh of depression. A bit theatrical—but I simply adored Hamlet. I laughed out loud. 

Momma frowned as my moment of mirth petered out. I resumed staring into the sink.

“Good morning,” Camile said, heading for the coffee maker while addressing my parents. She touched my shoulder. “Better?”

My shoulders rose and fell, but I remained silent. 

She filled a mug and turned toward the table. “What time does court start?” 

“Ten,” Momma said. 

Camile sipped coffee. “What time should we get there?”

“Nine,” my parents said in unison. Momma was a former office manager, and Daddy had served in the military. In our family arriving early was obligatory. 

After collecting the plates, Momma brought them over to the sink. “Go into the bathroom and wash up, Julia,” she said, pointing me in the direction of the bedroom.

On the way to the bedroom, I saw Thaddeus in the living room, seated in front of the glass wall of windows overlooking the backyard. Braids extended past his shoulders, and a suit hung loosely on his thin frame. He grew up with Evens. I had become his surrogate mother when his biological mother became indisposed—which occurred frequently. 

Thaddeus arrived on Saturday. His mom gave permission for him to attend the court proceedings. I thought it would be overwhelming, but he insisted. I prayed he would be okay because I knew I wouldn’t. Without addressing him, I retired to the bedroom. 

By the time I re-entered the living room, my parents had finished breakfast and sat around the coffee table with Camile. Thaddeus continued staring outside. Something in the recesses of my mind told me I should speak with him. 

The mental morass I dwelled in left me with no idea what to say. His curly black hair reminded me of Evens. Shoulder length. Wait... No. Evens kept his hair cut close. Why was it down to his shoulders? Had it grown longer since his death? I blinked rapidly, removing the medication haze obscuring my vision. The shoulder-length hair belonged to Thaddeus. He glanced up at me for a second before returning to the windows.

Instead of joining him, I stood next to Camile’s chair opposite my parents, who sat beside each other on the couch. Momma conversed with someone over the phone.

A stack of retirement home brochures rested on the table where I had placed them a week prior. I promised my parents to review them, but I had forgotten. For several minutes, I gazed vacantly down at the table. 

Cognitive dysfunction could occur with selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors. Did the medication prevent me from thinking clearly? It could be a defense mechanism, internally shielding myself from pain.

I drifted over to the sliding glass doors, a foot away from Thaddeus. He hadn’t stirred. My gaze flowed over the yard. Despite the beautiful Goleta weather, I hadn’t been outside all summer. Usually, I bar-be-qued. In summer, Evens played in the yard with his friends. There were parties and sleepovers. Soccer games where the kids challenged the adults. 

Emotion choked my throat. Though I needed to cry, no tears flowed. Maybe my body couldn’t produce them anymore. Had I depleted my supply of sorrow? 

Hairs on my arm raised. Evens turned toward me. 

A second later, I detected Thaddeus approaching. From the corner of my eye, Evens slipped away. I reached forward. 

He whispered, “I miss him so much.”

My chest ached as I slowly nodded.

“I wish... I wish I could’ve been Evens’ brother.”

I didn’t respond. Evens’ voice sounded like Thaddeus. I looked over and saw Thaddeus standing beside me. Salty lines covered his cheeks. Where had Evens gone?

He’s dead, Julia. Your son is dead.

But Thaddeus lived, and he mourned. He needed comfort, assurance everything would be fine. I should have reached out to him, but I couldn’t. Thaddeus was hurting, but I couldn’t address his pain. Every part of my dull body screamed to respond to him, but I didn’t. 

His head lowered, and Thaddeus walked away. I let him leave. 

“Time to go,” Daddy said, using the arm of the couch to stand. 

Time. There never seemed to be enough while Evens lived. Now, I had nothing but time to reflect upon the past and what wouldn’t be. 

Momma continued her phone conversation, picked up her purse, and raised her head toward him.

Camile headed for the garage. “I’ll drive.” 

At the rear of the procession, I considered what was about to happen. Doubt plagued my mind—too pragmatic to believe justice would occur today. But I had to attend. Perhaps Daddy was right. Maybe after today, I could move forward. 

But what if I didn’t receive justice?
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As Camile traveled down Highway 101, nestled between the Pacific Ocean and the Santa Barbara mountains’ peaceful scenery, I considered the prosecutor’s case. Would Evens’ murderer finally be held accountable? Justice deferred was seldom satisfactory. 

Today, the legal system would mete out due process, but justice? I was skeptical. Despite what occurred in the courtroom, I would still return home without my son. 

Like an automaton, I climbed the half dozen steps and entered the courthouse. Inside, I exhaled. The room failed to live up to expectations. Television and cinematic melodramas depicted courtrooms with rich walnut walls reminiscent of stately buildings crafted at the dawning of our democracy. 

Deprived of natural light as the room lacked windows, large fluorescent bulbs gave this hallowed hall of justice a dull-yellow illumination. Judge Donaldson presided over a bench more Ikea than classical American architecture. With a bang of her gavel, the proceedings commenced.

Hours passed. 

Buttoning his suitcoat, Mr. Henderson, the district attorney, strode up to the bench and delivered his summation. 

Uncomfortable on the hardwood bench, I readjusted my position, careful not to cause a disturbance. A lot depended upon the outcome. Whether from impatience or nervousness, my foot tapped repeatedly against the linoleum floor. I rested my hand on my knee to stop it.

The walls, likely manufactured with asbestos, reflected the tragedy of 1950s construction remodeled in the 1970s. Those originally white walls had grown dingy from the sweat and tears of unfortunate people trapped inside this rectangular space. Forlorn hope and desperation tainted the paint.

Behind the prosecutor, I sat on the left side of the room, sandwiched between Camile on my left and Momma on the right. Daddy sat on the other side of Momma, near the end of the pew, beside the central aisle. His military-hardened gaze zeroed in on Mrs. Copeland, the defendant, and her attorneys. 

For her part, Mrs. Copeland faced forward, her wide blue eyes feigning remorse. She never glanced at her family seated on the pew behind her—or at me. In the many months since Evens’ death, she failed to exhibit one act of contrition or apology. 

Ramrod straight, my spine never slackened. Because I sat behind the prosecutor, I received a lot of scrutiny. Reporters stared at me; court artists sketched my portrait. Evens couldn’t represent himself, but I would.

I had let him down once, but not again. Though the hardwood pew taxed my patience, I remained steadfast. Desperately, I wanted to move—to get up and stretch, go outside, and breathe fresh air. I stiffened my resolve and refused to yield. Evens had been strong, and so would I. 

Six months had passed since the district attorney officially charged Mrs. Copeland with vehicular homicide. However, she hadn’t spent one night in jail. Apparently, her husband’s money and family’s influence precluded any such inconvenience. No, Evens’ murderer had been allowed to roam free until the antiquated wheels of justice finally brought her to trial. 

The path had been arduous. I couldn’t recall a time since that horrible day when a police officer informed me of Evens’ death when I didn’t feel pain. Since I heard those words, misery had been a constant companion, anger a close second. In nightmares, the police officer’s face repeated those agonizing words again and again. 

Pain and death surrounded me daily. As a pediatrician, I sewed up lacerations and medicated sore ears, heard the wails of immunized children, and the lamentations of pregnant teens. Death had never been a stranger. I informed parents their children had cancer or newborn babies had died mere minutes after descending from the precarious birth canal. Death didn’t surprise me. But I hadn’t fathomed mortality would visit my son in the dawning of his young life. 

A jury wouldn’t deliver justice in this courtroom today. The lawyers for Mrs. Copeland chose to have a judge determine her fate. When the district attorney informed me of this decision, the corner of my left eye twitched—for even then, I suspected something was awry. 

My gaze fastened on Mrs. Copeland’s profile. Seated feet away from me, she refused to look in my direction, to see me, and to acknowledge what she stole in killing my son. Clenching the edge of the pew, I glanced down at my fingers, directing them to relax. 

Hold it together, Julia.

Warmth crept up my chest—a hot flash, maybe hatred. I could no longer make the distinction. Like Daddy, I stared at the murderer. Dressed in a pricey, buttoned-down tailored suit, Mrs. Copeland stared straight ahead. 

The judge retired from the bench to consider the testimony. While we waited for her return, I closed my eyes and practiced my breathing exercises. Perhaps I shouldn’t have spit out my morning pill. 

Minutes elapsed. People stirred. My eyes flew open, glancing around the room. 

Adjacent to the judge’s bench, courtroom staff poured inside from an open door. The gap allowed me a brief glimpse inside the judge’s office. She spoke into a cellphone, laughing. 

“All rise,” the court officer said, slipping a pen into the shirt pocket of his tan uniform. 

Everyone stood as the judge entered, hurriedly zipping up her robe. Before the trial, Mr. Henderson explained that despite Mrs. Copeland’s intoxication, he couldn’t charge her with first-degree murder. 

“Why the hell not?”, I had asked. As a repeat offender, this had been her fourth incidence of injuring someone but the first homicide we knew of. Who knew how often she drove drunk and had not been arrested?

The district attorney had stated the strictest sentence possible would be manslaughter. My heart ached. Even before the trial, I’d been robbed. If Evens had been a flaxen-haired child riding a tricycle, could the legal system have done better than manslaughter? 

Unprofitable thoughts, Julia. Focus on the trial.

Hope rested with Judge Donaldson. A mother herself, I prayed she would deliver the harshest sentence allowed.

Behind the bench, the judge adjusted her robe while exchanging papers with the bailiff. My stomach lurched. Bile stung the back of my throat. The stenographer’s hands perched above the dictation machine. Sweat rolled down my spine. I sequestered my hands beneath my thighs to prevent them from squeezing my knees. The tightness in my jaw made my teeth ache. Hurry up and read the decision. 

Large spectacles peered at Mrs. Copeland as the judge addressed the defense team. “The defendant will stand.” 

How long would this murderer go away for killing Evens? In the fog of my mind, the words blended together. I lost track of who spoke. Internally, I heard what I wanted. Guilty, the defendant would be remanded to prison for the duration of her natural life. 

Get out of fantasy land and listen. 

“Mrs. Copeland,” Judge Donaldson said, reading from a sheet of paper, “I find you guilty of vehicular manslaughter.”

The courtroom exhaled a collective sigh.

The judge continued, ignoring the spectators’ response. “My decision was predicated on this not being your first offense.”

My heart fluttered, and my chest relaxed. The judge understood the prosecutor’s argument. This had not been a first occurrence. Mrs. Copeland deserved a severe penalty. Pressure inside my stomach lessened.

“Therefore, I am sentencing you to fifteen...”

Tension in my jaw released. Fifteen years in prison—not a life sentence but the maximum allowed under the statute. My shoulders slumped. Was this how justice felt? 

Like a rocket, the prosecutor sprung to his feet. “I object, Your Honor. This sentence is not appropriate.”

Confused, I became disoriented. People stirred. The hum of conversations grew around the courtroom like an approaching swarm of bees. I forced my mind to attend to the proceedings. Why would the DA object to fifteen years in prison?

Chaos sucked air from the room. Daddy shouted toward the defense table, his fist pumping in the air. On the other side of him stood Thaddeus—his mouth gaping. Things appeared incorrectly. Why was the prosecutor objecting? 

Murmurings throughout the courtroom overwhelmed the prosecutor’s voice. Judge Donaldson banged her gavel, which echoed against the walls. 

Spectators, my family, and Evens’ friends overruled the gavel. The prosecutor’s objections were swallowed by the tumult of the gallery. People joined Daddy in gesticulating at the defendant. Others directed their ire toward the judge. I didn’t understand. What had I missed?

Mr. Henderson slammed his hand on the table, pointing at Mrs. Copeland. “Your honor, fifteen months in jail is nowhere near enough for a repeat offender. She killed Evens Toussaint.”

My head swooned. Seconds passed as I fought to comprehend how the judge sentenced a murderer to fifteen months in jail—not even prison. Slightly over a year for killing Evens. 

Because my vision blurred, I strained to view the defense table. Heat bloomed across my tingling skin. To keep my balance, I clutched the pew, determined not to faint. What influenced lady justice this time, money or privilege? 

A smile played across the defense attorney’s mouth as she rose to address the court. Mr. Henderson preempted her comments and verbally sparred with the judge, demanding a stiffer sentence. 

Bang, bang, bang! 

Judge Donaldson shouted. “Sit down, Mr. Henderson, or you’ll be sanctioned.”

“Oh, I get sanctioned for demanding justice for Evens Toussaint, but you let the defendant—a serial criminal—off with a slap on the wrist.” Veins popped out the sides of his neck.

People shouted in agreement. Daddy started toward the defense table. Momma reached around Thaddeus to grab his arm, pulling him back into the row. 

Boisterously, the crowd voiced their discontent. 

Bang, bang!

Pointing her gavel at the prosecutor, the judge said, “I understand your disappointment, Mr. Henderson, and will forgive your disrespect—this time.”

My gaze bounced from the judge to the prosecutor, whose furrowed eyebrows didn’t appear apologetic. As my eyes ping-ponged between them, my face grew numb. Was this the emotional blunting mentioned in the drug side effects leaflet? 

The entire proceedings became surreal. As if in a dream, I drifted outside myself. If people moved around me, I didn’t notice. 

For her part, Mrs. Copeland turned toward the gallery, head down, seemingly oblivious to the jeers directed at her. She grinned at a man seated in the first row behind the defense table. He rose and accepted her hand but didn’t return her gaiety. 

I presumed him to be the wealthy husband—his spray-on tan as artificial as the justice meted out in this courtroom. He wore a tailored suit resembling his wife’s ensemble. The jeweled wristwatch and pinky ring on his hand testified to a life of privilege. His Barbie doll wife rolled over my son with her BMW without stopping. Witnesses recorded her license plate for the police as passersby fled for safety. 

Had someone touched my shoulder? It would’ve been Camile or Momma. Faces enlarged and shrank before my eyes. My vision dimmed, and my head ached. The Alice in Wonderland symptoms portended an approaching migraine. 

Resembling an owl, the judge peered at me. 

What did she see? Acquiescence, acceptance, anger. I hoped she saw I deserved justice. I tried to frame my face to convey those thoughts. Mrs. Copeland’s life for Evens. Equity, not pain.

She cleared her throat. “Mrs. Toussaint, this is a court of law. I will not tolerate this outburst.” 

There was no understanding. She said nothing else to me. Her gaze flipped to the defense table. “Mrs. Copeland, you have a second chance. I hope you take this opportunity....”

Nothing else penetrated. Judge Donaldson’s words disappeared into the ether. The events and surroundings faded away. I walked as if on air. 

From the double door entrance at the back of the courtroom, I viewed police officers pouring inside. An officer wielding a baton hauled a spectator from the back row and pushed her out of the exit.

My gaze rolled over to Daddy. Friends restrained him as he tried to reach the defense table. Momma grabbed Daddy, pushing Thaddeus into the aisle. 

A swarm of police officers approached. 

As if trudging through mud—weighed down with sorrow and anger—I fought to reach Daddy. I’d lost too much; I couldn’t lose him too. Fighting against my medicated stupor, I circled around Momma and touched Daddy’s arm. Like an electric shock, the intensity of his bearing flowed into me. 

I detected an essence return to my body—becoming present in the moment. As I came to his side, Daddy peered over at me. Those dark eyes pooled with tears that refused to fall. My fingers grazed his clean-shaven, staunch face, and I cried—for him. 

He brought me to his chest and hugged me. Those solid shoulders slumped, and he released his fury. I absorbed it—took it from him—to protect him. 

Momma hugged us both and pulled Thaddeus close to my side. Camile’s hand rubbed my back. 

Police surrounded us, palms hovering over their weapons. They demanded we leave.

“Leave them alone,” Mr. Henderson said, his chest heaving. “They’re the victims.”

A police officer wearing riot gear scowled at us. For a tense moment, I thought he would ignore the district attorney. The officer’s finger clenched around the butt of a gun. My breath caught as I drew Thaddeus behind me. Why hadn’t I been able to protect Evens similarly? Daddy, Momma, and Camile linked arms. 

The district attorney yelled at the officers, and gradually, the army retreated. We huddled behind the prosecution team and exited. 

Outside, cold air slapped my face. Cameras clicked. Friends, strangers, and family swirled around. People ascended the courthouse steps seeking justice while others descended those same steps, aware justice was a fallacy. 

Unscrupulous, unsympathetic lawyers thrust business cards at me, offering representation in suing the Copeland family. As if money would recompense me for Evens—or punish an unrepentant killer. 

By persistence, we crossed the street to the parking lot. The crowd dissipated, leaving us surrounded by close friends. We gathered together, cried, and commiserated. People offered condolences on my loss. In my head, I shouted, ‘I didn’t lose my son, he was stolen.’ I hadn’t been irresponsible. A drunk killed Evens and the legal system condoned the crime. Society failed, not me.

Judge Donaldson’s face, Mrs. Copeland, the district attorney. I couldn’t distinguish reality from the visions swirling in my head. Again, the courtroom scene flashed across my mind. Armed police officers demanded we leave. The troubled face of the young woman dragged from her seat by an officer in riot gear. And Evens. 

His face came close, but the hair was wrong. Too long. Not Evens. Thaddeus. His lips moved, but I couldn’t understand the words. 

Warmth crept up my body. I flushed. Despite the cool breeze, my skin burned. My heart raced, and my breathing deepened. Figures blurred, faces merged. On sensory overload, my autonomic system shut down. I beheld Camile’s face, then fainted. 
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Chapter 5
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Eight months had elapsed since I sat in a Santa Barbara courtroom and listened to Judge Henderson deliver her sentence. Since then, newspapers announcing her run for political office have kept her face in the public domain. Folding the newspaper, I dropped it on my office desk and gazed out the window. Note to self: cancel home delivery. 

Unfortunately, the medical center windows didn’t open. Otherwise, the cool Pacific Ocean breezes would refresh my face. Noughton Medical Center in Goleta was located along the rugged coastline not five miles north of Santa Barbara. Often, I spent the lunch hour striding along the beach, meandering among tourists enjoying California’s rendition of the Mediterranean Riviera. Salty air would scratch my nostrils as chirping birds hopped up and down the grainy sand. 

Now, empty boxes occupied most of the available office space. Since I’d decided to leave, a sudden nostalgia gripped me, weighing me down with uncertainty. 

My fingers clicked along the keyboard, regurgitating the history of present illness before I forgot the parent’s complaint. The medical center encouraged physicians to document in the EHR, electronic health record, during office visits, but I failed to master the ability to chart in front of patients. It distracted me from the physician-patient relationship to type into a computer as someone conveyed their personal medical concerns. I tried it again today but failed miserably. Generally, I wouldn’t care, but today it mattered. Redoubling my efforts, I directed my attention to charting.

Knock, knock.

My brow creased at the interruption. Determined to finish charting, I ignored them and typed faster. Unfortunately, the knocking persisted. Because I refused to respond, they opened the door and peeked inside.

“Dr. Toussaint, everyone is waiting,” Javier, my medical assistant, said.

“One minute. I’m almost done.” My eyes stayed glued to the computer. 

He stepped inside and glowered over at the desk. “No, you’re coming right now. We want to say goodbye to our favorite doctor.”

A contrite retort hovered over my lips. When I peered up into his face, I swallowed the comment and allowed myself to be parted from the desktop. I understood what he meant. 

My resignation had not been well received by the department nor the medical center. Noughton and I maintained a long, mutually productive relationship. Over many years, I worked with the administration to build a robust, solid pediatric department well regarded in the community for our medical care and patient outcomes. For their part, Noughton allowed me the independence to manage the department—and, when needed, time to mourn.

Once we completed our residency training, Jean wanted to return to Florida, where his family lived. I refused. His family were good people, but I didn’t care for Florida’s tropical weather. Our discussion was moot because Jean’s neurology fellowship brought us to California. 

We settled along the central coast. Goleta looked different when we had first arrived, less congested. Gentrification and rising home prices changed everything
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