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Sage peers through a crack in the drapes at the feathery snow falling from sinister gray clouds invading Manhattan. Scarlet taillights of morning traffic burn against a fresh white world. A subtle glow cutting across her face divulges anguish and months of drinking. Brusquely, she closes the drapes, grabbing a half-full bottle of bourbon from the marble kitchen island. She tips it up, takes a long drink

“Breakfast of champions,” she mumbles, staggering back into the living room. Her eyes briefly linger on the front page of the newspaper. Ayden’s face is plastered across the page. The bold headline beneath reads... 

New York Defense Attorney Brutally Murdered in Parking Garage. Sage takes another long drink. Her beloved Ayden was a brilliant defense attorney, renowned for his cunning and persuasive courtroom tactics. Sage knew that his reputation for winning high-profile and pro bono cases would eventually lead to his death. She repeatedly pleaded with him to take less risky cases, but he refused. She takes another drink, wishing she had been more persistent with her demands. Imposing flashbacks seep into her tangled thoughts.

[image: ]

It’s her and Ayden’s weekly lunch date. Sage thumbs through a magazine and waits patiently in the reception area of Ayden’s law office. An abrupt burst of loud voices rises behind Ayden’s office door. Suddenly, the door opens. Three men, as Italian as their suits, exit, passing in front of her. Their cold, piercing scowls send a shiver down her spine. Ayden straightens his suit jacket and joins her.

“Are you ready?” Ayden asked, forcing a smile.

“Yes...I made reservations at your favorite Italian restaurant. We have thirty minutes, or we lose our table. Is everything okay?” Ayden checks his watch.

“Yes—of course. I think we can make it if the traffic isn’t bad. After you, my love.” Ayden opens the door for Sage.

“Thank you.” She takes his arm, pulling him close. They hail a cab, arriving minutes before losing their table. The waiter directs them to a cozy table by the window. He pops the top on a bottle of champagne, filling two chilled flutes. Ayden looks around the room, catching a glimpse of his eccentric clients sitting at a corner table nursing a beer. Their eyes briefly meet. It was short and to the point. Ayden turns, trying to focus on Sage.

“Champagne and lasagna. It reminds me of our first date. What’s the occasion? I didn’t miss our anniversary, did I?” Ayden asked, taking a drink of Champagne.

“No, but I’m impressed you remembered. I just felt like celebrating! Seth told me that Surrender to Sunrise is expected to reach ten thousand copies by the end of the month.”

“That’s amazing! But I’m not surprised. You’re an incredible writer, Sage.” Ayden raises his glass to toast her recent good news.

“To my beautiful wife and her budding career. I’m so proud of you, baby.” Sage raises her glass to meet Ayden’s.

“Thank you, darling. To new beginnings, to us, and long, successful careers.” Sage’s thoughts shift.

“Who were the gentlemen leaving your office today? They’re not your typical clientele.”

“You mean the suits with a bad attitude? Those are just unpleasant perks of being a defense attorney. You get all kinds in this business.”

“Ayden, I think you should pass on this case. This one seems different.”

“Why? I like the challenge, and the pay is good.” Ayden’s answer wasn’t what she hoped to hear.

“I get it—but I’m worried about you. Those guys are...”

“Just clients, Sage. There’s no need to worry. Nothing is going to happen—you’ll see,” Ayden insists, taking her hands, lifting them to his lips, and kissing them. Sage smiles, trying to shake the uneasy feeling.

The months pass, and her concerns fade as she and Ayden settle into a comfortable rhythm. Seth, her best friend and agent, spends his days building her writing career. Surrender to Sunrise without surprise lands on the bestseller list. Immediately, Seth begins scheduling interviews and a short book tour throughout Manhattan. Ayden, of course, takes on what would be the most infamous case of his career. 

It’s the first day of Sage’s book-signing tour. A soothing glow washes through the enormous lobby windows. The excited crowd waits for their signed copy of Surrender to Sunrise. Sage is both thrilled and uneasy. She looked forward to sharing her big moment with Ayden, but the message he left on her cellphone that morning turned excitement into concern. He said he had some last-minute details to discuss with his clients and would meet her there. The previous chill returns, sending a shiver through her. After her book signing, she and Seth would meet at their favorite restaurant on 5th Avenue. with what Seth called the old codgers. She’d met this group of unconventional middle-aged men before and wasn't the least bit delighted to have lunch with them. She recalls the expensive aged scotch, staining their breath. Lingering clouds of smoke orbit them like a dark cloud from their imported cigars stuck between their grimy fingers. Worst of all, it was their bloodshot eyes undressing her, making her skin crawl. It was the smell of old money and connections that kept her focused. Sage assumed that today's meeting would be the same. She would make the best of it by smiling and drinking expensive Champagne while Seth implements his proposal.

Sage switches her thoughts, glancing at her watch. An hour had passed, and Ayden had yet to arrive. Looking out across the excited crowd, she has no choice but to move forward with her book signing. An older woman waits patiently at the beginning of the line. Sage smiles, thinking how ageless love is.

“To whom should I make this dedication?” Sage asked.

“To Nanci with an I,” she replies.

“Thank you, Nanci. I hope you enjoyed the book.” The woman’s cheeks blush.

“I did... my husband loved it, too. We’re looking forward to reading your next book,” she answers, winking at Sage and stepping aside to read the dedication. The next in line is a young man wearing glasses. His thin frame is hidden beneath a red hoodie and baggy jeans. He approaches nervously—eyes fixed on Sage.

“To whom do I make this dedication?” Sage asked.

“My name is Gabriel,” he replies, pushing at his glasses.

“Gabriel is a strong name—you’re in good company,” Sage compliments, signing his copy.

“Thank you, but I think I look more like a Harold or Harvey—It was my grandfather’s name,” he informs. Sage leans in, whispering...

“When I was a kid, I was tall, clumsy, and as awkward as a camel on roller skates,” Sage admits, smiling and giving him an encouraging wink. Her cell phone vibrates in the inside pocket of her blazer. It’s a message from Liam.

“Everything Okay?” Gabriel asked.

“I’m not sure. I’ll be back.” Sage motions to Seth.

“What’s up?” Seth steps closer, trying to read the text.

“I’m not sure. Liam sent a strange text. I'd better call him.” Sage scrolls through her phone for Liam’s number.

“Go—find out what’s wrong. I got this.” 

“Thanks...I’ll be right back.” Sage slips into a stairwell and calls Liam.

“Hello, Liam. I just got your message. What’s wrong?” Liam sits in his unmarked police cruiser overlooking the parking lot filled with fire and rescue buses and police officers taking statements. Liam, being a detective, has yet to get used to seeing crime scene tape. It is a reminder that devastating news and heartbreak are a phone call away—but this time it was personal. 

"Hi, sweetheart. I wish there were an easier way to say this.” Liam pauses, unsure how to tell Sage that her husband has been murdered and that life as she knows it will never be the same.

"What, Liam? What is it?" Sage asked. A wave of dread rushes through her.

"At approximately 11:30 a.m., I received a report of gunshots at the De Carlo & De Carlo Law firm. I got there as quickly as I could. It’s Ayden—he was shot in the parking garage." A gasp fills Liam’s ear.

“What hospital did they take him to?” Liam grits his teeth. It was the next and final blow.

“I’m sorry, Sage. He didn’t make it.” 

“When?” Sage asked, slumping against the wall.

“An hour ago.”

“An hour ago... you should have called me sooner, Liam.” Murmurs spread through the patient crowd. 

“Sage, you know how this works—procedure first, even if it’s personal.” 

I want to see him—I need to see him,” Sage demands. 

“Sage, I don’t think that’s a good idea. I’ve already identified the body—Ayden. There’s no need to put yourself through it,” Liam advises.

“Liam, please—I have to see him,” Sage sobs, trying to catch her breath.

“Okay, sweetheart. —I’m on my way.” A click fills his ear. Liam slams his fist on the steering wheel. He flips on his lights, cutting into traffic. 

Sage stares through the large glass window. Tears slip down her cheeks, staining her silk blouse. This can’t be true. Sage closes her eyes, trying to force it out of her mind. A commotion arises behind her.

“Let’s get you outta here.” Liam directs her through the lobby. Onlookers gasp with uncertainty. Once outside, Sage collapses against Liam. He threads an arm around her waist, pulling her close.

“Back up... let us through,” Liam commands, flashing his badge, trying to shield her from gathering news reporters who have just gotten word of Ayden De Carlo’s untimely demise. Liam pushes through the crowd, helping Sage into the cruiser.

“Crazy bloodsuckers,” Liam growls, speeding away, glancing in the rear-view mirror at the mob of hungry media.

“Are you all right, sweetheart?” Liam glances over at Sage. She nods, staring through the cruiser windshield.  

“We’re gonna get whoever did this if it’s the last thing I do. I promise you that much,” Liam declares, weaving in and out of traffic. Sage struggles to collect her thoughts. It was her day. The day she and Ayden dreamed of, and now, swiftly and painfully, it was over—gone. Ayden, shot, why? ‘Round and round, it tumbles in her puzzled mind. Sage’s phone rings. Again, it rings. Sage ignores it, staring blankly ahead. Liam glances at Sage.

“You want me to get that?” Liam asked. Sage checks her phone.

“No, it’s Seth... Hello?”

“Sage, what’s going on? Is everything Okay?” 

“Seth... Ayden’s been shot.”

“What? I’m sorry, Sage. I’ll wrap this up and head to the hospital. Which one did they take him to?” Seth awaits Sage’s response.

“That won’t be necessary—he didn’t make it. I’m sorry, Seth... I’ve gotta go. I’ll call you later,” Sage sobs, dropping her phone into her bag. Liam pulls in front of the County Morgue. 

“Are you sure about this?” Liam asked.

“Yes...,” Sage whispers, trying to catch a breath. They follow behind the coroner to the basement. The cold room reeks of death and cleaning solution. He opens a door and pulls out a metal slab. Slowly, he unzips the body bag, exposing Ayden’s disfigured face. 

“That’s not Ayden...It can’t be. It doesn’t look like him, Liam. You’ve made a mistake—-It’s not him.” Sage’s knees buckle. Liam reaches out to catch her. Liam motions for the coroner to zip the bag.

“I know—I’m sorry, sweetheart. But it is Ayden. I don’t know who did this or why, but they didn’t bother to take his wallet or his phone. This was not a random attack.” Sage wipes her tears, trying to focus on Liam’s face.

“What? What do you mean?” 

“We’ll talk about it later. Come on—let’s get you home.” Sage clings to Liam, struggling to climb the concrete stairs. Liam gets her back into the cruiser.

“What did you mean by not random, Dad...who would do something like this?” Sage cries, leaning against the car door.

“I don’t know, sweetheart.” Liam reaches for her hand. 

“Do you want me to come in for a bit?" Liam glides in front of her building. 

"No, that won't be necessary," Sage replied.

"Are you sure? I can stay with you for a while until you get your bearings. Being alone right now could be bad medicine." Liam’s brow flares with concern.

"Thanks... I appreciate the offer, but I need some time to absorb this. It doesn't feel real. It’s more like a nightmare. But it is real, isn’t it?" Sage asked, dabbing at the black streaks of mascara painting her cheeks.

"I'm afraid so, sweetheart. If I could go back in time and change everything, I would do it in a heartbeat. You know that, right?" Liam's lips were moving, but Sage couldn't hear him. Her thoughts go back to the previous evening. She orders a romantic candlelight dinner for two from Ayden’s favorite restaurant. She sets the table and lights the candles in the formal dining room, eagerly waiting for Ayden to return home. It became a Friday evening tradition not long after they were married. They would discuss their day's events, life, their dreams, and their future. Passion soon burned with flirtatious hints during dessert. Sage smiles, anticipating what will follow. She can feel his soft touch exploring every curve of her body. The warmth of the candle’s glow directed her fingers to examine each inch of his sweaty, chiseled physique. Their bodies press together, shortening her breath. Wrapped in the afterglow of their love, Ayden tenderly kissing her forehead before falling asleep, made her feel safe. The next morning, they shared their last touch, their last kiss, before their lives were ripped apart. If she had a rewind button, she would go back to that very moment, reliving it over and over again. If only—prolific moments continue to play out in the theater of her mind.

"Sage, are you all right, sweetheart?" The question rakes across her raw emotions like hot coals. No. I'm not all right and never will be again...pulses through every fiber of her being. His concerns didn't deserve the wrath boiling under her breath. It was easier to say yes.

"I will be—I guess. I still don’t understand why someone would shoot Ayden. They stole our life, our dreams, everything is gone."

"I don't know, sweetheart. Time usually brings this kind of pain, but not like this. We're going to see you through this, okay?" Liam dries a trailing tear slipping down her cheek.

"I know...” 

The police radio blares, bending Liam's ear.

"Dispatch to cruiser 4962. Detective McGregor, there is a robbery in progress. It's a hostage situation. Thompson is requesting your assistance near 12th and 9th Street. The crisis negotiation team is in route. Confirm request for assistance.” 

"Dispatch, this is Detective McGregor. I confirm the request,” Liam informs.

“10-4.” The radio screeches and goes silent.

“I’m sorry, sweetheart. I gotta get goin’.”

“Go, Dad... I’ll be fine. I’ll call you if I need anything.”

“Are you sure?” ​

“Yes, I’m sure.” Liam’s phone dings. Quickly, he scrolls through the message.

“Meg says, take it easy. She’ll make all the funeral arrangements.” 

“Tell her thank you, and I appreciate it.” 

“I will...I hate to drop you off and run. Listen, if you need anything, call me day or night, and I'll come right over. If you get scared or don't want to be alone, call me. I'll pick you up and bring you to the house...Okay?”

“Okay...”

“Hey, hang in there. We'll figure this out,” Liam reassures, trying to make eye contact.

“I know, Dad.” 

"Alright, Sweetheart. I’ll check on you later.” Liam helps Sage out of the cruiser. She waves as Liam pulls away. A crisp breeze sweeps across her face. It no longer feels sweet or inviting against her skin. The voices of people passing drift in distorted waves. Why would someone want to kill Ayden? The question ached in her chest. She punches the elevator button, fighting another swell of tears. Sage opens the door to her and Ayden’s condo and is greeted by his cologne lingering in the air, reminiscent of a life that existed only hours before. Half-empty coffee mugs sit on the marble counter. Sage walks into the bathroom, taking Ayden’s slightly damp bath towel off the hook, wrapping it around her. She sought his comfort, his scent, as if this tragic event had never happened. But the deafening silence was eager to remind her. She breaks down, falling to the floor, weeping. The hours pass painfully. Just before dawn, Sage falls asleep still clothed in Ayden’s towel.
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Sage’s phone dings. Slowly, she opens her eyes and checks her phone—it’s Meg.

“Hi, Sweetie, your dad and I will pick you up around 9:30 am. I’ll see you soon—love you.” Reality is quick to greet her. She struggles to her feet and turns on the shower. The warm water soothes her aching muscles. After a long soak, she clothes herself in Ayden’s robe and wanders into the kitchen. She makes a fresh pot of coffee, anticipating the sweet, rich aroma. It sparked memories of her and Ayden sharing a cup of coffee and discussing their plans for the day, but even its warm morning hug failed to divert the present engulfing silence. She yearned to observe Ayden’s morning ritual of pacing and chattering on the phone while he prepared for his day. Instead, today she has to say goodbye. The intercom cuts into her thoughts.

“Mrs. De Carlo, Meg McGregor is here to see you.”

“Thank you, George. Tell her I’ll meet her downstairs,” Sage replies.

“Consider it done, Mrs. De Carlo.” Sage grabs her keys and handbag, locking the door behind her. The ride down on the elevator didn’t last long enough. Her knees were shaking, and the knot in her chest made it difficult to breathe. The elevator door opened. Sage stands trembling, clutching her handbag.

“Sage, are you okay? Maybe I should go and get your dad.” Meg avowed, wrapping an arm around her.

“No, I’m fine.”

“You’re dripping wet with sweat.” Meg helps her in the car, throwing a glance at Liam.

“Are you sure you’re okay? Liam asked.

“Really, I’m okay. I’ll just be glad when this day is over.” Sage skims across the back seat. She tries to catch a deep breath, but the knot in her chest tightens. She closes her eyes, trying to relax—but how? When you know you’re burying a piece of your heart.

The gorgeous Roman Catholic cathedral is filled with family, friends, past and present clients, co-workers, and others Sage has never met. She is seated on the first pew between Meg and Liam, next to the tribe, Seth, and then George, the doorman. Ayden's parents, friends, and family are seated on the right side. Glances are exchanged, but nothing more. Her hatred for his father grew deeper as she stared at Ayden's casket. 

Ayden’s father never felt I was good enough for his cookie-cutter Princeton graduate. He groomed my beloved Ayden to follow in his footsteps. Today, as he attends his only son’s funeral, I hope he bears the burden of his wishes.

Liam pulls her closer. Meg flashes a weak smile, looking around the church. Sage realizes that her thoughts have escaped her. She didn’t care. Ayden’s father got the message loud and clear. After the service, people pass by his casket, paying their last respects. Sage pauses, staring at Ayden. Her heart and soul lie cold
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