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Missing a key fact . . .

“I’m sorry but I can’t accept your referral.” Nora cradled her mug in both hands. “Luckily, your client can easily find someone else qualified to handle her daughter’s appeal.”

Fred pursed his lips and made a clicking sound. “I don’t think my client would find that task easy. After I read through the file and thought about who might be able to help, your name was the only one that came to mind.”

Nora laughed. “We’ve met twice in the past three years. I’m surprised you remember my name.”

“I couldn’t possibly forget you.” Fred tapped a finger on the file. “Hunter Logan needs your creativity. To me, you’re the obvious choice to craft her appeal from her plea bargain.”

“I’ve pursued successful appeals for two women wrongfully convicted of killing their children. I have several more mother-child homicide cases waiting for my attention.”

Nora set her mug on the table with a firm click. “I won’t take time away from them to venture into spouse-homicide. And I won’t represent someone who has the money to hire another lawyer.”

“I admire your commitment to your clients.”

Fred hesitated and his forehead wrinkled with concern. “However, you seem to be missing a key fact in this matter.”

He slid a finger into the file folder. “Forgive me for breaking the news to you in this way.”

Fred had to apologize for what he was about to reveal?

She felt her stomach muscles clench, her body getting ready for a hard blow.

 

#  #  #


Reader praise for the Nora Dockson legal thriller series:

“A great character, a great series—I highly recommend it to people.” (Stephen Campbell, CrimeFiction.FM)

 

“Deverell has a gift that grabs the reader so one cares about what happens to every character in the story. Once one starts Nora’s clear sighted and brilliant pursuit of justice it’s hard to put the book down!” (Amazon reader review)

 

“The series is great; it’s got the theme of the hard scrabble up-from-poverty Nora doing her battle of wits against a scheming, social-climbing assistant attorney general, laced with tons of good detective work.” (Amazon reader review)

 

Help Me Nora is “a compelling gritty novel. I could not put it down and found the legal background fascinating.” (Goodreads review)

 

Don’t miss Diana’s political thriller Bitch Out of Hell:

 

“Helluva read! I really enjoyed this. I hope there are more books coming. The characters are intriguing, Bella is intelligent and sassy, and the plot is entertaining.” (Amazon reader review)

 

“Diana Deverell’s newest book could be a story on the six o’clock news - the outsourcing of America’s military functions, shady corporate dealings, the suspicious death of a whistleblowing board member, and a special prosecutor’s investigation.” (iBooks reader review)

 

“. . . a delightfully humorous and suspenseful read with realistic characters . . . and the plot twists and weaves itself into a satisfying conclusion. For a fun thriller read, check this out.” (Kings River Life review)
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Nora Dockson

Nora nudged the Jeep Grand Cherokee up to the curb, her rear wheels five inches from the glossy yellow no-parking zone. 

An oversize plastic candy cane dangled from the signpost in front of her. Below the cane’s festive stripes, a white metal sign spelled out in clear black letters that the two-hour parking limit didn’t apply on holidays.

She grunted happily. Local meter maids couldn’t mess with her.

She was one hundred percent legal.

She was also the only driver on the broad avenue.

She and the lawyer she was meeting must be the only people in Sweet Home, Washington, who had to work on the Monday holiday after Christmas.

She turned off the ignition and let the morning quiet soothe her nerves.

Pale blue sky arching overhead made a nice contrast to the winter-brown grass stubble filling the strip between the curb and the concrete city sidewalk. Sunlight glinted off the frost-coated stems. 

She fumbled for the sleeve of her red parka and dragged it from the passenger seat across the console vault. She’d borrowed the Jeep from her lover.

Washington State Trooper Kent Harper kept his service weapon handy when he was off-duty. If Kent had driven her here, he’d have locked his Smith & Wesson Military and Police semi-automatic pistol in the vault.

But she’d left him and his pistol an hour away at his parents’ wheat farm. The Harper family would still be celebrating Christmas.

She’d face her adversary alone and unarmed.

She imagined herself waving a gun at Attorney Frederick G. Rogers and chuckled.

Her brain had dressed him in a zip-front cardigan, white shirt, and tie because that’s what he’d worn to their two previous encounters—the first at a cemetery, the second at his office.

Fred’s interference at the cemetery had forced her to take legal action.

Pissed, she’d wanted only to serve him with the necessary papers and split from his town. She hadn’t registered how attractive his place of business was.

Slipping the parka on over her denim jeans and turquoise turtleneck, she studied the residential property that had been converted to a law office.

Beyond the sidewalk, a waist-high iron fence with spear-point pickets protected a withered lawn. The gate stood open.

A brick pathway beckoned her toward broad wooden stairs. They led up to the verandah wrapping around the sage-green two-and-a-half-story house.

The stair and porch railings were painted a gleaming white. They matched the trim around the windows and along the eaves.

She spotted a wreath of pine boughs threaded with red ribbon gracing the dark green front door.

She loved old Victorians and this one was a gem.

She liked how a windowed turret rose from one corner. The gray-shingled roof above it was shaped like a dunce cap.

She squinted, trying to see if Rapunzel was peering back at her from the tower cell in Rogers’s castle.

Snickering, she pushed the heavy SUV door open. She had enough real inmates begging her for help. She didn’t need to imagine more.

When Rogers had phoned on Friday to discuss a referral, she’d told him she had a full caseload. She wasn’t accepting new clients.

Rogers had recommended she hear all the facts before declining. He was certain the case would intrigue her.

However, he preferred to give her the details in person. He was willing to come to Spokane to do that. What time next week could she fit him in?

She could’ve told him not to make the trip. The cases she had lined up would keep her working fifty hours a week for the next year.

But instead of shutting him down, she volunteered that she’d be celebrating Christmas in Central Washington. Since she’d practically be in his neighborhood, she was happy to drop by his office this Monday and listen to what he had to say.

She didn’t add that he’d have to talk fast. She had tastier events on today’s agenda.

Hopping out of the high-riding Jeep, she hurried to the sidewalk and stretched her arms above her head. She hadn’t worn a cap over her ginger curls and the cold air made her scalp tingle.

Or maybe old memories were zapping her.

She’d first come to Sweet Home when she was in law school, working as a summer intern at Spokane’s Legal Resource Center.

The Center coordinator had sent her here to do the leg work for a death row appeal that had been dragging on for two decades.

She’d spent six weeks checking every fact introduced at two earlier trials. What she found convinced her that the elderly victim had not been raped and murdered by their client.

When she earned her law degree, she took charge of his appeal. And ran head-first into the Law Beast.

She’d given that code name to Marianne Freemantle, the lead attorney in the Washington attorney general’s capital litigation unit.

Marianne Freemantle handled appeals by convicted felons sentenced to death or life imprisonment. A die-hard supporter of capital punishment, she fought ferociously to maintain those convictions and sentences.

Of course, Freemantle had opposed Nora’s appeal on behalf of her Sweet Home client, using tactics that outraged her.

Nora couldn’t speak the woman’s name without cursing. She’d invented the nickname so she wouldn’t accidentally unleash a string of profanity at the wrong moment.

Thinking about Freemantle pissed her off all over again.

Right here in Sweet Home, the Law Beast had recruited her hometown law buddy, Attorney Frederick G. Rogers, to throw an obstacle in Nora’s path.

In the end, Nora outmaneuvered them and freed her innocent client from death row.

Still, her gut reminded her that this had once been a hostile environment.

And the Law Beast was a sore loser.

From the beginning, she’d had no respect for Nora.

By the end, Marianne Freemantle hated her.

Rogers was probably still buddies with the Law Beast.

So why would Rogers refer a case to her, a lawyer that the Law Beast despised?

Something fishy might be going on.

The leather soles on Nora’s brown loafers clicked on the pavement as she passed through the gate.

She didn’t care that Rogers might have evil intentions. She wasn’t going to accept the referral.

She’d set the meeting only because his call had given her a polite way to avoid an overdose of foreign Christmas cheer.

Last Christmas—and the fifteen before it—she’d spent the holiday with her grandmother. They had their own traditions. But those had died with Grandma ten months ago.

This year, Kent had invited her to celebrate with his family—two parents, two siblings plus spouses, five nieces and nephews.

She’d agreed to accompany him to the farm on one condition. She’d come only for two nights.

She missed her grandmother. She didn’t want to be the sad sack who spoiled the long holiday for everyone else.

Originally, she’d planned to arrive in her old Buick and make her getaway early this morning.

The excuse she gave Kent’s family was that the judge had ordered a new trial in her current case. Jury selection would start on Wednesday and she had to prepare.

In the middle of last week, her cover story disintegrated. The prosecution appealed the judge’s ruling. Her case was on hold and she had no reason to leave the party early.

When Rogers called, she’d seized the opportunity to schedule a side trip to his office.

She skipped up the porch steps, eager to get the meeting over with so she could enjoy her break from Harper-style eating.

Her face scrunched up as she recalled their traditional turkey stuffing. Strange rubbery black bits dotted the bread cubes. She hadn’t liked the taste or the texture.

Kent loved his mom’s oyster stuffing. He’d raved about the huge sandwich he’d construct from the leftovers.

With luck, the family would eat it all for lunch.

While she revisited her favorite Sweet Home eatery and pampered herself with an oyster-free meal.

She eyed the front door. The brass plaque beside it read, Rogers, Matheson, and Woodward, Attorneys at Law.

She breathed in the piney scent from the Christmas wreath, reached for the knob, and opened the door. The air in the spacious foyer was toasty warm and smelled of fresh coffee.

In front of her, a golden-oak staircase with a red carpet up the center climbed to the upper floor.

“Come on up,” a male voice invited.
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Nora

Glancing upstairs, Nora spotted a lanky man at the top.

He wore gray wool slacks that matched his tie. Today’s cardigan was salmon-colored. His thick silver hair swept back from an unlined forehead.

When she stepped onto the landing beside him, she saw his eyebrows were dark gray and his eyes were a warm brown. His pallid face was split by a welcoming smile.

“Thanks for stopping by,” Rogers said.

“I’m pleased to be here.” She shook the hand he extended.

Rogers’s skin was warm and dry, his handshake gentle.

Within a minute, he’d taken her parka and ushered her into the tower room.

Light poured through the windows, glanced off the polished oak frames, and fell on a pair of wingback chairs upholstered in muted shades of ivory and darker gray.

A small round oak table between them held a thermal carafe, two mugs, a stack of napkins, and a blue China plate filled with star-shaped sugar cookies. They were studded with little silver balls.

Silver shot had been her grandmother’s name for the cookie studs.

Nora’s smile widened to a grin.

Miraculously, Rogers had supplied an essential ingredient missing from her Christmas.

She spotted a manila file folder resting on one chair seat. She claimed the other. The tall curved back embraced her.

Rogers lifted the carafe inquiringly. “Coffee?”

“Yes, please. I drink it black.” She took a napkin and helped herself to a cookie.

Nibbling off one star-point, she tasted sugary sweetness, lemony zest, and almond extract.

The familiar mingled flavors brought tears to her eyes.

Rogers filled both mugs and slid one closer to her.

She blinked away the tears, crunched shot between her teeth, and swallowed her mouthful of cookie. “Thank you, Counselor.”

“Call me Fred.” He removed the file from the second chair, sat, and raised his mug toward her in a welcoming gesture.

“And I’m Nora.” She lifted her mug in reply.

Companionably, they sipped coffee.

Rich and strong, the java and the cookie were an ideal pairing. Her meeting was off to a delicious start.

After inquiring about Nora’s trip, Fred got down to business.

“I’m speaking with you on behalf of a long-time client. A recent widow, she has only one child, an adult daughter, age thirty-one. The daughter needs your help.”

He pulled a pair of metal rimmed reading glasses from his shirt pocket and slipped them on. He opened the file folder and glanced at the top sheet of paper.

“I’ve known the daughter all her life. Her full name is Florence Hunter Roosevelt. Since her marriage three years ago to Garth Logan, she’s gone by the name of Hunter Logan.”

Fred moved a new page to the front of his file.

“In October of this year, Hunter was charged with first degree murder of her husband. While maintaining her innocence, she pleaded guilty to manslaughter and accepted a ten-year sentence.”

 Fred cleared his throat. “In my client’s view, her daughter should not have made that plea bargain. My client would like you to investigate to see if the plea can be withdrawn or invalidated. If you arrive at a strategy that results in Hunter going on trial, my client will retain you to represent Hunter.”

“I’m sorry but I can’t accept your referral.”

Nora cradled her mug in both hands. “Luckily, your client has other alternatives. Since paying attorney fees doesn’t appear to be a problem for her, she can easily find someone else qualified to handle her daughter’s appeal.”

Fred pursed his lips and made a clicking sound. “I don’t think my client would find that task easy. After I read through Hunter’s file and thought about who might be able to help her, your name was the only one that came to mind.”

Nora laughed. “We’ve met twice in the past three years. I’m surprised you remember my name.”

His laugh echoed hers. “I couldn’t possibly forget you. You handed me an unusual legal problem when you attempted to exhume that body.”

He tapped a finger on the file. “Hunter needs your creativity. Given the nature of the prosecution’s evidence, a conventional strategy focused on constitutional issues would lead nowhere.”

Nora lifted another cookie from the plate. “I assume that suggesting I’m unconventional is intended as a compliment.”

“Absolutely. To me, you’re the obvious choice to craft Hunter’s appeal from her plea bargain. Naturally, I was pleased to find she’s the type client you choose to serve. I’m told you specialize in helping female inmates accused of harming their loved ones.”

Fred had been told about her?

Whoever did the telling had given him the big picture while missing the point. Her clients were penniless. And so far, no one had murdered a husband.

“I’ve pursued successful appeals for two women wrongfully convicted of killing their children,” she said. “I have several more mother-child homicide cases waiting for my attention.”

She set her mug on the table with a firm click.

“I won’t take time away from them to venture into spouse-homicide. And I won’t represent someone who has the money to hire another lawyer.”

“I admire your commitment to your clients.”

Fred hesitated and his forehead wrinkled with concern. “However, you seem to be missing a key fact in this matter. You really cannot make this decision until you know it.”

He slid a finger into the file folder. “Forgive me for breaking the news to you in this way.”

Fred had to apologize for what he was about to reveal?

She felt her stomach muscles clench, her body getting ready for a hard blow.

“Go ahead,” she muttered.

He opened the folder on his lap and leafed through the stack of paper to locate a black-and-white photocopy. He moved it to the top of his stack.

“My client and her husband are not Hunter Logan’s natural parents,” he said. “I provided legal assistance to them when they privately adopted her hours after her birth.”

He lifted out the photocopy and closed the folder.

Passing the document to Nora, he added, “This is a copy of Hunter’s pre-adoption birth certificate.”

The copy paper soft against her fingertips, Nora read the first entry. 

Under the heading Name of Infant was typed: “Baby Girl Dockson”.
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Nora

Nora’s gaze swept down the page. She found the name of the baby girl’s mom and took a deep breath.

She exhaled slowly and read the name aloud.

“Patty-Jean Dockson.”

 Nora looked up from the paper and found Fred watching her.

She struggled to keep her voice steady. “I assume you’ve verified that this Patty-Jean Dockson is my mother.”

“Yes.” Fred’s tone was mild. “You and Hunter Logan have the same mother.”

A bizarre coincidence?

Or a sleazy maneuver to suck her into a case she didn’t want?

Holding the paper in one hand, Nora aimed her free index finger at Fred.

“You told me why you think I’m the right attorney to represent Hunter,” she said. “But I want to hear how you arrived at my name.”

She tossed the photocopy onto the table and let her hands fall into her lap.

Fred nodded agreeably. “I’ll do my best to answer any questions you have.”

“Okay.” She raised her chin. “Who told you that my target clients are women wrongfully convicted of killing their loved ones?”

“Marianne Freemantle,” Fred answered promptly.

Nora’s chin jerked down in a sharp nod. Fred had confirmed her suspicion. The Law Beast had played a part in his referral.

“Marianne’s an old friend,” Fred continued. “She also knows you. She was able to update me.”

“You bet she was,” Nora retorted. “Your old friend keeps an eye on my activities. Did she ask you to refer Hunter’s case to me?”

Fred frowned. “You’re reversing the order of events. Referring Hunter to you was my idea. I phoned Marianne because I wanted her opinion.”

Smiling, he added, “Marianne thinks you’re an excellent choice to represent Hunter.”

Nora clenched her teeth together to stop herself from shouting at him.

Was Fred really so naive?

The Law Beast had called Nora a crappy lawyer to her face.

Now she was telling Fred that Nora Dockson was the right lawyer for this client?

What did the Law Beast hope to gain?

Probing, Nora asked, “When did you tell her that Hunter and I have the same mom?”

“I didn’t,” Fred huffed. “When I called Marianne, I wasn’t aware of the connection.”

Nora snorted. “That Patty-Jean Dockson and I have the same last name didn’t tip you off?”

He grunted. “Of course, I noticed that. I planned to check if you and Hunter might be distant relatives. I asked Marianne if she could shed any light on the issue. She happened to know that your mother’s name is also Patty-Jean Dockson.”

Nora felt her fingers curl into fists.

“You had the name of Hunter’s birth mother in your files because you assisted with Hunter’s adoption,” she said to Rogers. “Maybe you’re in the right.”

She spat out her next words.

“But Marianne Freemantle illegally researched my mom’s history. She dug up all the dirt she could find on my family. She used it in support of her motion to impeach me. Her horseshit ploy failed, by the way.”

Rogers made a calming gesture, patting the air with open palms. “I understand you two have a history. But this referral didn’t originate with Marianne. I’m the one behind it.”

He cleared his throat. “Marianne supported my choice of you before we confirmed that Hunter’s mother and yours are the same person. I was as surprised as you are to learn that Hunter is your sister.”

Sister.

Hearing him speak that word put the brakes on her train of thought.

She could spend hours obsessing over the possibility that the Law Beast was plotting against her.

Or she could accept that Fred was making this referral all on his own.

She could move on to a much more compelling topic.

Her sister.

She’d always wanted a little sister.

Now, just one day past Christmas, her wish had come true.

She let go of her fury and moved on.

“You’re right about one thing,” she told Fred. “I’m totally flabbergasted by the news that I have a sister. I had no idea she existed.”

Picking up the carafe, she refilled their mugs. “I was one month short of turning five years old when Patty-Jean left me with my grandmother. I didn’t see my mom again until I was fifteen.”

Fred frowned. “Did you know where your mother went? What she was doing?”

“Patty-Jean was last seen climbing into the passenger seat of a Kenworth. Over the next decade, she sent me nine postcards. Four pictured truckstops.”

Nora shrugged. “I guessed my mom was traveling with a long-haul trucker. I never suspected that seven months after leaving me in Oregon, Patty-Jean was having a baby in Washington.”

Throwing up her hands, she added, “Does Hunter know that I’m her sister?”

“Yes. Before contacting you, I told my client about the relationship. She informed her daughter. Both Mrs. Roosevelt and Hunter agreed I should ask you to represent Hunter.”

Nora shivered. On the other side of the state, Hunter was waiting for her answer.

Maybe right this minute, her sister perched on the edge of a hard, narrow bunk in a tiny two-person cell no different from the one in which Nora’d lived for twenty-six months.

Saying no to Hunter would hurt like hell.

But she couldn’t say yes before she knew what she was getting into.

“How much can you tell me about the case against Hunter?” she asked.

Fred pushed his reading glasses higher on his nose and tapped the folder.

“My client authorized me to turn over everything I have. For a start, let me give you the basic facts.”

 He moved a yellow sheet torn from a legal pad to the top of his file.

 “The murder victim was her husband, Garth Logan. He collapsed in their home one night last April. He was pronounced dead on arrival at the hospital.”

Fred adjusted his glasses and added, “The county coroner ruled that Garth’s unexpected death resulted from cardiac arrhythmia with unknown etiology.”

 He raised his eyes from the paper. “Six months later, a heavy metals test on tissue samples from his cadaver found over one thousand times the normal level of arsenic in his liver. The amount in his kidneys was over two hundred and fifty times the normal level.”

“I assume the coroner changed the cause of death to arsenic poisoning,” Nora said.

“Yes. Hunter was the sole suspect identified by investigators. They concluded that only she could have poisoned him.”

Nora felt her forehead wrinkle. “Did investigators find any arsenic in Hunter’s home?”

Fred gave a negative head shake. “The investigators argued that the absence of arsenic meant nothing because she’d had six months to dispose of it. They claimed she had easy access to the poison.”

Nora drew her chin down in a sharp nod and summarized. “Investigators decided that Hunter had the opportunity and the means to poison Garth. Did they discover a motive?” 

“Investigators focused on Garth’s life insurance. Hunter was the only beneficiary. She collected two hundred and fifty thousand dollars.”

“Wow, that’s hefty coverage. Had she taken out the policy recently?”

“No. Garth worked for a private security company that operates worldwide. He was originally employed by their Sweet Home office to work locally. Three years ago, he accepted an assignment that put him in the Middle East for a year.”

Fred glanced back at his file.

Peering at her over the top of his glasses, he added, “The company-paid insurance policy was an incentive to work overseas. He married Hunter before he left and made her the beneficiary.”

“Quite the romantic gesture.” Nora shook her head. “But you haven’t described a slam-dunk case for the prosecution. I don’t see why Hunter entered an Alford Plea.”

Nora used the shorthand-term for a Supreme Court ruling that allows defendants to make a deal without admitting guilt.

Hunter had denied poisoning her husband.

But she’d conceded that the prosecution had sufficient evidence to convince a jury to find her guilty beyond a reasonable doubt.

If she went on trial and was convicted of murder, she risked getting a life sentence without possibility of parole.

By making the deal, she’d guaranteed she’d be out of prison in ten years.

Nora added, “What did the prosecuting attorney have that made Hunter think the jury would reach a guilty verdict?”

Fred pursed his lips. “In a nutshell, Hunter did not behave like a grieving widow.”

“I don’t know what you mean by that.” Nora frowned. “You’ll have to give me an example or two.”

Fred closed the folder and held out to her.

“You’ll find a dozen examples in the file.”

Nora’s hands closed on the manila folder.

Fred let go immediately. “This material is salacious. I’d prefer you review it on your own. In my opinion, the devil’s in the details. I think the cumulative impact on most jurors would be to make them lose all sympathy for Hunter.”

His words killed her appetite. She no longer had time to waste on a restaurant meal.

Her gaze flicked to her shoulder bag and she caught a glimpse of her smokes, tucked inside.

She hugged the folder to her instead of opening it.

She had to take a smoke break. She needed a nicotine fix before she saw what was inside that folder.
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Marianne Freemantle

The double entry doors facing Marianne were ten feet tall and gleamed with a thick layer of yellow ocher paint. They remained firmly shut.

Impatient, Marianne tapped the pointy toe of her glossy black pump on the pebbled stone walkway.

Imagining the line of iconic red on the inside of the slimmed-down stiletto heel soothed her for half a second. She loved her shoes but she was freezing.

The outside temperature was less than forty degrees. Luckily, her thick chestnut- and caramel-colored hair felt as warm as it looked. But her expertly-styled bob only reached the nape of her neck.

She’d been standing on this covered walkway for sixty seconds and she could feel her body going numb. 

Shivering, she wished she’d worn her suede trench coat after all.

She’d expected to be outdoors for only a few seconds and she hadn’t wanted to hide her flattering outfit under a coat.

Much better that Bruce Zachary opened the door and instantly got an eye-catching reminder of what he’d soon be missing.

The gunmetal-gray faux leather leggings showed off the well-toned muscles in her calves and thighs. She was in damn good shape for a woman pushing age fifty. Her personal trainer bragged that she had the legs of an eighteen-year-old.

She ran her finger tips lightly over the leggings, enjoying the slick finish. Edgy and unexpected.

Unfortunately, the nylon-spandex fabric did nothing to keep out the cold.

Her black tunic with the V-neck and elbow-length sleeves hung to mid-thigh but the lightweight rayon offered no protection.

She liked how the swingy shark-bite hem offered teasing glimpses of her ass. Right now, though, drafts of wintry air chilled her lady parts.

She had to get indoors before goosebumps pimpled her leggings.

The mortar-washed brick facade to the right of the doors sported a black matte security panel.

Frustrated, she stared at it, opening her eyes as wide as she could. The retinal recognition system was programmed to announce her arrival with an audio signal.

If Bruce couldn’t make it to the door, somebody else should’ve come running to open it.

Or had Bruce deleted her signal before she’d even left town?

The thought of such swift erasure enraged her. She pointed her index finger at the doorbell button, prepared to stab.

Before her fingertip hit, the yellow ocher doors parted.

She heard a few bars of “The Saints Go Marching In” and smiled.

Her signal, personally chosen by Bruce.

Though the only candidate for sainthood in Bruce’s life was the scrawny woman in front of her.

“Sorry it took me so long to answer.” Sue Zachary motioned Marianne inside and shut the doors. “I was dealing with a crisis in the kitchen.”

“No problem.” Marianne felt herself thawing.

The air in the ten-foot-square foyer was warm and smelled of freshly baked bread. A high ceiling, ice-white walls, and a bleached oak floor made the small space feel big and welcoming.

Her hostess’s no-nonsense approach to party attire was less inviting.

For this festive Boxing Day lunch, Sue had chosen a loose dark-blue wool sweater and lighter-blue corduroy trousers that hung on her spare frame.

Her skin was makeup-free, no hair had ever been plucked from her beetling black eyebrows, and her short soot-colored locks looked as if she’d been tugging on them.

As chairman of the Bruce and Sue Zachary charitable foundation, Sue liked to advertise that she didn’t waste time on fancy dress, upscale hairstyling, or personal grooming.

Anyone she met would understand that she was too busy methodically saving the world.

Today’s kitchen crisis, however, had her looking frazzled.

“I know I’m early,” Marianne admitted. “Bruce wants to talk business before the other guests arrive.”

Sue frowned, creating a black unibrow above her narrowed eyes. “Bruce is on a conference call with an investment group in Japan. I’m not sure how much longer he’ll be tied up.”

“Don’t worry about me,” Marianne said. “I’ll wait for Bruce in the living room.”

“You know the way.” Sue scuttled out of the foyer and made a sharp right toward the kitchen area on the long north side of the rectangular mansion.

Marianne strolled straight ahead through an interior sitting room decorated in silver, ivory, and gray. Four large framed paintings hung on the walls, cleverly illuminated by recessed spots.

She hadn’t noticed the room had no windows until her fourth or fifth visit to the six-thousand-square-foot mansion.

Still, she preferred the larger room at the rear of the house. Floor to ceiling windows and French doors filled the back wall and light flooded in from the west.

The glass door opened to a stone terrace overlooking Lake Washington. Stone steps connected to a pathway leading to the shoreline and Bruce’s private dock.

Across the water, the Space Needle rose above the downtown buildings, outlined against a clear blue sky. She sighed happily. She preferred this view of the Seattle skyline to any painting.

“You will knock them dead in DC,” a male voice said from behind her.

Bruce.

Smiling, she turned to face him.

He grinned at her, showing the overlap between his two front teeth that still charmed her.

He held a heavy green glass bottle in one hand, two champagne flutes in the other.

Bruce was ten years older than she was, his longish hair now totally white. But his well-pressed Levis and wine-red Polo shirt hugged a body nearly as fit as her own.

She waved away his compliment. “I won’t be wearing leggings in the nation’s capital.”

“Probably wise.” Bruce eyed her. “The way you look, you might start a riot.”

She laughed. “I’m more worried about upsetting the local fashionistas. Washington, DC is a tad more conservative than Washington State.”

“True, we Seattle folk are famously trendy. You don’t want to humiliate any Easterners in the new administration.”

Bruce lifted the bottle to eye level. “You’ll love this sparkling Riesling. It’s a stunner, grapes grown in the Snake River Valley.”

“Idaho wine? That’ll be a first for me.” She moved a crimson throw pillow aside and sank onto an armless white-upholstered easy chair.

She heard a satisfying pop and the liquid sound of bubbly pouring into crystal.

Bruce set two filled flutes on the table beside her and took the matching chair opposite.

Smoothing the front of her tunic, she inhaled his scent, cedar with hints of lavender, natural and spicy.

Bruce’s cologne smelled nice but its name didn’t fit him. Nobody could call him arrogant. His sense of his own abilities wasn’t exaggerated.

Bruce was so blissfully sure of himself, he didn’t bother to fix his front teeth.

She lifted her flute and sipped the fizzy beverage, savoring the fruity taste, a blend of pear, apple, and peach, accented with lime.

“Takes me back,” she said. “You served a Washington sparkling wine at your New Year’s Eve party when I first you.”

“Yakima Valley Pinot Gris Extra-Sec. I think of you whenever I open a bottle. Working together has been a treat. I’m going to miss seeing you every day.”

“I have to admit, I didn’t guess then that the job you offered would be so much fun. I don’t expect to enjoy myself as much in DC.”

“You may be surprised.” He raised his flute. “Here’s to happy
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Nora's been getting ready to fight this battle her whole life...





