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      I heard the squeak of sneakers, right before the man slammed into me from behind. His choking arm bent my body backward and nearly lifted my feet off the ground. I grabbed his arm with both hands, but there was no give in it.

      “Gimme your purse,” he said.

      My hands slid down his arm, looking for a weakness. His other arm clamped his wrist, doubling the strength of his hold. I inhaled the slightly musky scent of his deodorant and felt the heat of his body against mine. My heartbeat filled my ears, louder and faster, overpowering the voice that said, Come on, Brennan; you know what to do.

      Because I didn’t. I didn’t know what to do. I couldn’t breathe. A field of gray swallowed my peripheral vision and made its way toward the center of my eyes, clouding the world as it moved. My legs grew numb, weak …

      Time and space shifted and my feet did leave the ground this time, coming back down to rest awkwardly on someone else’s, someone with intense body odor. A hand grabbed my hair at the base of my skull and yanked my head back. The sky was relentlessly black above my wide-open eyes. His voice pushed its way in, through my ear, on to the nerves and the brain.

      Are you a real redhead? I hear there’s only one way to tell for sure.

      His arms loosened enough for me to plant my feet back on the ground. I tilted my head forward, then slammed it back into teeth and chin. The man let go, and I stumbled sideways.

      Run. Run for the trees.

      But before I could run, something smashed into my face. Pain shot from my cheek through my skull, to my eyes and my neck, and the impact spun me around. Disoriented, I shook my head to clear sudden, intense nausea. Bile rose in my throat, and I struggled to not vomit. When I lifted my head, he was staring at me, dark eyes behind a darker mask, filled with the knowledge of the ways I would die before he was finished.

      I shrieked and swung my leg with everything I had. His knees buckled and he rolled forward, moaning and clutching his groin. My legs gave way, dumping me to the floor with a thud that rocked my tailbone. I scuttled backwards, then hugged my knees as my body was overcome by shaking.
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        * * *

      

      “You sure you’re okay?” Glenn asked.

      I nodded, uncertain if he could make out the motion but not trusting my voice. My hands were still trembling, so I’d tucked them beneath me. I hoped that would be enough to quiet the physical yearning to crawl under the desk and curl up in a ball. We sat in a small office on the far side of the dojo, alongside the bathroom. I wasn’t sure how I’d gotten to the office, or how long I’d been here. Couldn’t have been that long. Someone had turned off the lights, but there was a hint of a streetlight coming through the blinds, and the glare from the still-active dojo was visible through the doorway. Vince, the Sensei, was making noise about taking someone’s belt away, whatever that meant.

      “I dropped by to check in with Vince on some things.” Glenn leaned forward, his long, reddish-brown braid falling over his shoulder. His voice was low and soothing. “Not just you. But that’s why I was in here for all the commotion.”

      I nodded again, pulled my feet up on the chair, and fought the urge to rock back and forth. Glenn should be checking on me. He was the one who’d pressured me to come to his friend’s self-defense class in the first place. I’d told Glenn there was a reason martial arts expertise wasn’t included on the Florida private investigator’s licensing exam. He’d said someone with my demonstrated skills at pissing people off needed to be prepared for the moment I pushed someone too far. Okay—he may have used the plural moments, and pointed out a few occasions when that had already occurred. Eventually, I’d agreed. Three classes before having a meltdown … must be a record.

      “The little bastard is lucky he was still on the floor holding his balls when we got out there. Otherwise, I would have kicked them up his ass.” Glenn crossed one jean-clad, booted leg over the other, as if his legs were twitching at the prospect of assaulting a student two decades his junior.

      We sat for a while in silence. I missed the reassuring sound of Glenn’s gruff voice, but hadn’t yet reconnected to the world enough to figure out how to make him keep speaking. I set my feet back on the floor. Closed my eyes. Felt the texture of the padded chair. It was an old chair. Vinyl or pleather. Heavy wood arms and legs, with some padding on the arms. Circumference bigger than most people, even today’s hefty people. I inhaled deeply and felt my heartbeat slowing, its rhythm losing those extra Fear Improv beats.

      I let my breath out in a ragged sigh, and Glenn looked over at the sound. “Good job, by the way,” he said.

      “I don’t know about that,” Vince said, blocking the light from the doorway briefly as he entered and went to sit behind the desk. “It sounds like Patterson was letting you go when you head-butted him.”

      Vince’s pale face, bracketed between dark hair and a white T-shirt, appeared ghost-like in the dark. I hadn’t had much interaction with the Sensei. The young guys looked at him as if he were a god (if not the God), and that made me a little uneasy. But Glenn trusted Vince enough to send me here, and I trusted Glenn enough to listen.

      “But it also sounds like Patterson had it coming,” Vince said, looking at Glenn. “They had some words beforehand …”

      My chest seized up as I remembered being called to the front for the exercise. “You ever think you shouldn’t look so excited about attacking a woman?” I’d asked. “You ever think you should keep your mouth shut in the dojo?” he’d responded. Later, I’d laughed because his breath tickled the back of my neck when we walked through it. And then, he’d tried to hurt me, while Daniels—the guy in charge—kept telling me I knew what to do.

      Vince’s calm voice cut through my growing anxiety, and I latched onto it. “… Patterson let his temper get the best of him. Daniels finally clued in to what was going on and told him to stop, but Patterson didn’t listen.”

      “I want to apologize, Ms. Brennan,” Vince continued. “Training is one thing, but I should have known better than to leave a student in charge of a self-defense class, especially one with … special referrals.”

      Vince turned to Glenn and asked, “What’s your opinion?”

      “My opinion is you should go old school and let me show this Patterson prick what it feels like when⁠—”

      “What’s your opinion of her?” Vince cut in.

      Glenn grumbled, not ready to let go of the prospect of ass-kicking, but he answered. “Syd’s got good instincts, if she can get out of her own way. Shut off that goddamned busy brain. But I also think she’d have better instincts if she had some training. That’s why I brought her to you.”

      Vince nodded, setting his hands on his desk as if it were speaking to him. “Okay, here’s what I’m thinking. If you’re interested, we’ll have a special class. A small class, with people like you.”

      I cleared my throat to get my voice free. “Broken people,” I said.

      “Maybe just a little cracked,” Vince said, with a hint of a smile. “People who know—from first-hand experience—that they aren’t indestructible.”

      “But they’re still ready to kick somebody in the balls when he’s got it coming,” Glenn said, heavy mustache fighting the curl of his lips.

      “Okay,” I said. “When do we start?”

      Glenn rose, flinging his long braid back over his shoulder. “We’ll let Vince figure that out. I gotta hit the head before we leave. I’m giving you a ride home tonight.”

      I didn’t argue. Once Glenn had gone, I asked Vince, “Was Patterson wearing a cup?”

      “No.”

      I cringed.

      “He should’ve been,” Vince added. “I tell them to, but he said he didn’t think he needed to tonight. Doubt if he’ll go without again.”

      “Here.” Vince pulled a soft ice pack from a mini fridge and tossed it to me, along with a thin hand towel. “I can already see the bruise. Patterson’s elbow?”

      I shrugged, still not sure what had happened, and wrapped the blue pack and held it firmly against my cheek, relishing the cold sensation.

      “You can bring it back next class,” Vince said. “I told Patterson he could keep his, once it had been on his groin.”

      My cheek punished me for smiling, but I forced a small one anyway. “Thanks,” I said, and stood slowly. My legs were tight, with the ragged muscle burn that accompanies losing a sprint, but I made it out of Vince’s office without tripping. The floor area was brightly lit, but thankfully did not have a mirrored wall. I hugged the back, trying to slip out of class unnoticed by the three rows of mostly young men. Patterson was nowhere to be seen, but one of the other front row gunners, a blonde twenty-something in a badass black T-shirt, looked over his shoulder at me. His fists clenched, and I could almost hear his teeth grind.

      I flipped him the finger, and hoped he couldn’t see my hand shaking from across the room.
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      My teenaged neighbor Ben dropped me by the dojo the next morning on his way to school (legally, since he’d finally traded his learner’s permit for a real driver’s license).

      “Doesn’t look like a dojo,” he said, taking in the brick and glass building and the rest of the block. “Just looks like another office.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought,” I said. Even after I’d started classes, I’d still considered it a big empty office with floor mats in the corner, next to the Indian travel agency that was probably a front for something else. But I’d remember it was a dojo now.

      The warped passenger door of Ben’s car gave a metallic squawk when I pushed it open. I winced, then face-bruise winced, before slowly making my way out of the car while moving as little as possible … a red-headed sloth in action.

      Ben stretched across the seat, and I could see a shadow of light brown stubble on his cheeks where he’d skipped shaving. Shaving. Was it selfish to wish he’d stayed fifteen?

      “Can I come watch next time you get your ass kicked?” he asked.

      “Only if you’re next in line.”

      “Never. I am a ninja.” Ben followed his assertion with a series of complex but totally fabricated arm movements that culminated in him knocking off his rearview mirror. I tried not to laugh.

      “Happens all the time,” he said, pressing the mirror hard against the windshield until it stayed put, then taking a moment to tame a tuft of his short hair. “Later, Syd!”

      My sweet Cecil was unharmed, not because he was parked outside a dojo, but because he was parked in Tallahassee, a city not generally known for its random car vandalism. I slid behind the wheel of my Cabrio almost as slowly as I’d gotten out of Ben’s beater. There were few cars on the street, and no sign of life in the building. I hadn’t slept well the night before, so I was glad I didn’t have to decide whether to check in with Vince, since I really wasn’t in a decision-making mood. In fact, I planned to hide in my office all day and avoid all other humans and any choices more involved than which frozen lunch to nuke. Of course, the universe had other plans.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A few hours later I had my head down, jotting notes on a legal pad, when there was a knock on my office door.

      “Come in,” I called out, still scribbling my thought before it escaped into the ether.

      “What the hell happened to you?”

      I jumped at the sound of my friend Ralph’s voice. “When’s the last time you set foot in my office?” I asked.

      “What happened to your face?” he reiterated.

      I set down my pen and tilted my head to give him a better look. “Believe it or not, self-defense class. You should see the other guy’s balls.”

      “I think I’ll pass,” Ralph said, settling his bulk into a chair on the other side of my desk. “The last time I was here was O’Connor.”

      No wonder I didn’t remember. I’d driven Ralph to Florida State Prison for the final visit with our client, James O’Connor, before his execution. We hadn’t spoken at all on the two-plus hour return trip. Then instead of going home, Ralph and I sat in my office and polished off a bottle of something amber and potent he’d pulled from a paper bag for the occasion. We’d drunk in the dark, mostly silent, until I finally called a cab for Ralph. Unable to drive, I’d slept at the office in my bathtub (one of the advantages of using a converted house for your place of business). It’s a claw foot tub and I had a pillow, plus it was conveniently close to the toilet.

      “Still the only black man I ever met named O’Connor,” I said. James had joked about that toward the end, about good luck leprechauns and four-leafed clovers, but he’d done it for our benefit. His was not a case with false hope.

      “How many black men you know named Abraham, besides me?”

      “Good point. Although I don’t know any white men with Abraham for a last name either.” Ralph still hadn’t said why he’d stopped in, and my stomach flipped. He liked to say he was a semi-retired investigator, but Ralph always had one ear to the criminal justice ground. “Tell me they didn’t sign another death warrant.”

      “No,” Ralph said. “It’s been pretty quiet at the Governor’s office. They must be distracted by the elections and pretending to run shit.” He leaned forward and knocked on my wooden desk. Superstition about executions runs deep.

      “Want some coffee?” I asked, lifting the thermos I’d brought with me from home. As little sleep as I’d gotten the night before, I should have brought a second one.

      “Pfft, what the hell is that? This isn’t a camping trip. Tell me again why you don’t have a coffee pot in your office.”

      “Mostly because I like having a reason to leave my office. I just didn’t feel like leaving it today.” It had been hard enough to make myself leave my house.

      He grunted, pushing his baseball cap back from his forehead a bit to take another good, long look at my face. “Self-defense class, huh? I take it you’re not the star pupil. How long you been going?”

      “Not long. Guy runs a little dojo across town. Friend of Glenn’s. You know Glenn, the guy that owns Cooper’s bar?”

      “Yes, I know Glenn,” Ralph said, in a carefully neutral voice.

      “Anyway, things just got a little … out of hand last night.”

      “I can see that,” Ralph said, folding his hands over his slightly bulging belly. “You have a flashback during class?”

      Not much gets past Ralph. I nodded, for some reason unable to admit it out loud. “Ralph, do you think I’m messed up?”

      “Other than your eye?” he asked.

      Actually, the back of my head was pretty tender, too. “You know what I mean.”

      “Sydney, you’re no more messed up than you were before. These things just take time. What’s it been, six months?”

      “A little less,” I said. He should know; after a murderer turned my living room into a crime scene, I’d spent a few days with him and his wife until I was ready to go back to my house.

      “And then all that shit happened with Ben’s dad over by Panacea,” he continued. “It just takes time. So maybe you had a little setback last night. So what? Just don’t dwell on it.”

      “It’s just …” I stared down at my coffee, trying to wrangle my thoughts so I could explain them to him. The nightmares weren’t so bad anymore. Or they hadn’t been, before last night. And I’d stopped jumping at every sound, every movement. “I thought I was over it.”

      “Syd.” Ralph set his hand flat on the table next to my coffee cup and waited until I looked at him. I still couldn’t meet his eyes, so I focused on the graying stubble below his round cheeks, following it around his chin where it grew unevenly from a central dimple. “This isn’t the flu. It’ll get better, but you’re never going to be able to pretend you weren’t kidnapped, that the man didn’t try to kill you and Ben. It’s part of who you are now. But it’s not all you are.”

      I nodded again and stood, unable to stay still. Ralph looked up at me. “You know what you need? You need to keep busy. And yes, that’s why I’m here. Come on—stop hiding in your office and let’s go get a decent cup of coffee.”

      Exhausted as I was, a kind of antsy hum vibrated through my body, and I was beginning to think more caffeine wasn’t the wisest idea. But a walk would do me good, maybe take the edge off my agitation. I jammed my cell phone and wallet in my pockets.

      “You taking your purse?” Ralph asked.

      “You’re carrying one big enough for both of us,” I said, gesturing at the bag he’d hung over his chair.

      Ralph headed toward my car while I fiddled with the screen door. He never drives, so his wife must have dropped him off. I shook my head. “It’ll take longer to find parking than it will for us to walk.”

      Ralph humphed indignantly.

      I ignored him and asked, “So what was your ulterior motive in dropping by today? Tell me how you’re going to keep me busy.”

      At that moment, a man caught Ralph’s eye on the opposite sidewalk. “Hello, Representative Stubbs! Congratulations, sir!” Ralph yelled.

      The man raised an arm and smiled, but continued on his way.

      “Can you believe that bozo just got reelected?” Ralph asked. He vented about the elections for the rest of the short walk to the coffee shop, and continued until he had his caffeine in hand and we’d tucked into a table out front. Ralph is very politically engaged—he’s like the politics version of those sports fans who can give you stats on players and programs since time began—but I knew this time his polemic was a form of throat clearing, getting rid of mental phlegm before starting the task at hand. Which told me the task at hand was important to him, and was about to be important to me. My long-ago mentor at the Public Defender’s Office, Ralph had taught me everything I know about waiting people out. (Well, everything I hadn’t learned from my mother.) But I didn’t have all day, so I took advantage of one of his coffee-sipping, oratory lulls.

      “So what is it you want me to help out on?” I asked.

      “All about you, isn’t it?” Ralph asked, but he eventually cracked a grin. “Okay. There’s this case …”

      I groaned. Ralph’s cases were never simple, and they often involved me being overworked and underpaid.

      “No,” he said, reading my mind, “it’s not like that. The family has some money. And Roger’s on board to handle it.”

      “Really?” I said, surprised. Roger Weber is a friend and an excellent attorney, but he does not come cheap.

      “Well, he said he’s on board if you’re on board.”

      Ralph had the good grace to almost blush. So Ralph must have called in some favors with Roger to get him to take the case.

      “Okay, give me the thumbnail.”

      “Robbery-shooting, but the victim got lucky and lived. Our guy’s looking at life without parole.”

      “Looking at?” I asked. I’d assumed it was an appeal, since that’s what we usually worked together now. “Ralph, I don’t know if I feel up to doing a trial right now.”

      “That’s exactly why you need to do one,” he said. “To be honest, I doubt there’s much to it guilt-wise, unless you can get something out of the two codefendants. Wheel man already pled out, got a deal for testifying. The other guy was found guilty earlier this year.”

      “So the State Attorney’s lining them up like dominoes, and your guy was the trigger man.”

      Ralph nodded. “Should have gone to trial long ago, but Jerome’s previous attorney had a heart attack. As soon as he was well enough to file a motion, he got off the case, and every other one he had. I think he moved to Arizona.”

      Thus the age-old question is answered: where do people from Florida go to retire?

      “Tell me about the client,” I said.

      “Jerome Adams. Employed sporadically, and doesn’t have as many priors as you might expect for his age. But it cuts both ways—he’s old enough to start knowing better, if he were ever going to. I’m not asking for him. I go way back with his family. That’s why I can’t do the investigation myself. I can do records requests and help behind the scenes, but I’m afraid I’m a little too close to run the show.”

      “Too close how?”

      “His dad—Lewis Adams—and I did civil rights work together,” Ralph said, sipping at his dregs. “He was part of the NFJL, too.”

      “The what?”

      “The North Florida Justice League. And yes, I tried to tell them it made us sound like a comic book gang. I sure as hell used the abbreviation when I could. Anyway, Lewis was killed in 1974.”

      “You know who did it?” I asked.

      Ralph looked away. “Same old story—no one was ever charged.”

      A trellis, overgrown with something green and gnarly, separated our entrance seating area from the adjacent sidewalk. Little bits of sunlight stabbed through the gaps between the leaves. I’d forgotten my sunglasses, so I closed my eyes, ignoring the face-bruise twinge. Ralph hadn’t actually answered my question, and the man had never met a politically sensitive case he didn’t have a theory about. He wasn’t telling me everything. Ralph had never done that before—that I knew of, at least—never held back on me. I wondered why he’d started now.

      “We don’t have a trial date in Jerome’s case yet, but there’s a hearing on Monday.”

      “Monday? Are you serious?” I asked, my voice squeaking a little.

      “I know—short notice. The judge’ll probably set a trial date then, but you know Roger. He’ll get us plenty of time to prepare.”

      My heart beat faster, and I tried not to flinch when a motorcycle went by on the street a few feet from where we sat, a little too fast and a little too loud. Sounds and sudden movements had been tough for me lately, and even more so today. But it was just a motorcycle. And Jerome’s case was just another trial. I could do this.

      I opened my eyes, and Ralph was staring at me, waiting for an answer.

      “Okay,” I said, “where do we start?”
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      We’d start with me interviewing our client and one of his codefendants, Kevin Moore. Roger’s assistant had already made me appointments at West Florida Correctional for the next morning. (“If you’d said no, we would have canceled,” Ralph justified.) I spent the evening familiarizing myself with the case, reading depositions and highlights from the codefendant’s trial transcript.

      With the exception of the poor victim’s injuries, it read like the Keystone Cops (Keystone Robbers?). Jerome Adams and his friend Kevin Moore had gone to rob a convenience store while Trevor Rose waited in the car. Our client Jerome had opened fire, but he was a lousy shot, firing three times and striking the store owner once in the shoulder. A couple of uniforms in a patrol car were driving by just as the shots were fired and apprehended Kevin and Jerome on their way out. Meanwhile, Trevor Rose was as lousy a driver as Jerome was a marksman. Trevor had sped away when he heard the shots and struck a parking meter a couple of blocks from the store. Stunned from the impact, he’d surrendered to a nearby parking enforcer, mistaking him for a police officer. The uniformed man had had enough composure to order Trevor to lie facedown on the ground before Trevor noticed he didn’t carry a gun (or have arrest authority).

      A relative newcomer to the criminal justice system, Trevor Rose had just a couple of misdemeanors to his name (not surprisingly, driving offenses). The wheel man had pled out on the robbery, testifying against Kevin Moore in return for five years. Ultimately, Kevin was found guilty and sentenced to fifteen years. Trevor’s trial testimony hadn’t done much to hurt Moore (he’d testified that he didn’t know that Jerome had been armed and couldn’t say if Kevin had known). It would be far more damaging to Jerome since it established Jerome as the mastermind of the enterprise.

      I’d interview Jerome and Kevin at West Florida Correctional, but Trevor was being held at Latham Correctional Institution. The State had listed him as a witness against Jerome, so for now he was off limits to us. Roger would argue for another deposition, but since Jerome’s previous counsel had already done one, whether we actually got to speak with Trevor pretrial was in the judge’s discretion.

      My own Cecil is generally my vehicle of choice for day trips. However, there was a chance I’d be stuck out of town overnight, so I picked up a rental car instead and set out bright and early. My first visit at WFC was with Jerome at nine-thirty, late enough for any fog (and its accompanying security headaches) to dissipate. I arrived ahead of time, so I spent a few minutes reviewing my notes and adding to a list of people I needed to track down.

      It was sunny but not hot, a beautiful late fall day in north Florida, even in a parking lot. Coincidentally, it was a parking lot I hadn’t set foot (or wheels) in since I’d nearly been shot there this summer, setting a corruption investigation in motion that had shuffled the personnel deck at WFC pretty well. No one had gone to trial yet, but I kept hoping. Would I recognize anyone, and more importantly, would any of the staff recognize me? Only one way to find out.

      I made it through security as quickly as I ever do, so that was good. And no one seemed to dislike me any more than usual. (After all, I was a defense investigator.) Still, it was eerie. No matter how many times I’ve set foot inside prisons, I always feel some anxiety, and today my overactive monkey-brain was not helping. Did the woman behind glass at the entrance do a double-take when she saw my name on the sign-in sheet, or was I being paranoid? The man at the first checkpoint was coldly polite: his habitual state, or a combination of resentment and wariness of a known enemy?

      I’d dressed with more care than I typically do, taking comfort in the rustle of my full trousers and the hard, impersonal staccato of my chunky, high-heeled boots on the buffed floors. The deliberate sounds helped maintain my calm. Once I’d passed through the prison doors, my state of mind was the only thing I could control. That and my pace, which, in turn, determined that of my uniformed escorts.

      After multiple checkpoints and long hallways, I found myself in a small room, no windows except one in the door, and no furniture except two chairs separated by a basic wooden table that looked cast off from an old schoolhouse. I flipped a few pages into a new legal pad, uncapped my pen and waited, apparently relaxed with my legs crossed, resisting the urge to doodle. Soon there was a guard at the door, escorting a prisoner into my room. He was black, about my age, lean in prison blues, and his mouth curled in one of those perpetual half-smiles that didn’t meet his eyes, the kind that desperately tell the world I know something you don’t, and it’s gonna kill you. His hands were cuffed, with the cuffs hooked into a waist chain, so I stood and stretched my hand across the table to meet his briefly before the guard pushed him impatiently into his chair.

      “Remember,” the guard said, squeezing the prisoner’s shoulder before leaving the room without uttering a word to me.

      “What was that about?” I asked.

      “Nothing. Looks like somebody put you in your place,” he said, bending his neck forward and crooking his elbow to point at his cheek.

      And it begins. Guess I should have worn makeup to hide the shiner. “Right before I put him in his. On the floor. You’re Jerome Adams?”

      “That’s what they tell me. And you must be my new attorney, the one my mom got.”

      “Sydney Brennan,” I said. “I’m an investigator, working with your attorney, Roger Weber. As you know, we’re running up against the clock, so I’m not sure how often I’ll get in here to see you, but I wanted to touch base. Let you know what we’re doing.”

      “Investigator, huh?” He took his time looking me up and down. I held my arms still, resisting the urge to cross them over my chest when his eyes lingered. “You gonna fuck the information out of people?”

      I shook my head. “Now, see? Why you wanna be like that? Here I am, the only chance you’ve got at not being stuck in prison for the rest of your life. Why do you wanna antagonize me?”

      He shrugged. “Sorry,” he said, but he didn’t sound it. “Reflex, I guess. So what’s your master plan for getting me out of here?”

      “First thing I’m going to do is see Kevin Moore, right after you’re done harassing me. We’re also hoping to take another shot at your old buddy, Trevor Rose, but I wouldn’t hold my breath on that.”

      “Trevor Rose was never my buddy. Wish I’d never seen that motherfucker. Bad luck. Kevin’s okay, but he ain’t gonna talk to you.”

      “Then make him talk to me.”

      I slid my legal pad and pen across the table, hoping the guard wasn’t watching us. Guards can get twitchy about inmates with pens, especially when you don’t give them a heads-up first. Jerome shifted in his seat, trying to get enough slack to write awkwardly with his cuffed hands. I watched him write, but couldn’t read his handwriting upside down from across the table. He finally finished, set the pen back on the pad and nudged it over toward me.

      

      
        
        Kevin,

        

        The red-headed bitch is with me.

        

        Jerome

      

      

      

      It was going to be a long trial.
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        * * *

      

      Over the next half hour with Jerome, he repeatedly said he didn’t belong there. But throughout his protesting-too-much groove, I could tell he didn’t really believe it either. It was just what he was supposed to say. I didn’t ask for his version of the events. Instead, I let Jerome talk about whatever came to mind, trying to get a sense of him and of his relationships with the people I’d be contacting. We didn’t spend much time on his background on this first visit. He’d shut down immediately if he thought I was only interested in trying to get him a more reasonable sentence, rather than simply “getting his ass out of here.” Honestly, unless I stumbled across something dramatic in the next week, I thought his chances of either were pretty damn slim.

      Since it was a prison visit day, I’d made the effort to dig out a watch and wear it. Within ten minutes of Jerome leaving, the same guard arrived at the door escorting my next visitor. It was another black man in prison blues, but where Jerome had been whip-thin and all compressed energy, this man had a softness about him. He wasn’t fat, but the slight roundness of his cheeks and long, full eyelashes made him seem less threatening, more empathetic. It was the kind of face men would underestimate and women would fall for.

      “Kevin Moore?” I asked.

      Although it was unlikely that they’d bring the wrong inmate out for me, I always felt compelled to ask. He nodded.

      “My name’s Sydney Brennan. I’m here about Jerome Adams. I’m an investigator working on his case. Did you see him on your way here?” Sometimes inmates were kept in small holding cells—basically metal closets with seats and doors—while waiting for a scheduled visit.

      “Just for a second, passing in the hall. It’s been a while,” he said. “I’m not sure I should talk to you.”

      “I checked, and you haven’t filed an appeal. You don’t have a lawyer working on one now, do you?”

      “No. I’m done with lawyers.”

      I flipped to the page Jerome had written on and slid the legal pad over so Kevin could read it. He laughed.

      “Yeah, that’s Jerome all right. Through and through. Okay, so what do you want to know?” he asked.

      “What happened that day?”

      He shrugged. “We were stupid. We were high, and it seemed like a good idea at the time.”

      “He been using a long time?” I asked.

      Kevin snorted. “Long as I’ve known him. Since we were what … maybe thirteen? Mostly just weed.”

      “What about the day you robbed the convenience store?”

      “He was pretty messed up, so he might have been on something else, too. You know, it’s been a couple of years. Hard to remember that kind of stuff.”

      “Why’d he have a gun?” I asked.

      He looked at me as if he wondered how I’d dressed myself without help this morning. “Like I said, seemed like a good idea at the time.”

      “Not to you.”

      “Maybe I’ve got a little more discretion than Jerome does.”

      “I don’t think that’s saying much,” I said, and Kevin grinned. “Did he usually carry a gun?”

      He shook his head. “First time. And no, I don’t know where he got it.”

      The decisiveness in his voice meant it was time to shift gears. “Tell me about his family,” I said.

      “Don’t know anything about his dad—died when he was little—and I didn’t see a whole lot of his mom, but she was good to me when she was around. Jerome always said she worked too damned hard to just keep falling behind.”

      “But she’s married now, right?”

      “She married some rich guy—a banker—not too long before all this shit went down. I hear she moved out of the neighborhood, which probably made Jerome happy. He was afraid something was gonna happen to her. I guess that’s where the lawyer money’s coming from now—the husband.”

      “She have any men in her life before that?”

      “I’m not saying nothing against Jerome’s mom.” His eyes held a fierceness when he spoke that made me think he’d downplayed her role in his life. Or maybe he was just the last chivalrous man in WFC.

      “I’m not asking you to,” I said. “There’s nothing that says a widow has to be alone all of her life. I just want to know if there were any other men in Jerome’s life when he was growing up.”

      His face relaxed again, and he shrugged. “Nothing serious from the time I knew him. There was somebody that lived with them when he was younger. But he was more a topic Jerome and his mom didn’t talk about than one they did, if you catch my meaning.”

      “You don’t know anything about the guy? Not a name? Nothing?” I asked.

      “Just that Jerome’s mom was scared of him, and Jerome wished he could kill him.”

      I tilted my chair back before quickly realizing I didn’t have the same confidence in my prison furniture skills while wearing high heels. Instead, I leaned across the table on my stable elbows. “What happened that day? Why did Jerome shoot?”

      Kevin dropped his cuffed hands to his lap so he could lean forward as well. “I wish I knew. I was almost to the door—Jerome was behind me—and then the guy says something. He pulls out some kind of stick.”

      “Like a baseball bat?” I asked.

      “No, then I’d have said a baseball bat. It was some kind of stick. Not like, off a tree. It didn’t have branches or bark or nothing. It was smooth, about as big around as my thumb. But I don’t know what else to call it but a stick.”

      “Did Jerome think it was a gun?” I asked.

      “I don’t know. I don’t think so. And Jerome didn’t shoot him then. It was after that. Jerome turned to look at him, and the guy said something else but I still couldn’t hear him. Then Jerome shot him—bam, bam, bam! We got arrested before we were half a block away, and I haven’t spoken to Jerome since, so I really got no earthly idea why he shot the man. Now that I’m in here, I don’t know if it matters anymore.”
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      Jerome’s mother canceled on me when I called from my car to confirm our meeting, so I headed back to Tallahassee to work the files and put together a real investigative plan. I’d be meeting with Jerome again on Monday while Roger was making his first court appearance and getting us a trial date. I was feeling the time pressure. My state of mind wasn’t helped when I crossed back into the eastern time zone and lost an hour. After I returned the rental car, I could feel the Friday afternoon clock-watching vibe in my office, so I cut my losses, loading the case files into Cecil’s trunk to work from home. Zigzagging through downtown, I successfully bypassed the snarl of traffic that bleeds out from the Apalachee-Monroe T intersection in front of the capitol.

      “Suckahs,” I said, shooting across Monroe to meander through the wooded neighborhoods that back up to my own. I loved days like this, driving with my windows down because it was comfortable rather than because the A/C threatened to overheat Cecil’s engine. Of course, Tallahassee is north Florida. Tomorrow could be in the fifties, making me scramble to find a sweater from last year that I could wear without risk of mold asphyxiation.

      It was dark outside and I’d finished Kevin’s trial transcript when I heard a quick knock at the side door by the kitchen. I didn’t bother responding. Ben would let himself in after a few seconds unless I warned him off. Knocking on my door was a relatively new development in our relationship, one he’d started after walking in on his father and me making out on the kitchen counter. Yes, kitchen counter. But there were extenuating circumstances. I blame his father, JD.

      Whoever’s fault it was, after three months, my relationship with my teenaged neighbor was finally starting to get back to normal.

      Ben found me sitting on the living room floor, folders and legal pads and sticky notes scattered around me. He seemed to be growing out as much as up lately, and I suspected he was feeling self-conscious about the transition from skinny kid to young adult. He’d begun occasionally running and lifting weights with one of his buddies. He was even getting haircuts on a regular basis.

      “You’re blocking my light,” I said. Another of the drawbacks of growing out and up.

      Ben took a step back and shoved his hands in his jean pockets. A finger emerged from a hole while he rocked on his heels. “Pizza?” he asked.

      I shuddered. The cheese from a chile relleno at lunch was still sitting in my stomach, and probably would persist as an object of interest at my autopsy. But I was hungry, and I was lazy. “Okay, but not pepperoni. Something with veggies on it, so we can at least pretend like we’re eating multiple food groups.”

      He rolled his eyes and made the call while I tried to make a path through the living room without messing up my organizing system.

      “I’m working on a case for Roger,” I explained of the mess when Ben had hung up. “And Ralph.” Good thing my name wasn’t Rebecca.

      “Dad’s lawyer Roger?” he asked.

      “Yep—one and the same.” Roger had helped JD navigate an alphabet soup of agencies that wanted him, mostly for being in the wrong place with the wrong people at the wrong time. Roger had done it as a favor to me, and because he lives to piss off anybody in law enforcement. I wasn’t quite sure where that left our favor balance sheet and hoped I wouldn’t find out anytime soon. “You heard from your dad lately?”

      “It’s been a few weeks. You?” he asked.

      “Nope, not for months.”

      Ben settled down on the floor next to me and looked at the piles of paper. “So what’s the case?”

      “Robbery trial. Guy shot the store owner, but he lived.”

      “What’s the shooter like?”

      I sighed, choosing my words. My general policy with Ben was honesty, and it had worked well for us so far. “He’s kind of an ass—jerk,” I admitted, trying to temper my honesty at the last second.

      Ben laughed. “Asshole would have sounded better than assjerk. I thought you didn’t do trials anymore.”

      “I don’t, usually. But Ralph asked me to.”

      That’s when I remembered I owed Ralph a call. I looked at the clock—after seven p.m. Time flies when you’re making a paper disaster of your living room.

      “Here,” I said, tossing Ben the TV remote and heading to the kitchen. “There’s money on the coffee table for the pizza guy.”

      Ralph’s wife Diane answered the phone and reassured me that I hadn’t interrupted their dinner, but she was nice enough to lie. Ralph was not, so I believed him. “Remember,” he said, “old people eat early. What’d you get today?”

      “Not much,” I admitted, and filled him in. “I’d really like to get a shot at that third co-D, but that’s all up to Roger. How old was Jerome when his dad was killed?”

      “Young,” Ralph said. “Not much more than a toddler.”

      “You know anything about anyone his mom dated after his dad died? Anyone who might have lived with them?” I asked.

      “No, I was never close with her.”

      Something wasn’t tracking here. I stared Ralph down through the phone line, but that never works, with him or anyone else. But I keep trying, thinking I might get lucky. “So how’d you know she needed help with Jerome’s case? Do you know the new husband?”

      “Never met the man,” Ralph admitted. “But Cordelia—Jerome’s mom—and I still have some friends in common, people his dad and I ran with. They reached out to me.”

      “I’ll need to talk with these friends.”

      “Okay,” Ralph said. “I’ll make up a list. But I’d say at this stage of the game they’re pretty low priority. I’ll give you a list and help you work up a game plan next week.”

      “Jesus, Ralph. We’ve got a hearing on Monday, and I’ll be on the road next week. Why can’t you just tell me now?”

      Ralph sighed. “Did we cover the part yet about me being old? Unfortunately, I don’t carry information around in my head the way I used to.”

      “Should I wear a name tag the next time I drop by?” I hung up to the sound of his grumbling.

      Back in the living room, the pizza guy had come and gone and Ben was eating a slice while reading one of my books. We usually watched TV while eating, but this time we slipped into companionable silence—Ben with my book on the couch, and me with case files and extra napkins on the floor. It turned out Kevin was right—Jerome didn’t have any gun priors. Not that he was an altar boy. Jerome was handy with his fists, and in one case there were allegations of a knife, though he didn’t have it on him when he was apprehended and it wasn’t found at the scene.

      “Can I take this with me?” Ben asked, holding up a book I’d never gotten around to reading.

      I’d forgotten he was there. “Sure—you can let me know if it’s any good. What time is it?”

      “Almost eleven. We’re leaving crazy early in the morning for some bird-watching thing. Way before the sun.”

      That wasn’t saying much—the sun didn’t come up until seven this time of year—but on a Saturday morning … “We who?” I asked, wondering if it shouldn’t have been whom.

      Ben blushed. “Don’t know until I see who shows up.”

      Maybe not, but he obviously had hopes. I walked him out, ostensibly to get something from my car, and rooted in Cecil while Ben crossed the little patch of grass to his own driveway. His mother’s car hadn’t returned home yet. I wasn’t surprised, but I tried not to be surprised when it came to Renee. Her surprises had only ever been unpleasant.

      I kept at the files for another hour or so, adding to a growing list of questions for Jerome and his friend Kevin, before finally getting ready for bed. My stomach and mind churned with the effects of bad food and worse thoughts. I tried to avoid looking at my bruised, haggard face in the bathroom mirror, but only succeeded in dripping toothpaste on the front of my nightshirt. My bulging, swollen cheek obscured my vision on one side as I stared down at the white stain, scrubbing my shirt with a damp washcloth. Screw it.

      I pulled my curls back in a rubber band so I couldn’t hide behind them and leaned across the sink toward the mirror. My eyeball was still a little bloodshot above the dark blue swelling. Below the bruise, it almost seemed as if my face were being pulled upward, just a smidge. I opened my mouth, stretching my face down, and felt the painful tug on the left side. I continued contorting my face like a five-year-old trying out extreme emotions—happy, sad, scared—until the pain grew less and I got used to seeing all the permutations of my features.

      No more hiding, I told myself in the unflatteringly well-lit bathroom.

      Then I crawled into bed, pulled the comforter over my head, and curled into a fetal position. And I worked all weekend, never even leaving the house. So sue me.
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      Come nine a.m. on Monday, Roger was presumably standing before a judge in Hendersenville. I was once again standing behind a spartan table in a tiny cinder block room at WFC, smiling at the guard who led Jerome in for our visit. The uniformed man didn’t smile back.

      “Wasting your time there. Dude’s face would break if he smiled,” Jerome said. “I’m surprised to see you back so soon.”

      “Couldn’t stay away,” I said. “Must be your charming personality. Tell me about Trevor Rose.”

      “Little bastard,” he said. “I never did like him.”

      “You say you don’t like him, and he’s practically a kid compared to you and Kevin. So how’d he end up running with you that day?”

      Jerome actually took the time to consider the question. Not that it helped. “Damned if I know. I’ll be honest. I was kinda fucked up. More so than usual. I do know he wasn’t tight with Kevin, either. Trevor used to live in the neighborhood, and he was always hanging around, wanting to be part of whatever was going on. Hadn’t seen him in a long while, but maybe he was just there when we was getting ready to leave.”

      “And you just let him tag along? What, you were feeling nostalgic?” I asked, skeptical.

      “Yeah,” he admitted. “Doesn’t sound like me.”

      Jerome closed his eyes. He set his clasped hands on the table between us, and if I hadn’t known better I would have thought he was praying.

      “Motherfucker had the gun!” he burst out, opening his eyes. It was a profane revelation, but a revelation nonetheless.

      “Trevor did?”

      “Hell, yeah. I was getting ready to go pick up Kevin, and Trevor stopped me. First, he wanted to have a little party. Told him I done had all the weed I needed. He laughed, said he had something else. Something special. Trying to impress me. So we popped a few pills.”

      “What kind of pills?” I asked.

      “Hell, it could have been aspirin for all I know. We hung out for a little while, and then I said I was leaving. Trevor said he wanted to go along. I asked why I should let him, and he said ‘cause he’d drive. I probably woulda run over my own mother driving, the state I was in, but I said we weren’t going to no goddamned country club. We didn’t need a chauffeur. Then he says, what if I bring a piece?”

      “You didn’t have a gun?” I asked.

      Jerome shook his head. “I coulda got one. Anytime I wanted. But I never did. I did some stupid shit, but never with a gun. It’s the one promise I always kept to my mom.”

      “Until you shot Mr. Perry,” I said.

      Jerome glared at me. My crude reminder hadn’t scored any points with him, but he was writing a new story in his head and I wanted to nip that in the bud. At least until he finished telling this one.

      “Whatever,” he said. “Kevin and I, we were just gonna snatch shit and run. You can get a pretty good haul with two of you working together, especially if one of you’s willing to rough up the clerk a little.”

      “But Trevor offered a gun and you said okay?”

      “I don’t know what I was thinking. I said fine, and then I even let him drive the car.”

      “Did you tell him where to go?” I asked.

      Jerome’s brow wrinkled and he made a face like a Shar-Pei tasting something nasty. “I guess so.”

      “Jerome, don’t say yes just to give me an answer. If you don’t know, or you don’t remember, that’s fine. Tell me what your gut says, not what your head thinks must be true.”

      He thought for a moment. “I don’t remember, but my gut says I didn’t tell him, even though that doesn’t make sense.”

      “Okay. So you were going to pick up Kevin. Had you already decided what store you were going to hit?”

      “I don’t remember.”

      “Well, how did you usually do it?”

      Jerome leaned forward, pissed. “There was no usually about it. We didn’t usually steal shit. You think just ‘cause I’m a black man⁠—”

      “No, I think ‘cause I’ve seen your priors, and ‘cause you don’t strike me as being stupid enough to always get caught, so I know you’ve got to have a few more under your belt. So, I’m asking again, what did you usually do?”

      Jerome turned his head toward the door, as if about to call for the guard. Instead, he smiled. “A’right. So Kevin and I, it was an impulse thing for us when we were between jobs. Most of the time, we’d just get in the car and drive around. If something struck our fancy, we’d pull over and hit it. Snatch and run, like I said. Keep it small enough and leave the cash drawer, sometimes they don’t even bother to report it. Not worth the trouble.”

      “So why’d you decide to go big this time?”

      “I don’t know, man! That’s what I keep telling you—I can’t fucking remember!”

      A moment later, Officer Smiley’s face appeared in the window. I was afraid Jerome’s yelling had brought him by, but he held up five fingers. I smiled and nodded, and he walked slowly away, eyes locked on us until he was gone.

      “Guy makes me nervous,” I said. “Why didn’t you tell your previous attorney about the gun coming from Trevor?”

      “He never asked.”

      I rolled my eyes and tried not to grind my teeth.

      “What?” Jerome asked indignantly. “It’s the truth. He never asked questions the way you did, and I sure as hell don’t think about that day on my own. I do everything I can to forget it.”

      “Yeah, well, if that keeps your mouth shut, that’s great. But when it comes to talking with me, try to save your forgetting until after the trial. I’ll be back to see you again soon.”

      “Who else you gonna see?”

      “I gotta pick up some records⁠—”

      “What the hell you need paper for? You’re just like all the rest of them. You’re not really working my case—you’re just billing hours.”

      Yeah, and I’d be billing the special pain-in-the-ass rate for dealing with him. “Jerome, you win and lose cases with paper, with the details that can’t be changed, not the he said-she said bullshit testimony that any juror with a bit of sense isn’t going to believe. But don’t worry—I got plenty of people to talk to, too.” I waved a couple of pages of names and addresses. “I also need to find out if there’s any leverage we can use on Trevor Rose. You have any connections with his family?”

      Jerome laughed. “Shit, I didn’t even know his last name until we were arrested. Sprouted from a tree for all I know.”

      Lord save me from helpful clients.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jerome wasn’t exactly a peach of a guy, and I was starting to think he didn’t fall far from the pain in the ass tree. Jerome’s mother had agreed to meet with me after I saw Jerome at WFC, but when I returned to the car there was a message on my cell phone saying she’d have to reschedule. She was very sorry. Yeah, well, I was very sorry, too. Sorry I’d forgotten to check my messages. I reviewed the directions I’d printed to her home—piece of cake.

      Cordelia Jennings lived in a small town just outside Hendersenville, the city where the crime had occurred and where I would (I hoped) find most of my witnesses. Her neighborhood wasn’t “rich,” as Kevin had indicated, but it was solidly middle class. Her two-story home fell right in the middle of the bell curve—neither the fanciest nor simplest, the best-kept nor the worst-kept. The leaves from the bare deciduous trees had been raked. A couple of pink camellia shrubs had been trimmed to resemble small trees themselves. The border gardens flanking the entrance had resilient purple- and white-flowered sage and several colors of snapdragons rising above beds of creeping white alyssum. The mid-morning sun was shining, the birds were singing, and I was feeling optimistic. A late model Honda sedan was parked in the narrow driveway. I blocked it in rather than parking on the street, then grabbed my purse and headed quickly for the front door. The less time Mrs. Jennings had to think, the better.

      The doorbell echoed in the house, but I couldn’t hear any other sounds. I was about to ring the bell again when the door opened.

      “Yes?” A short, black man with thinning hair and wire-rimmed glasses stood before me. “Can I help you?”

      “Mr. Jennings?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      “I’m here to see your wife, Cordelia. I’m afraid I’m a few minutes late, but she’s expecting me.”

      “Who did you say you are?” he asked.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, handing him a card. “I didn’t say. I’m Sydney Brennan, and I’m an investigator working on Jerome’s case.”

      He grunted and pulled the door shut behind him, then patted the jacket of his dark gray suit. Satisfied, he said, “Well, she’s not here. I’m sorry, you’ll have to come back another time.”

      “Maybe you could help me.”

      “I doubt it. I can count the number of times I’ve been in the same room with Jerome on one hand. I married Cordelia in spite of her son, certainly not because of any connection I have with him.”

      “He can be a little challenging,” I said.

      Mr. Jennings may not have cared for his stepson, but he still wouldn’t say anything against him to a stranger. “If you’ll move your car, I have to get back to work.”

      “Oh? I thought maybe you were retired,” I said.

      He laughed, a small, lonely sound. “I wish. I’ll be sure to tell my wife you dropped by, but I really have to be going.”

      I backed my car out and pulled alongside the curb on the street to let Mr. Jennings pass while I checked in with Roger.

      “We get a trial date?” I asked.

      “December 6th.”

      “Of 2004?” I asked, disbelieving. “That’s only a month away!”

      “Twenty-eight days,” Roger said. “So I hope you have something exciting.”

      My mind reeled, calculating how much time I’d have to spend on the road and which other jobs I’d have to shuffle. I pushed down the panic as best I could and focused on the present. “Possibly exciting, and at the very least interesting. Jerome says Trevor Rose gave him the gun.”

      “The third co-D? The one who testified that he didn’t even know Jerome had a gun?” Roger asked.

      “That’s the one.”

      “What are the odds Jerome is telling the truth?”

      “I don’t know odds, but percent-wise, I’d say seventy percent. Maybe even a little higher.”

      “That is interesting. And our Assistant State Attorney put Rose on as the star witness in the previous trial. You know anything about her?”

      “Teresa Hart?” I asked. “Not a thing.”

      “Me either,” Roger said. “She was aggressive in court today. She’s ambitious, so maybe she’s playing fast and loose with the rules, or maybe Rose is pulling one over on her. Did Jerome tell his previous lawyer about the gun?”

      “No. He says the guy never asked.”

      Roger let out a disgusted sound; whether it was directed at our client or his former counsel I couldn’t say. “Okay, we’ve got a Motions hearing next Wednesday, and we have to hit the Trevor Rose angle hard. If nothing else, this’ll make it more difficult for the judge to deny us the chance to depose their star witness. I’ll get Ralph to go through the files again, do a little reading between the lines and figure out what else the State could be hiding. In the meantime, see what else you can dig up on our friend Mr. Rose.”
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      Information on Mr. Rose proved elusive. Unfortunately, he and his mother, Anita Rose, had moved around a lot in recent years, without making much of an impression anywhere. I spent the rest of the day running down leads and going door to door, trying to get a line on Trevor’s mother, grandmother, best friend, mechanic, favorite dog—anyone or anything with a connection to the young man.

      I didn’t know Hendersenville well enough to squint for non-existent street signs and house numbers in its sparse streetlights, so around dusk I checked in to a local motel. (Lobby internet only, but interior room entry—my head was not in a good space for fumbling with key cards outside in the dark.) I had an appointment to review the evidence at the Sheriff’s Department first thing in the morning, so I spent the evening reviewing property inventories and witness statements and testimony.

      I woke the next morning in bed but with my face on a legal pad, having overslept just enough to force me to skip hair washing and settle on a slice of cold pizza from the night before for breakfast. Brushing a stray crumb from my slacks before throwing them on, I crossed my fingers that nothing would grow on my pants before I returned to Tallahassee (and a dry cleaner) on Thursday.

      Fortunately, the Sheriff’s Department was practically down the street, and there were still plenty of parking spots left. The office was housed in a modern building that was probably ugly when it was built in the 1970s, and the ensuing decades had only made it more hideous. I checked in at the front desk and sat on a plastic chair. There was no one else in the little waiting area, but I imagined Tuesday at 8:30 a.m. was one of their quieter times. I stared at the floor, patterned white fake terrazzo designed to mask dirt and wear, and looked for connections between the little spots … a crack here, an imperfection there.

      A man entered from the back at 8:45, according to the institutional clock on the wall. (It was only 8:38 according to my own accurate watch; I didn’t wear it enough to bother trying to trick myself into being early.) The dark olive color and cut of his uniform helped mask the beginning of a few extra pounds, and in the field his hat would hide the slow, backward creep of his pale blonde hair. Everything about him—his posture, a gait that was deliberate without swaggering, his countenance—suggested calm authority, and his deep, slightly accented voice was no exception.

      “Ms. Brennan, I’m Deputy Matisek. My apologies for keeping you waiting. If you’ll follow me,” he said, and led me through the door and down a long hallway. “We’re a little short on space, so we’ve put you in an interrogation room. Don’t take it personally.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it,” I said.

      Deputy Matisek
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