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CHAPTER ONE
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Jolene breathed in the sharp spice of Jake’s cologne as his pickup ate up the highway. Pines blurred past her window, storm clouds gathering over the hills, streaking the sky with fire-colored light. They’d left the festival just in time.

Her smile widened at the thought of it—the music, the crowds, the thrill of Jake surprising her with tickets to the National Folk Festival; three days of songs that had stirred her deeper than she expected.

The truck jolted as Jake swerved around a raccoon. His arm shot across her chest, checking her seat belt, his hand brushing the door lock.

Jolene forced a smile, though irritation prickled. At the beginning of their relationship, she’d thought his overprotective habits were sweet. Lately, they made her feel she was suffocating. Still, she loved him. So why did it grate on her more each day?

He turned onto her street, the quiet neighborhood tucked between tall ponderosas. Her small white house came into view; the yard was edged with yellow roses grown from her mother’s cuttings. Wind chimes whispered from the porch.

“Home sweet home,” Jake said, pulling into her driveway. He hurried around to open her door, offering his hand before kissing her hard. His arm stayed around her as he walked her to the porch, her bag in his other hand. The truck still idled in the driveway.

“Are you in a hurry to leave?” she asked.

“No. But you’ve got an early Monday.”

She rolled her eyes. Again with the mothering. Pushing back disappointment, she said lightly, “I had a wonderful time. Thanks for taking me.”

“Of course. I’ll call tomorrow.” He unlocked her front door, set her bag inside, scanned the room like a security guard, then kissed her once more before leaving.

Alone, Jolene crossed into the dining room. The sharp smell of decay hit her—flowers, wilted in a vase. Jake had given them to her a week ago, “just because.” She dumped them in the trash, wondering again if the gift had meant something more.

The answering machine blinked. Junk messages, then her mother’s voice: “Jolene, it’s Mom. I would like you to come home as soon as you can. I have something I need to discuss with you. Call me.”

Jolene frowned. Why hadn’t she called her cell?

She switched it on—no signal at the festival, she remembered—and waited for the screen to light. A photo of her and Jake kissing filled the lock screen. Beeps followed: text, email, voicemail. She skipped the first two.

Her mom had called, but left nothing. Jolene dialed immediately. “Mom? Are you okay? What’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong. I just need to talk to you about something. When can you come home?”

“I can come tomorrow if it’s important.”

“No, no, it’s not urgent.”

“But you said—”

“It is important, just not urgent. I’ll see next Saturday.” The line went dead.

Jolene let out a breath. Typical. Drama first, details never. Her mom had always been like that—and her dad had always let her.

Sleep didn’t come until late that night. She twisted in the sheets, the streetlight’s glow seeping through the curtains, thoughts of her mother’s cryptic message and Jake’s controlling attitude circling her mind.

By morning, her eyes burned. She gripped her briefcase in one hand and a venti coffee in the other as she pushed through the courthouse doors. She was still yawning when she nearly walked into Mike, her boss.

“Late night?” His eyes flicked to the coffee.

Jolene smothered a yawn with her hand. “Kind of. You heading out?”

“I was waiting for you.”

Her pulse jumped. “What’s up?”

He leaned closer, lowering his voice. “I’ve got a new case. With the Taylor homicide, I’m swamped, so I’m handing the new case to you.”

Her smile tugged at the corners of her mouth—until he added, “It’s a shaken baby case.”

The smile vanished. “Did the baby die? Do we know who did it?”

“Yes. And no. Brisco PD says the parents are covering for each other. Both are young, unmarried. It’s a mess.”

Jolene’s throat tightened. A child is dead. But a case like this could put her on the map. She forced her expression flat.

Mike’s gaze sharpened. “We need a win on this one, Jolene. The Board’s threatening cuts. Between you and Andy...” He hesitated. “Your last two cases ended in acquittal. They didn’t look good.”

The coffee in her stomach curdled. “Are you saying—”

“I’m saying you need to win this one.”

Her knees went soft, but she lifted her chin. “I won’t let you down. Has it gone to the grand jury?”

“Not yet. I need more investigation first. Talk to the doctors, family, friends—figure out which parent to charge.” He handed her a thick file. “The mother’s been treated for bipolar. The father has had domestic violence calls. Pick your angle.”

She took the file, heart pounding. Justice for the baby. Her job on the line. Maybe even a promotion if she nailed it.

But in the quiet of her office, doubt crept in. She recalled the smug grin of the defense attorney in her last case, and heard again in her head the jury foreman’s “not guilty.” She’d sworn she’d never feel that sting again.

She couldn’t afford to. Not now.

Three days later, shortly before 5:00, Jolene’s desk phone rang. She sighed, picking up.

“Jolene,” her secretary said, “I know you didn’t want interruptions, but it’s your brother.”

Her brow furrowed. “Put him through.”

“This is Jolene.”

“Jo, it’s Shawn. I’ve got bad news.”

Her grip tightened on the receiver. “What’s wrong?”

“It’s Mom. She’s gone.”

A pause. “Gone? What do you mean, gone?”

“She’s dead, Jolene.”
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Tears spilled before she could stop them. She groped for a tissue, found none. “What happened?” she asked Shawn.

“I came by this morning with apples from our tree. She was on the kitchen floor. No pulse. They tried at the hospital, but...” His voice cracked. “The ER doctor said it looked like an aortic aneurysm. No warning.”

The line went quiet.

“Jo? Are you okay?”

“I’ll be okay.” She swallowed hard. 

The next morning, Jake drove Jolene to Helena. He glanced over at Jolene. Seeing an occasional tear escape down her cheek, he said nothing. Her brothers, Shawn and Bill, were waiting outside Shawn’s house. 

Shawn hugged her tightly. “Are you okay?”

Tears stung again. She dabbed them away. “I’m trying. But I’m grateful for both of you.”

Bill shook Jake’s hand, then pulled Jolene into a brief hug. He was quiet as ever, a man who let gestures speak. She had always thought his silence had cost him his marriage.

Later, she told Shawn about her mother’s strange phone call.

“What do you think she wanted to tell you?” he asked.

“No idea. It felt like a secret too big for the phone. Do you think she knew she was sick?”

Shawn shook his head. “No. Brittany and I had her for dinner on Saturday. She was herself—laughing, full of energy. No sign of anything. But now that you mention it, she did ask if you were out of town.”

“Jake and I were in Butte. I should’ve come home instead.”

“Don’t blame yourself. None of us knew.”

After the funeral, the guests all gathered at her mother’s house—larger, cleaner, closer to the funeral home than either brother’s.

Jolene’s aunt embraced her in a strong hug. “Jolene, honey. I’m so sorry about your mom. But it’s really good to see you. It’s been too long.”

“Oh, Aunt Ruth, it’s good to see you, too. I know this isn’t easy for you either.”

“Losing a sibling is never easy. And she was younger than me.”

Jolene hesitated. “Could we step out back for a moment? I know the timing isn’t great, but I need to ask you something.”

Ruth studied her niece’s face, then nodded. She grabbed her wrap, and they slipped out to the porch.

Jolene explained the cryptic phone call. “Do you know what she might’ve wanted to tell me?”

Ruth’s eyes softened. “I spoke to your mother every day. She wasn’t hiding anything health-wise. My guess? She finally decided it was time to tell you about your dad.”

Jolene’s breath caught. Her aunt could always read her expressions.

“What about my dad?”

Ruth looked pained. “It’s not right that I’m the one to say this, but I’m the only one left who knows the truth.”

Jolene’s voice rose. “What truth?”

“John might not have been your biological father.”

Jolene froze, staring at her aunt. The words didn’t sink in at first. “John wasn’t my real dad?”

Ruth’s eyes softened. “I don’t think so, honey.”

The porch swing creaked as Jolene dropped into it. Her pulse thudded. “Why am I only hearing this now? Did Dad know? I—God, I have so many questions.”

Ruth eased down beside her. “I told your mother it was time to tell you. In case something came up—a medical thing. If your blood didn’t match your brothers’, you’d ask why.”

Jolene rubbed her forehead. “So, Mom had an affair?”

Ruth hesitated, then nodded. “After Shawn was born, they separated for a while. We thought they might divorce. One night, she met a man—Tom, I think. I never learned his last name.”

Sadness folded over Jolene. “Was it just a one-night thing?”

“Oh, no. They saw each other for a couple of months. Then your mother and John tried to reconcile. It was during that period that she found out she was pregnant. 

“She’d already told Tom she wouldn’t see him anymore because she and John were getting back together. She didn’t know whose baby you were, but she thought it likely you were Tom’s.”

Jolene stared at the yellow roses along the porch rail, hands twisting. “So, I could be John’s, Tom’s, or neither?”

Ruth’s voice was small. “Your mother believed you were Tom’s.” ​
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“Do you know where Tom is?” Jolene’s own voice held contempt. She knew the question was futile, but it needed asking.

“No. She said she’d told him about the baby, and he urged her to work things out with John—since he was the father of her other children.”

“Did John know about the affair?”

“Yes, John knew, but he didn’t want to pursue the possibility.”

“You mean he knew he might not be my father?” Jolene’s voice pitched upward, raw.

“It was never certain. John told her he’d had a vasectomy during their separation, but vasectomies weren’t foolproof then. And without DNA—only blood typing, they chose not to pursue it. John said it didn’t matter once they reunited. And he never treated you any differently than he did your brothers.”

Jolene let out a shaky laugh. “I don’t know how to feel. I need time to digest this.”

She began to weep; Ruth folded her into a tight embrace.

Jake stepped onto the porch, saw them, and slipped back inside without interrupting—assuming they were mourning together.

“Why did Mom and John separate?” Jolene asked after a moment.

“They split after Shawn was born because she found out John had been unfaithful while she was pregnant. At least, that’s what she told me. But she forgave him—Elizabeth always forgave. John had a way about him.” Ruth’s jaw tightened.

“Yes, I remember that about him,” Jolene said. “He could be very sweet and charming to Mom, especially when he messed up.” 

She fought to steady her breathing. “I guess I’ll never really know if he was my father. At least now I know there’s a possibility he wasn’t.”

“Try to forgive her,” Ruth said through tears. “She was young and scared.”

Jolene hugged her aunt again. “I’m not angry. I think she wanted to tell me.”

“She probably did.”

They rose from the swing. Jolene kissed Ruth’s cheek and grabbed her hand, pulling her back inside. Jake was talking with a cousin. 

“Jake, I need to take a walk,” she said, while retrieving her coat. “Will you come with me?” 

He blinked. “Now? With guests here? That’s a bit rude—”

“Forget it. I’ll go alone.” She moved for the door.

Jake followed, grabbing his coat on the way. “What’s going on? Why are you so upset?”

She told him everything Ruth had said.

“No wonder.” He drew her into his arms. “I’m sorry.”

“I feel lost. Everything I believed about my family—about myself—feels shaken.” Her voice was tiny.

He held her tighter. “Do you want me to take you home?”

“No. I’ll go to Shawn’s in the morning.” She swallowed. “He and I could always talk more easily than Bill and I. Right now, I just... I feel like I’ve lost a piece of who I am.”

Jake didn’t answer. He only squeezed her, as if that might hold the pieces together.

The next morning, sitting at Shawn’s kitchen table, Jolene said, “It’s like Mom had a premonition. Why else would she tell me about Dad now?”

She had recounted everything Ruth had told her about John and Tom.

“I don’t know, sis. We can’t always understand why people do things, especially when there’s guilt involved,” Shawn said, squeezing her hand. “But you should get one of those DNA tests. See who it matches.”

Jolene’s eyes lit up. “Yes! Why didn’t I think of that? But if neither Dad nor Tom submitted their DNA, it won’t match anyone...unless you and Bill also do it! Then we’ll know for sure if John is my dad.”

On cue, Bill knocked and entered through the back door, where Jolene and Shawn sat drinking coffee. “Morning. Any coffee left?”

“Yes, and you’ll need it after you hear Jolene’s plan,” Shawn said.

“Hey, that was your idea,” she shot back.

“Not the part about Bill and me,” he added.

Bill frowned, grabbed a mug, and poured. “What’s going on?”

Jolene told him what Ruth had said and then explained the DNA idea.

Bill stared at the linoleum. “I think Mom already knew she was sick. That’s what she wanted to tell you. I don’t buy the Tom story.”

“I don’t know, Bill,” Shawn countered. “An aortic embolism isn’t predictable. And Mom seemed fine. Why would Ruth lie?”

“I guess we’ll see with our results,” Jolene said.

“Our results?” Bill asked.

“Yes,” Shawn said. “And you, too. Jolene wants everyone tested so she can compare.”

“No way,” Bill said.

“Bill, I need answers,” Jolene pressed.

Shawn lowered his head. “I’ll do it. Compare yours to mine. You know Bill won’t, and who wants to be reminded we’re related to him?” He winked at Jolene.

Bill shrugged and left. “We’ll talk later.”

Back at her mother’s house, Jolene found Jake on the back porch, phone in hand. He hung up as she approached.

“Who was that?”

“Just business. Did Shawn say anything?”

“We’re doing a DNA test.”

“Both of you?”

“‘In case there is no DNA on file for John or Tom, they’ll be able to compare mine to Shawn’s,’” Jolene explained. 

“But not Bill?”

“Of course not. You know how Bill is.” They both grinned. 

“Before we leave, can we look at Mom’s photo albums? I want to see if anyone unfamiliar pops up,” she said.

“Sure. But she probably wouldn’t keep photos of an affair partner.”

“Yeah...silly idea.”

“I need to get back to the ranch. Take the albums with you.”

Back at home and alone, Jolene settled into her favorite chaise with a cup of tea, flipping through the photos. No unfamiliar men appeared. But a yellowed, folded magazine article slipped out: a study on vasectomies, noting they weren’t 100% reliable and warning women to use additional birth control.

She noticed most photos of her parents were from before her birth. A few baby pictures of herself appeared, then a long gap until school photos, proms, and graduations.

Tears welled, then overflowed. She ran to her bedroom, collapsed on the bed, and cried as if she were still a teenager—raw, unrestrained, and alone.
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Feeling all eyes were on her, Jolene walked into her office the next morning. She hoped her swollen eyes from last night looked like grief for her mother, not personal weakness. 

“Good morning, Jolene,” Robin said. “Are you doing okay?”

“I’m fine, Robin. Thanks. I need to dive into work—it helps.”

Robin nodded. “Got it.” 

“And tell everyone to treat me today as usual, please.” 

“Sure. Mike’s out, Andy’s acting like king of the office, and there’s a mountain of messages. But, otherwise, it’s a pretty slow day.”

Jolene nodded. “Close my door on your way out?”

“Okay. Coffee?”

“Yes, please.”

Grateful to be alone, she again reviewed the police reports on the shaken baby case to take her mind off the last few days. Gabriel Cook, only three months old, was dead. His parents, Sara Hale, 17, and Brian Cook, 19, had moved in together after Sara discovered she was pregnant and left her parents’ house. 

On the day of the incident, she had gone shopping, leaving Brian to babysit. Gabriel was asleep when she returned, and then she found him unresponsive a short while later.

He was flown to Helena Children’s Hospital, surviving nine days. The physician’s report confirmed severe brain trauma, likely from violent shaking. Sara, diagnosed with bipolar disorder, wasn’t on medication at the time. Both parents denied shaking the baby.

Jolene called Frank Rogers, retired Highway Patrol and now her trusted investigator, to ask if he would set up interviews for them. 

The following week, they traveled to Helena to see Dr. Mark Jackson at the Children’s Hospital.

“Dr. Jackson, what caused Gabriel’s injury?” Jolene asked.

“Violent shaking,” he said. “A baby’s weak neck and heavy head cause the brain to bounce inside the skull, bruising, swelling, and bleeding—often fatal. It mainly occurs in babies under one year.”

“Could he have fallen from the crib?” Frank asked.

Dr. Jackson shook his head. “Falls cause external bruising. For a torn brain stem, he would’ve needed to fall several stories.”

“So, violent shaking?” Jolene asked.

“That’s my opinion.”

“Was he conscious on arrival?”

“No. Very slow heart rate, unconscious. X-rays showed a torn brain stem, and ophthalmology confirmed retinal hemorrhaging. Dr. Thomas Abbott, the leading ophthalmologist here at the hospital, verified it—classic shaken baby syndrome.”

“And no outside trauma?”

“None consistent with a fall or impact. Only violent shaking—or a car accident, which both parents verified didn’t happen, could cause this injury.”

“Do babies always die from this?” Frank asked.

“About one in four.”

“Could either parent have done it?” 

“In most cases, it is caused by a male. But it is not unheard of for a woman to do it. Bipolar status may increase risk, but it’s not conclusive.”

Jolene asked, “Did the mother and the father both come to the hospital with the baby?”

“Yes, they did.” 

“What was their demeanor like while at the hospital?”

“From what little I saw of them, they were both very anxious and distressed over the baby’s condition.”

“Did one of them seem more concerned or angry at the other one?” she asked.

“Not that I noticed. But my attention was more on the baby.”

Before leaving the hospital, they were able to interview Dr. Abbott, who confirmed the findings of Dr. Jackson. Afterwards, they drove over to the office of Dr. James Summers, the forensic pathologist. He detailed Gabriel’s injuries: retinal hemorrhaging, subdural hematoma, direct brain trauma—violent shaking alone, no skull fractures, no impact.

Jolene recorded every word. “This confirms shaken baby syndrome as the cause of death?”

“Yes. Abusive head trauma, caused by violent shaking or blunt impact, results in severe brain injury,” replied the doctor.

“So, did you conclude that Gabriel Cook died from child abuse?”

“Yes. There was direct trauma to the brain itself, caused by the brain striking the inner surface of the skull.”

“Again, caused by the violent shaking?” Jolene asked.

“Yes.”

Back in Brisco, they gave Mike their report of the doctors’ interviews.

“It’s clear the baby was violently shaken. Neither doctor could say definitively whether male or female did the shaking, though Dr. Jackson suggested male was more plausible,” Jolene said.

Mike nodded. “Talk to the responding officers and EMTs. They may have observed tension or blame between the parents.”

“Yes, we still have quite a few interviews to conduct,” Jolene said, determination hardening her tone. “My heart breaks for Gabriel. Someone has to be held accountable.”

Mike warned, “Keep your emotions in check. The jury cares only about facts.”

She grinned. “Facts—but a little emotional context never hurts.”

Frank nodded. “I’ll set up the EMT interviews. We’ll dig until we know who did this.”
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Jolene’s phone buzzed, yanking her out of the witness interview notes spread across her desk. Jake’s picture filled the screen. She checked the clock—it was after 5:00.

“Ready to call it a day and grab dinner with me?” he asked.

“I wish. Frank and I are buried in a new case Mike handed me. It’s going to be a late one.”

“I figured.” His voice dipped with disappointment. “I’m in town and thought we could eat before I head back to the ranch. Want me to bring you something?”

“That’s sweet, but Frank already ordered pizza. Rain check?”

“Sure.”

She heard the weight in his silence. “Maybe you could call Matt—see if he wants to meet up?”

“That’s a good idea. I need to talk to him about hauling some bison anyway.”

“Thanks for calling, Jake. We’ll talk tomorrow.”

“Don’t work too late.”

When the line went dead, Jolene pushed the phone aside, already leaning back into the Gabriel Cook file.

Jake didn’t feel like heading home. He called Matt, who agreed to meet at Wild Oats for steak and a beer. At the bar, Jake ordered a pint and waited. Two young guys beside him were already loud, voices slurred, arms heavy with drink.

“I can’t believe Brian’s getting blamed for his kid dying,” one said, too loud.

“Yeah,” the other muttered, swaying on his stool. “It was probably Sara who did it anyway. You know her temper.”

Jake couldn’t help but overhear. They were talking louder than was needed.

“Even if he did shake the baby—it happens, right? Bet it’s that prosecutor, Grayson, causing all this trouble. Throws men in jail for fun. That woman just needs a good lay.”

“I’d take that job,” the second man crowed.

Their laughter crackled across the bar. Jolene’s name. Jolene’s work. Their filth staining it.

Jake turned, jaw tight. “Hey, fellas, why don’t you keep that kind of talk down. And don’t talk about Ms. Grayson like that. She’s only doing her job.”

The first man pivoted, whiskey on his breath. “Who asked you, cowboy? Probably chasing her cold ass yourself.”

Laughter again—at Jake this time. 

Something hot snapped in Jake’s chest. He grabbed the man’s arm and yanked him around. “I said enough.”

The man swung, sloppy but fast. Jake blocked with his forearm, pain jolting up the bone, and answered with a clean right hook. Knuckles against jaw, sharp and satisfying. The man dropped.

His buddy lunged. A fist smashed into Jake’s cheekbone, white light exploding behind his eyes. He staggered back into a barstool, beer crashing to the floor.

Jake came up hard, drove a punch into the man’s gut, then an uppercut that snapped his head back. The man sagged against the bar.

The first guy scrambled up, blood dripping from his lip. “You willing to get your ass kicked for that woman?” he asked, then charged again. They grappled, shoving through chairs. Wood splintered, glass shattered, people shouting.

“You leave her out of this!” Jake roared, landing another blow. Cartilage gave way under his fist. The man howled but swung back, catching Jake’s ribs and stealing his breath.

The room blurred with noise and motion—Jake barely heard the bartender shouting, barely noticed the blue lights strobed outside. Deputies stormed in, weapons drawn, yelling for hands in the air. Jake still had a fist twisted in the man’s shirt when they tore him off and cuffed him.

Jolene’s face flashed in his mind—Jolene will not be proud, not grateful. Angry. Disappointed. And maybe that stung worse than the split lip.

Arriving home after work, Jolene found her DNA kit waiting. She ripped it open, read the instructions, and swabbed her cheeks with trembling precision.

She called Shawn.

“Got your kit yet?” she asked.

“Yeah. Just got in from work, Jolene. I’ll get to it.”

“Please, Shawn. This matters. Do it this week.”

“Fine.” He hung up.

She set her completed sample in the mailbox, heart thudding. Six to eight weeks, the paperwork had said. She tried to let it go, tried to think about nothing but the trial. 

Throwing together a salad and slipping into pajamas, she reheated her tea, case notes spread across the chaise—it was how she steadied herself.

Jake was released at 10:00 p.m. on misdemeanor assault charges. He drove straight to Jolene’s house, headlights sweeping her window.

She cracked the door and gasped. His eye was bruised, lip split.

“Jake! What happened? Were you in an accident?”

“No. Can I come in?” He sank onto her couch. “Got into a fight.”

“A fight!?” Jolene’s voice pitched higher. “With Matt?”

“Of course not. A couple of drunks at Wild Oats. Things escalated.” He left out why.

“Jake, this isn’t like you. What was it about?”

“Doesn’t matter. I just didn’t want you blindsided tomorrow when you hear I was arrested.”

Her stomach flipped. “Arrested?”

“It’ll be fine.”

“Fine? Jake, I’m the deputy county prosecutor. This is a disaster. Were you mad because I wouldn’t leave work for dinner?”

“No! It wasn’t about you.”

He bristled, rising to leave.

“Wait—why are you leaving so soon? I need to make sure you’re okay.” 

“I’m fine. I need to get back to the ranch.” He slammed the door behind him.

Jolene stood frozen, shaken. She had never seen him like that.

The next morning, she scanned the new police reports from the night before and found Jake’s name. Misdemeanor assault. No record. No weapons. Likely a fine and probation. Relief mixed with dread. She carried it to Mike’s office.

“This is disturbing,” Mike said after she explained. “How long have you known him?”

“Over a year. And I was wondering the same thing last night, if I really know him. But I do know Jake—he wouldn’t fight for nothing.”

“Was he drunk?”

“No. The other two were. But the bartender said all three were throwing punches.”

“Did he call you from jail?”

“No. He showed up at my house after he was released. Wanted me to hear it from him.”

“That was decent of him. I’ll put Andy on the case and have him keep me updated.”

“Thanks, Mike. I’m sorry. I don’t want this office tied to a scandal.”

“Don’t worry about the office. I’m more worried about you.”

Jolene managed a thin smile.

Mike leaned back. “So—what interviews do you have today?”

“Frank tracked down some of Sara’s friends. We’re hoping to learn more about who was really responsible for the baby.”

“Good. Keep me posted.”
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Frank and Jolene headed over to Darlene Cooper's residence. A young wife and mother in her early 20s, she answered the door with a baby on one hip and a toddler hiding behind her legs. 

She opened the door wide enough for them to enter, and then cleaned off a spot on the couch for them to sit. Toys and baby clothes were spread out over the room, and the kitchen table was still covered with dirty breakfast dishes. Jolene noticed the fading bruise under Darlene’s left eye.

“Thank you, Mrs. Cooper, for talking to us today,” Frank said. “I’m not sure if you know Jolene Grayson here, but she’s the Deputy County Attorney.”

“Oh, I’ve heard of you,” she said spitefully as she looked Jolene up and down.

Jolene turned red in the face. 

In an effort to end the awkwardness, Frank began asking questions. “Mrs. Cooper, were you ever at Sara and Brian Cook’s house while their baby, Gabriel, was alive?”

“Oh, sure. Me and Cory were over there all the time. Brian and Cory would share a case of beer, and me and Sara would cook dinner together.”

“Did Sara seem to be a good mother to you?”

“Oh, yeah, as good as she could be, I guess.  Gabriel was a fussy baby, so it wasn’t easy, you know.”

“Did you ever see Sara or Brian lose their temper with Gabriel?”

“No. I never hardly saw Brian hold him or anything.  It was usually Sara who took care of him.”

“What did they do when Gabriel would cry a lot?”

“Oh, you know, just rock him and try to feed him, whatever.  I did hear Brian tell Sara once to “just put him in bed and let him cry it out,” but she never would.”

“Darlene, did you ever see Sara or Brian shake Gabriel?” Jolene asked.

Darlene avoided looking Jolene in the eyes as she quietly said, “No.” 

Jolene decided to cut to the chase. “Has Sara talked to you about what happened since Gabriel died?”

“Not really.” Darlene again avoided looking at Jolene or Frank.

“Who do you think is responsible for shaking Gabriel?” Jolene asked.

“You know, I don’t really want to answer any questions about that, because they’re both my friends, you know.”

“I understand that, but I’m sure you don’t want to see Sara get into trouble if it wasn’t her that shook the baby, do you?”

“I think I’d better not answer any more questions about that.”

“Is your husband at home? We would also like to ask him a few questions.” 

“No.”

“Do you know when he will be home?” 

“No. He’s in jail.”

“Has he been in jail very long?” she asked with a surprised tone.

“No. He was arrested last night for a bar fight.”

Jolene stared at Darlene for a moment and then looked at Frank.

“Thank you, Mrs. Cooper, for talking to us,” Frank said, understanding that Jolene had no further questions for Darlene. He rose from the couch. 

As they were walking toward the door, Frank looked at Darlene and said, “And if you decide there’s anything else you want to say to either one of us, here are our cards. Call us any time.”

Jolene followed Frank as Darlene opened the door. The toddler was hanging onto her leg, asking for more milk. Darlene ignored the child as she stood at the door, watching them walk to their car. Once in the car, Jolene said, “I feel like she wanted to tell us more, but she was afraid to.”

“I agree. That’s why I gave her our cards. What was that strange look you had when she said her husband was arrested for a bar fight?”

“It’s nothing. Just a possible connection to another case.”

“Do you think Darlene was afraid of her husband or of Brian, and that’s why she didn’t want to answer any further questions?” 

“I don’t know. But maybe she’ll call us.”

As they pulled away from the house, they spotted a faded red pickup truck speeding down the street and pulling into the driveway.

“That must be her husband. Looks like they let him out of jail,” Frank said.

Cory stared at their car as they drove off, then went inside the house. “Who was that leaving here?” he asked in an angry tone.

“It was a detective and the county attorney,” she said.

“Which county attorney?”

“Jolene Grayson.”

“That’s the lady Burner and I got into a fight over last night.”

“Was she there at the bar? Why were you fighting over her?” she demanded.

Cory shook his head. “No, she wasn’t there. Burner and I were talking about her arresting Brian, and some big old cowboy didn’t like what we were saying, so he started a fight with us. What did she want?”

“They were asking questions about Brian and Sara.”

“You didn’t open your big mouth and tell them anything, did you?”

“Of course not, Cory! I told them Sara was a good mom, and that’s all.”

“You stay out of it, you hear me, Darlene? I’m warning you.”

“Oh, shut up, Cory!” Darlene yelled.

Cory backhanded her across the face. The baby and the toddler both started crying. “See what you made me do? Go take care of these damn kids and make me some breakfast!” he yelled. “I haven’t had anything to eat since I left here last night, and I’m hungry!”

Darlene rubbed her face and headed to the kitchen. She expected that he would be in a foul mood after spending the night in jail again, and she knew she would need to avoid him as much as possible today.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
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Back at her desk, Jolene checked to see if Jake had called. No messages or missed calls from him. Better to let him cool off, she decided. 

Jake was doing the same thing, checking for any messages from Jolene. His disappointment showed when he saw that she hadn’t called. He frowned and muttered to himself, “I don’t know what her problem is. I’m the one who got thrown in jail.”

Jolene stood at her office window looking out at the Montana mountains in the distance, wondering how she had become so unsure of herself and who she was. She was finally beginning to feel healed from her divorce of two years ago when Aunt Ruth dropped the bomb about her mom’s affair. Her insecurity was back, and she could feel it growing. 

Now, Jake was beginning to treat her differently, and Mike threatened that she might even lose her job if she lost this case. What was happening to her life? Nothing felt secure anymore. She sat down at her desk and resumed work on the case. 

Jake couldn’t stand it any longer. He dialed Jolene’s number. When she saw it was him, she forced herself to take a deep breath before answering. “Hello. This is Jolene Grayson,” she said in a business-like tone.

“Are you still mad at me?” he asked in deep, slow speech.

Jolene softened immediately. “No, I’m not mad at you. Do you want to talk about it?”

“Not really. Can we table it for now and plan to get together this weekend?”

“Sure. What do you have in mind?”

“Want to come to the ranch for a couple of days?”

“I’d love to,” she said happily. 

She knew she was being a pushover, but there was no doubt in her mind that she loved this man, fight or no fight, and she wasn’t going to lose him. Hanging up the phone, she leaned back in her chair, a faint smile tugging at her lips. The thought of the ranch, its quiet, open spaces, and the way Jake always seemed more grounded there, offered a brief escape from the chaos swirling around her. 

But the smile faded quickly. She couldn’t shake the image of Darlene’s bruised cheek or the way she’d looked at the floor when asked about Gabriel.

Opening the case file again, she turned to the autopsy report notes. Gabriel’s injuries were consistent with shaken baby syndrome, but the timeline was murky. Brian’s account was vague, and Sara had lawyered up immediately. Jolene scribbled a note to herself: “Revisit Brian’s timeline. Interview daycare staff.”

A knock at her door startled her. It was Mike, and his expression was unreadable.

“Got a minute?” he asked.

“Sure,” Jolene said, gesturing to the chair across from her desk.

Sitting down, he folded his hands. “I heard you and Frank visited Darlene Cooper this morning.”

Jolene nodded. “She was evasive. I think she knows more than she’s saying.”

Mike sighed. “Be careful with this one. There’s pressure coming down from the top. The sheriff’s office wants a resolution, and the county commissioners are watching. If this case goes sideways, it could get political.”

Jolene’s jaw tightened. “So, we’re supposed to rush it? Ignore the possibility that someone’s covering for the real abuser?”

“I’m just saying, keep your eyes open. And don’t let your personal life cloud your judgment.”

Jolene bristled. “No, of course I won’t. Do you think that I would?”

Mike stood. “It’s just advice. Take it or leave it.”

After he left, Jolene stared at the closed door. She felt the walls closing in—professionally, emotionally, even spiritually. She needed clarity. And maybe, just maybe, the ranch would give her that.

That evening, Darlene sat on the edge of her bed, nursing a fresh bruise on her cheek. The kids were finally asleep, and Cory had passed out on the couch with a beer in his hand. She stared at the business cards Frank had left on the coffee table. Her fingers hovered over them, trembling.

She picked up Jolene’s card and turned it over. On the back, Jolene had written in neat cursive: “You’re not alone.”

Darlene felt tears sting her eyes. She hadn’t cried in months. She looked toward the hallway, listening for any sign of Cory stirring. Then she reached for her phone. She began to dial the number on the card, then quickly hung up. She dialed once more; this time letting it ring.
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Jolene had brought the Gabriel Cook file home with her. Flipping to another page, Jolene’s eyes skimmed the words without absorbing them. She was getting tired, and her eyes were heavy. The interview with Darlene Cooper looped in her mind like a broken reel. The bruise under her eye. The fear in her eyes. 

Something wasn’t right. Darlene had looked at her with that hollow stare—like someone standing on the edge, waiting for a gust of wind.

She reached for the lamp switch just as her phone buzzed. It showed an unknown number. She decided to answer it.

“This is Jolene.” 

“I need to talk to you,” Darlene said, voice low.

Jolene sat up straighter. “Who is this?”

“It’s Darlene. I can’t talk long. Cory’s asleep. Can you come tomorrow? After he leaves for work. Park across the street. I’ll come out.”

The line went dead.

Jolene stared at the screen, thumb hovering over redial. But the silence in her room felt fragile, like glass. She imagined Darlene curled in a dark room, whispering through tears. 

Jolene closed her eyes and whispered a prayer for clarity. She didn’t want to make things worse for Darlene, so she turned out the light and went to bed, heavy with worry. She prayed for  Darlene’s safety.

Morning light did little to lift the weight pressing on Jolene’s shoulders. She dragged herself into the office, her steps heavy, her mind already on Darlene. She dialed Frank, grateful that he picked up.

“I need you to come over,” she said.

Minutes later, Frank leaned against her doorway, arms crossed. “What’s going on?”

Jolene recounted the call.

“You want backup?”

“No. If she sees you, she might shut down.”

Frank nodded slowly. “Then I’ll follow. I’ll park up the street, keep an eye out.”

“Don’t let her see you.”

“I’ll use the rearview. Let’s go.”

Jolene parked across from Darlene’s modest house. Frank’s car sat half a block up, inconspicuous. No sign of Cory’s truck. She dialed.

“I see you,” Darlene said. “I’m coming.”

She emerged quickly, slippers slapping the pavement, baby perched on her hip, sweater sleeves pulled over her hands. She slid into the passenger seat, eyes darting toward the house.

Jolene’s breath caught. A fresh bruise bloomed across Darlene’s cheekbone.

“Are you okay?” she asked gently.

Darlene shrugged. “Cory saw you and the detective leave. He got mad. He gets mad a lot.”

“There are places you can go. Safe places.”

“I don’t want to talk about that!” Darlene snapped, her voice cracking.

Jolene softened. “Okay. What do you want to talk about?”

Darlene looked down at the baby, who squirmed and fussed. Her voice dropped to a whisper. “I saw Brian shake the baby once.”

Jolene’s stomach turned. “How hard?”

“Hard enough,” Darlene said, eyes fixed on the windshield. “Sara grabbed him before it got worse. But I worried about the baby after that.”

“Would you testify?”

Darlene turned to her, eyes wide and wet. “You see this bruise? Cory would make sure I couldn’t walk if he knew I talked.”

Jolene reached out instinctively, but Darlene was already opening the door.

“Wait,” Jolene said, grasping for something—anything. “Coffee? Just a quick ride? My treat.”

“I can’t. Bobby’s napping, and the baby’s hungry. Thanks, though.”

She stepped out, clutching the baby close, and hurried back inside.

Back at the office, Jolene sat with Frank and Mike, the air thick with frustration.

“She’s scared,” Jolene said. “I need her to trust me. Without that, she’ll never testify.”

Mike leaned back, lips curled into a half-smile. “Then maybe we make her uncomfortable enough to want out.”

Jolene frowned. “She’s already living in fear. We need to offer her a way through it—not deeper into it. I’m not going to make her life worse than it already is.”
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Jolene could tell Jake was in a foul mood when he called. “What’s up? Is there anything wrong?” she asked gently over the phone.

“I’m sorry. I’m just stressed. I’ve got court tomorrow for the assault.”

“Do you want me there?”

“No. I told you, I don’t want you involved. It could jeopardize your job.”

“I’m not involved in your case, Jake. I promise.” 

Her voice softened. “I’m sorry you’re going through this. But if we’re together, I want to be part of your life.”

“Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine. Just forget about it.”

“Don’t tell me to forget anything!” she snapped.

Silence. Thick and bitter.

Jake broke the silence with sarcasm. “Guess I’ll see you tomorrow—if I’m not in jail.”

“Don’t say that. You’re not going to jail. I’ll make sure of it.”

“I told you to stay out of it!”

“I won’t interfere. I promise.”

Jake exhaled, tension easing slightly. He thought about Jolene’s stubbornness—how it both infuriated and enchanted him. He remembered the diner near the courthouse, the day they met. She’d forgotten her purse. Mike, her lunch date, had already left. She stood at the register, cheeks flushed with embarrassment.

Jake had stepped in and offered to pay. She refused, pride flaring. But when he joked that she could repay him over dinner, she smiled—and accepted.

That smile had undone him.

A few days later, she accepted his dinner invitation. And just like that, a grand love affair began.

Jake had known from the start: they were meant to be. But now, he wondered—could love survive her career, work stress, and the pride which both of them seemed to carry?

Leaning against the doorway of Mike’s office, the next morning, Jolene twisted a pen between her fingers. The faint hum of the fluorescent lights filled the silence between them.
“Jake’s in court today,” she said finally. “I’m... worried about him.”
Mike looked up from the stack of files on his desk, his expression unreadable. “I’ll talk to Andy before he goes in. But, Jolene—” He sighed, leaning back in his chair. “I’m starting to think your personal life is bleeding into your work.”

Her heart gave a quick jolt. “I told you it won’t. I promise, Mike. Jake won’t let that happen either.”

He studied her for a long moment, then nodded. “See that it doesn’t. If it starts affecting your judgment, I’ll have to pull you from the shaken baby case. I need full focus on this one.”

The words hit her like a splash of cold water. “You won’t have to. I’ll keep things separate.”

She could feel Mike’s worry following her down the hall.

Mike rapped his knuckles on Andy Moore’s door before stepping inside. Andy’s office was cluttered with open case files and a half-eaten muffin balanced on a legal pad.

“Hey, Mike,” Andy said, glancing up. “What’s up?”

Mike shut the door behind him. “You’ll have a misdemeanor assault today in court. The guy’s name is Jake Tillman.”

Andy raised an eyebrow. “Okay...?”

“He’s Jolene’s boyfriend.” Mike’s voice lowered. “Got into a bar fight. No priors. I’d appreciate it if you handled it—gently.”

Andy’s mouth twitched into a half-smile. “You’re asking me to go easy on him.”

“I’m asking you not to make a point of it. He’s not a troublemaker. Hard worker, runs his dad’s old ranch outside town. Just use discretion.”

“Sure,” Andy said after a pause. “But if my gut says he needs time behind bars, I’ll follow it. You understand.”

Mike forced a grin that didn’t reach his eyes. “Yeah. Just giving you the background. That’s all.”

He left, closing the door quietly behind him.

Andy watched the handle click shut, then leaned back in his chair. His reflection stared back at him from the dark computer screen — tired eyes, thinning patience. He reached for the phone and dialed his wife. “Lisa,” he said when she answered. “I think I just found a shortcut up the ladder.”

Her laughter was sharp in his ear. “About time. You’ve been stuck too long, Andy.”

“Don’t remind me. Ten years running that farm after Dad died wasn’t exactly a career booster.”

“I know. And now we’re behind. You need to catch up.”

“That’s the plan.” He smiled, tapping the pen against his desk. “I think Jolene Grayson’s job is about to open up. Just trust me.”

At 9:00 sharp, the courtroom buzzed with quiet conversation and the scrape of chairs. The judge entered, and everyone rose. Jake stood beside his lawyer, broad shoulders squared, jaw tight. His knuckles were still faintly bruised.

“State versus Jake Tillman,” the clerk called.

Robert Sturgeon adjusted his tie and stepped forward. “Your Honor, Mr. Tillman enters a plea of not guilty.”

Andy, representing the State, didn’t look at Jake. “No issue from the State,” he said smoothly.

The judge nodded. “Pretrial conference in two weeks.”

As the gavel came down, Jake exhaled, barely noticing the whispers around him. Robert clapped him on the shoulder. “Could’ve been worse.”

When the judge called for a recess, Robert approached Andy near the aisle. “Mr. Moore,” he said with a professional smile, extending a hand. “Robert Sturgeon. I represent Mr. Tillman. I’m hoping we can work out something straightforward here.”

Andy didn’t take the handshake. His eyes were cool, almost amused. “Your client threw the first punch, Mr. Sturgeon. And being involved with someone in my office doesn’t give him a free pass to knock people around.”

He smiled — a small, sharp thing. “I’ll be requesting jail time.”

Robert’s hand fell back to his side. He watched Andy walk away, feeling a surge of irritation crawl up his spine. “Well, that guy’s got an issue,” he muttered.

Jake frowned. “What’d he say?”

Robert relayed the exchange, voice low. “He’s got it in for you. Or Jolene. Or both. I’ll see what I can do, but these county guys don’t usually undercut one another.”

Jake’s jaw tightened. “Leave Mike and Jolene out of this. If I have to do time, I’ll do it.”

Robert blinked. “Jake—”

“No.” Jake’s voice was final. “End of story.”

He strode out of the courthouse, the morning sun glaring off his truck windshield. The anger sat heavy in his gut — not at Andy, not even at the situation, but at himself.

The phone buzzed in his pocket. Jolene.

He answered with a forced smile in his voice. “Hey. Don’t you have work to do?”

“I do,” she said lightly. “How’d court go?”

“You mean you didn’t ask Mr. Moore?”

“I haven’t seen him yet.”

“It was fine. Pretrial in two weeks. No big deal.”

“I’m glad. Just keep me posted, okay?”

“Only if you promise to stay out of it,” he said. “Promise me, Jolene.”

She hesitated. Her fingers drummed against her desk. “Jake, don’t make me—”

“I mean it.” His tone softened but didn’t bend. “I don’t want you involved. Please.”

There was a long silence, and then a quiet sigh. “All right. I understand.”

He could hear the
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