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      The woman in the plain blue nightgown living out her sunset years in room 527 had lived a simple life, with simple pleasures, in a simple double-wide on a double lot with a bed of peonies and a dog missing a leg.

      And then the murders began.

      Well, murder might be too strong a word. Killings though…definitely that. Whether the sin of omission kind or of co-mission kind, didn’t matter. Not to her. Not when Herb had been one of the victims. Not when the gigolo Joe’s had taken her husband from her last year.

      And now, with what she found, with her friends dropping like flies…she wondered how much longer she had.

      Because she’d been on a mission, for a year now. Ever since uncovering the one thing that led from Herb’s thing that had brought her to the quiet comforts of the Dreamscape Manor senior care center. And now, on the other side of the thing she’d come to do—well…nothing was adding up no more. Not to nothing but a hill of beans. And she’d know.

      Yessir, two plus two added up to six at Dreamscape Manor, that’s for sure!

      The Devil’s number at the Devil’s playground…

      Again, she’d know, since she’d been a number cruncher, as they say. Director of a handful of number crunchers, in fact, climbing through the glass ceiling with the sisterhood of the traveling pantsuits from a different sort of era after slaving away for years as an accountant for Mercy General.

      Being a star at keeping the books had honed her peepers for spotting the things others didn’t peep. Worried her head off the d’mencha would descend and snatch her second love from her after it had snatched her first, but so far…

      Now, to be sure, her son would say otherwise, believing the mental bug was about to send her wandering around HappyLiving Estates in the dead of night before ending up in someone else’s double-wide!

      It’s why her son had put her up in the retirement resort.

      Resort. Bah!

      A coffin more like it. A place to go and die.

      Oh, her son had sold it to her as a “community of warmth and wonder” where “golden years shine bright” and “dreams and friendships flourish” in a home of “care and connection.” Suppose that’s how the joint itself had sold the joint to him when he’d gone looking for answers after Herb had passed and she had wandered off the reservation. So he assumed.

      A bunch of hooey was what those sappy slogans were!

      She knew better. She’d seen better. Or worse, given the vibe shift.

      Back to the killings. The murders, in her book.

      Because the books at Dreamscape Manor were adding up right as she expected—or wrong, given the numbers she’d been able to crunch, a stack of spreadsheets smelling to high heaven! To be expected after she had set off to sniff out the carcass that had flared a righteous stench, beginning with her next door neighbor.

      Maurine was her name—had been her name. Now, the woman in the blue nightgown hadn’t never put up no fuss. So she never got the happy pills. Maurine though…hers was a cocktail that could lay an elephant flat on its back for a week, snoring to beat the band.

      Until she’d keeled over during the dead of night.

      Maurine plus Herb was her starting place. One plus one definitely equaled two.

      Two deaths.

      The murders, as those stankin’ spreadsheets would soon reveal.

      It’s funny, because all she had wanted was a life filled with biscuits and gravy for breakfast before midmorning tea time with the ladies, followed by soup and sandwiches and euchre in the afternoon with the fellas, on toward meatloaf and reruns of M.A.S.H. and All in the Family before retiring to bed before a variation on that institutional routine struck back up again the next day.

      Wasn’t meant to be. Not after Herb.

      And this day, the one in question had started in a way that ended in away she wouldn’t have expected.

      ‘Twas a bright sunny day, all happy and warm, with cherry blossoms outside her window in full bloom, a nest pregnant with life perched outside her window in some piney hedge that reminded her of home, the fruits of that mama bird’s labor making a ruckus that reminded her of her former life, the one with her son and husband and church’s ladies Bible study that hadn’t seen sight of her in months. The day promised hope, light, revelation! After all, the Good Book itself promised the latter when the right sort of light dawned.

      ‘Nothing is covered up that will not be uncovered,’ Jesus Christ himself declared in Doc Luke’s Gospel, ‘and nothing secret that will not become known. Therefore whatever you have said in the dark will be heard in the light, and what you have whispered behind closed doors will be proclaimed from the housetops.’

      She was that light, and soon she would belt her proclamation from the rooftops of Dreamscape Manor itself!

      First things first…

      She shuffled to snatch the last piece of the puzzle—so she could get the whole kit and kaboodle of pieces she’d assembled to her son. But one thing remained. One piece to the puzzle. She had to take it before she was taken down.

      Or out…

      Darkness had settled inside the dormant office she had been volunteering in for months. The soft glow of a monitor reflected in her wide eyes trained on the invoices and spreadsheets and numbers that added up to exactly what she had suspected.

      She had to find a way to get it to her son.

      She would find a way.

      Because if she didn’t…

      Things could get ugly for a whole lot of people she cared about. Mill Creek Junction people.

      Most of all, her son.

      Neglected hinges threw up a sudden, unexpected mournful cry behind her—flooding her with a coldness that rivaled her drafty double-wide in the dead of a Mill Creek winter.

      She gasped, then turned, her eyes wide with a searching glance that turned up nothing but nothing.

      Just a breeze. From an open door leading out into the courtyard, perhaps, or that blasted air conditioner that had frozen her nose.

      She was no boo boo the fool, taking a step, then another to scope out the intrusion. But it looked like nothing but nothing, so she returned to the monitor, sending her fingers twinkle-toesing across the keyboard in a mad-dash search for⁠—

      Another gasp. Then a grin.

      That’s it. There it was.

      Knew it as plain as the nose on her kisser. Knew it was her.

      Them…

      A wide grin of satisfaction spread across the woman in the blue nightgown. Couldn’t help it. Couldn’t help herself. It’s what she was trained for. Trained to do, to look for.

      Another cranky cry flared from behind.

      Followed by a rush of footfalls.

      What the⁠—

      A hand clenched around her nose and mouth, firm yet soft.

      No, not soft. Cottony. Like a wad of cotton balls or a balled-up cloth.

      Stars instantly danced across her eyes a beat after she inhaled a startled breath.

      And what was that at her⁠—

      Ouch!

      A stinger to her neck, it was!

      Before everything started fading to black.

      In the sudden, confusing haze of fading consciousness, her lizard brain took over. Fighting, not fleeing (definitely not!). She activated to put up her dukes like the spitfire she was back in her Baltimore days.

      But a tightening grip and the flaring scent of alcohol sieved away any resolve—confirming what she knew to be true. What she feared.

      She’d been found out. Followed.

      And—

      And…

      Taken care of. For good.

      Supposed she shouldn’t have expected anything different, anything less. When you go poking your nose in someone’s pile of bulldookie, you’re bound to get your nose chopped off.

      Or head, in her case.

      Which quickly bloomed with a thick, threatening fog.

      And blackness.

      Blankness.

      Then—

      Then…

      It all faded. It all went south.

      For good.
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      “Madam Foreperson,” Judge Joey Heller said, “have you reached a verdict?”

      I eased in a measured breath and straightened, clenching the thick, glossy Montblanc pen and massaging its rounded white star representing a snow-capped peak. Waiting, discerning, intuiting whether my record batting a thousand would be tarnished by my client fidgeting at my left.

      Or strengthened.

      I slid my right hand clenching the classic Meisterstück LeGrand fountain pen Dad had gifted me after graduating law school into my pocket, then rested my left on my yellow legal pad, palm flat. A ritual I had carried over from high school mock trial competitions and into law school, then into my law practice. Something to center me, the soft paper beneath my left hand and that smooth, heavy expense cradled in my right that my janitor father could hardly afford grounding me when my senses were firing on all cylinders.

      And boy, were those senses firing, my brain homing in on the sights and sounds and smells of the courtroom moment.

      The lemon polish rubbed into the fine oak table from over a century of care nearly overpowered by my client’s fancy cologne, the cardamom and touch of vanilla dancing with delight. The sunlight flooding into the vast, stately chamber through stained glass windows casting a prismatic nimbus of secular holiness throughout the mahogany-paneled temple dedicated to Lady Justice, her bronze statue tarnished by a century of green-brown perched behind the bench. The shifting bodies on creaking pews, the stiff shoes on veined marble floors, the sniffs and coughs of a public awaiting what that foreperson held in the manila envelope I hadn’t let out of my sight since the twelve women had returned—every last one of them I had been eyeing for the sort of anger that might sink my client.

      Knew it was the fight-flight response tuning my nose and eyes and ears to precise calibration from the epinephrine skating through my veins, the hormone dilating my air passages to flood my body with oxygen to prep my muscles for action, and my pupils with light to spot threats, and the little hairs in my ears with blood to snatch aural indications of those same threats.

      “We—” A hitch in the elder woman’s throat yanked my attention back to the moment and interrupted her reply, the answer to her officiation over the fate of my client dying to nothing but nothing.

      “What do you think, Gideon,” my client whispered, breath stale and sour.

      I ignored him and clenched the pen tighter, at first sensing that answer from the foreperson had died in a hitch, perhaps an emotional one at justice having slipped through her fingers.

      Or a relieved one that justice had been served…

      She coughed then reached for water, loosening my grip.

      Some.

      My client tried again: “O’Donnell, did you nail it or what?”

      I shushed him as the woman recovered, then went back at it.

      “We have, your honor,” she continued, Juror Number 23, as she had been before becoming foreperson of the jury, a wildcard that managed to slip through jury selection.

      There was the scuffing of a chair against the wood floor to my right, then a shuffling of feet.

      Judge Heller motioned for my client to stand, a protocol that wasn’t standard but a tradition the old coot had carried forward from the start of Mill Creek Junction’s founding. Didn’t get it. Didn’t care. All I did care about was that verdict.

      I stood, as did my law partner, Reggie Wilson, and my client, Gerald Peterson, who had been seated between us in a fresh suit, the faint smell of soft wool and laundry solvent thrown up as he stood, along with the Italian pomade that slicked back his long-well manicured black hair streaked silver.

      I threw a quick glance over at the opposing counsel, who had scooted to the edge of her seat, a ritual I knew she’d performed since joining the prosecuting attorney’s office a few years ago after moving to Mill Creek Junction from Knoxville, Tennessee. Annabelle Kirkland, who also happened to be my girlfriend.

      And prosecuting my client for murdering his adulterous spouse.

      Waiting, along with me, for the verdict to a homicide case that I had worked my magic to bring to a resolution.

      Signed, sealed, and delivered on a silver platter.

      Or, as was the case, in a manila envelope clenched tight by the foreperson shifting with glassy care. The elderly woman who had been a wildcard from the start toddled from side to side on wide scuffed pumps beneath a plump body stuffed in a plainspoken black dress. Looked ready for a funeral more than the reading of a jury verdict.

      Perhaps the ill-fitting dress meant there was no chance in hell the accused was getting acquitted. A sort of reverse Johnny Cochrane aphorism at the coda of a case he would just as soon be through with. No ‘If the dress don’t fit you must acquit!’ in this hall of justice.

      To be honest, I was surprised it had been this easy. There had been issues. Missteps. Which Annabelle wasn’t in the habit of transgressing under normal circumstances. She had been a worthy opponent for a few years since moving to the Junction. It was one of the reasons I’d fallen for her, figuring if I couldn’t find my equal, I sure as heck could find my better.

      Took some doing, but I could admit Annabelle was her, in spades.

      Privately admit, of course.

      This case, though…it nearly broke us in two.

      She’d accused me of “defending Junction lowlifes” before, but something about this case had set her off. On me. I had tried to pry it loose from those luscious lips of hers, but she sure as heck had kept them suckers closed through the trial. In more ways than one. I had hoped after Juror Number 23 had read the verdict we could return to our normal dating rhythm. Now…I wasn’t so sure.

      Annabelle’s boss leaned in from behind against the wooden rail at her back in a rushed whisper. Dean Lawlor, the Junction’s lead prosecuting attorney, and the biggest prick in the Mitten State. Mostly because he was the biggest prig in the Mitten State—the self-righteous, moralistic bozo who dared lecture me on legal ethics knowing how he would work the system to suit his own legal-scoring ends. I had even sued the city, too, because of those shady antics. And won.

      I’d do it again today if necessary.

      Had been bowled over that the man hadn’t taken first chair, or even second, given the highly publicized nature of the crime—not to mention the highly politicized nature of it all. Probably got advice from some pair of suits suggesting the trial would roll better for the prosecution if a woman ran point, given the grizzly nature of what the councilman had been accused of.

      And who the victim was.

      Penelope Peterson.

      The councilman’s wife.

      I wondered what Lawlor was telling her, what sort of last-minute order the bozo was barking in her ear after his hands had been all over the case from the start. Suppose there were good reasons, given the nature of the case.

      When one of the Junction’s councilmen is found skunk-drunk passed out on Main Street by one of Mill Creek’s finest, and mumbles something about his wife being gone⁠—

      Allegedly, of course.

      Well, brows were liable to be raised. Especially when they’re part of Mayor Goodall’s cast of political cronies, and the opposition aligned with the suspect has a gold Rolodex with dirt on every last one of the boys in blue patrolling Main Street and that city council, along with all the rest of Mill Creek Junctions ruling class.

      Damn small-town politics.

      Doubly so when the attending officer brought my drunk client home with his front door wide open and looking like he had been robbed blind.

      And triply so after discovering the body of my client’s wife after inspecting the premises thanks to that alarming front door.

      Annabelle had called it a true Shakespearian tragedy with what was found inside. I had just called it a payday.

      She didn’t like that.

      I didn’t like it when her number had been drawn from a fish bowl of other assistant prosecuting attorney grunts. And when the press got involved—and not the local kind, mind you, but the Detroit Free Press and USA Today, even The New York Times ran a piece—well, again, the whole blasted thing nearly broke us in two.

      That was a month ago. And now Annabelle was sitting at the edge of her seat, I was shifting on a new pair of English tan oxfords I had bought special for the trial, the rancid smell of fried onions and kielbasa wafting from Lawlor’s kisser still flapping a mile a minute.

      Everyone was waiting for the jury foreperson to get to it already.

      Except—

      Except I had doubts. And I wondered if I should beat Juror Number 23 to the punch, intercept the reading of the verdict, and make a deal with the PA’s office. Plead guilty to a lesser charge and hope for the best. Voluntary manslaughter, even murder two. Something that copped to a heat-of-passion break with reality, leading to the—well, to the slaughterhouse that had been my client’s bathroom.

      Had tried to coax the man into trying for the deal. Reggie had turned the screws something fierce, laying out in his own special Reggie way what happens in the “J-Max” on the outskirts of town, the state’s maximum security joint as it’s known. No budging and no-go on that front.

      So we had rolled the dice and played the cards we’d been dealt—and hoped the odds were in our favor as they had ever been.

      As the elderly woman finished another cough and sip of water, I eyed the jury. Every one of those eleven women still seated, which had been a cruel irony, to be sure. A fluke, really. Had never seen anything like it before, the way the jury pool had turned up the XYs in spades. Worst roll and worst hand possible.

      And not a one of them looked our way. My way, me and my client’s.

      Not good Gideon Paul…

      Hadn’t had a good feeling about this one from the start. Not in the slightest. I’d had serious doubts whether a jury would move for a dismissal after the evidence Annabelle and her team had presented, even after pulling out all the objection and stall-tactic stops. Which wasn’t so much about the evidence itself as it was the nature of the crime itself.

      That’s where I’d had my work cut out for me.

      Again, as Annabelle had framed the whole blasted thing: a true Shakespearean tragedy.

      Which was why I had also pressed Gerald Peterson to make a deal for a lesser sentence. I’d won with worse hands, but not when the rest of someone’s life was on the line. And with the way things had gone down—with that bathroom!—I didn’t want to chance my client’s future.

      Or my impeccable winning streak. Not spotless but near there. I wouldn’t let this urchin sully my reputation.

      The man hadn’t budged an inch, even after everything that had come out at trial, on top of what had gone down the moment that blasted front door had been opened, then entered.

      Which had gone down like this.
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      The first indication all had not been right at the Peterson residence was the door itself. Which was unlocked and cracked open. With no sign of forced entry, no splintered jamb or broken glass. As if the person who had been standing on the other side of the front door had known who had rung the bell. Or worse—for both the vic and for me: the vic’s killer had come from inside the house itself, only to later flee and binge-drink his life away down Main Street.

      Which was exactly what Annabelle had argued, and I had countered.

      But that wasn’t all of it, and not the most damning. Not in the slightest.

      The bloody handprint had sent the Junction cop sailing inside. Or rather, prints. And four-pronged streaks, racing up and down the pale walls in curving arcs following a staircase to the second floor. Like some ankle biter had plunged their hand down into a can of grape jelly and went to town. I’d seen my share of violent crime scenes, given the nature of my job as a defense attorney, but that—my client’s house…

      Alarmed, and understandably so with visible evidence of violence in the house, the officer had instructed the councilman to remain in the police car for his own safety before heading up for a look-see inside.

      Someone cleared their throat, yanking my attention back to the prosecutor’s wing of the bar table. A hissing sigh joined by an insistent “Well?” was followed by another wafting whiff of kielbasa-covered onion breath.

      Annabelle looked like she was going to answer her boss when the clompy shoes of an old woman thudded against the scuffed courthouse wood floor. The pinched face woman with her silver hair spun up into a wicked bun stepping back to the mic.

      Juror Number 23. Ready to deliver.

      “We have, your honor,” Madam Foreperson announced in a shrilly tone that set my teeth on edge.

      “Well?” I heard Dean again in a whispered rush. Then some mumbling, beneath the breath.

      That caught me by surprise.

      A word, actually.

      Deal.

      Which sent a ping of adrenaline coursing through my veins, sending my heart lurching, a coldness spreading through my chest, and drying my mouth with the trace taste of pennies.

      “No!” Annabelle said with conviction, matching Lawlor’s same whispered rush, but adding a pinched brow and downturned mouth that told her boss to back off.

      He did, slinking back into the walnut wood bench that had been his perch for the last few weeks of trial that had seriously made me question my professional pursuits.

      And my sanity for taking on this case.

      Because after clearing the main floor of any threat, and finding no victim, the attending officer had proceeded up the stairs to the second floor, following the crimson-streaked wall toward destiny. Clearing the other rooms, he opened the door to the master bedroom.

      And found nothing.

      Not a drop of blood on the carpet. Not a misplaced pillow or rumpled sheet on the bed, which was still made. No broken glass or torn curtains or toppled nightstand.

      Nothing.

      Except for a ribbon of light cutting through the cracked bathroom door.

      Which he’d proceeded toward. Then opened.

      Finding a white-marbled toilet room covered in blood. Painted. Like that toddler who’d gotten into the fridge and smeared Welch’s finest with giddy glee.

      And a body.

      Floating in grape juice.

      The kind of water left over from the same kiddo who had spent a morning painting with jelly. Penelope’s throat was slashed open. Not once, not twice. But three times.

      Hence the bathroom doused in blood, then those streaks down the stairwell wall to the main floor. It was everywhere!

      With one exception, which had played into my defense.

      Because not a drop of that grape jelly had been found on the councilman.

      Those two competing details—lots of blood; no blood—had played beautifully into my strategy, something I had hammered from the start.

      Bloody house. Bloodless suspect.

      I made sure not to reference the victim. It was the “house,” his house, even.

      Now the drunk part was tricky. So much so that he had been passed out on Main Street. Odd part about it was that when Reggie had checked in with my best bud Max Blade as part of his recon, he claimed the councilman had never been to his bar that evening. My other associate, Elizabeth Seward, had interviewed Burt and Sheila, two of Max’s employees. They confirmed the same: Councilman Peterson hadn’t gotten drunk at Max’s Place on their watch.

      The other tricky part of the case was the fact the vic had been—shall we say, involved with someone else. The owner of a regional chain of auto parts stores. Which certainly gave the prosecution at least one leg of the three-legged legal stool to work with.

      Motive.

      Sort of had opportunity, too, given the councilman had keys to the house, and the front door was wide open, without any forced entry, and given the pair were husband and wife, so he had access to the victim. Only problem—for the prosecution, not for me—was the means part.

      Again: bloody house; bloodless suspect. Best part? No knife had been recovered.

      That wasn’t even the biggest problem—again for the prosecution, not me, which I had hammered Annabelle on, without mercy. Felt a little bad about that. But a defense attorney needs to hammer all the nails in sight to find the one that will be the final one in the prosecution’s coffin.

      Between the Junction police officer keeping Gerald in the back of his cruiser and him scoping the premises—for his safety, of course—the councilman had passed out in the back seat, and Annabelle had instructed Chief Roller to take him back to the Junction police department for questioning. Which he did, and she did.

      Again, big mistake.

      The replay of the video from that night showed Gerald sitting in an interrogation room of dim white fluorescent light and mint green tiles, a steel table and chair bolted to the floor. The crime scene detective, Jamie Ramos, got to work after handing him a large cup of coffee. And without Mirandizing him. Probably feared he would lawyer up, which anyone in their right mind should the minute they’re hauled into a small room of white light and green tiles, a steel table and chair bolted to the floor! Regardless, not Mirandizing Gerald⁠—

      It was a big mistake.

      Had been surprised by the misstep, actually, knowing Annabelle to be an uber by-the-books APA. But her misstep was my opportunity.

      Ramos was a different sort. Skirted and blurred the lines of the law more than I did, which I had used to my advantage a time or two in court getting evidence submitted by Junction PD she’d collected thrown out.

      Annabelle wasn’t in the room, instead behind mirrored plexiglass as the woman stepped up to the plate and began slowly edging the councilman toward a confession.

      Ramos began leaning into his reason for drinking, his reason for hanging around Main Street. Gerald had said he’d “had a bad day and needed to blow off steam.”

      Safe, as far as I was concerned.

      She’d pressed him about leaving the house—when and why he left the door open. He didn’t know when, and thought he’d shut the door on his way out.

      Then she’d moved to questions about his wife: What was she doing when he left; he didn’t know. Was she upstairs in the bathtub; he didn’t know. What was her demeanor like before he left; seemed fine, but they didn’t speak much. Any known associates who might want to harm her, or unknown ones who would want to harm her, enemies and such; he didn’t know. Was she alive when he left the house?

      None of it mattered. Only one thing did.

      Which wasn’t in that room. Didn’t even happen in that room or at the station. It’s what had happened before Gerald had been carted off to the Junction PD station drunk as a skunk on a steamy West Michigan August evening.

      And had made my day. Not to mention my case!

      Because while Gerald was passed out in the back of the arresting officer’s patrol car, the genius had taken it upon himself to swab the underside of Gerald’s fingernails for DNA when he took his blood alcohol level reading.

      Major Fourth Amendment no-nos.

      It was obvious to any first year law student—shoot, any freshman criminal justice major!—that the man hadn’t voluntarily offered the evidence. There hadn’t even been a warrant issued for the evidence. And, lucky for Gerald and me, and every other American citizen, judges tend to be sticklers about people having the right to secure their person, even the undersides of their fingernails.

      Where sodium hypochlorite was hiding.

      Also known as bleach.

      Which does a bang-up job of getting rid of grape jelly and dissolving DNA.

      And apparently had ticked Annabelle off to high heaven when she’d received a report on the matter. She’d dismounted from her perch behind the glass and marched into the interrogation room herself. Leading to Gerald sobbing before lunging for her with a red face and raised fist and raging cry.

      Then confessing. Sort of.

      Not his proudest moment. Especially the confessing part.

      “That no good, cheating wife,” Gerald had raged, “had it coming with what she’d done to me. Embarrassing me like that, making me the talk of town. With an auto parts store owner—on top of her ultimate betrayal!”

      Eyes had bugged out and face had turned purple, his silvering black hair standing on edge and a corkscrew vein popping at his temple from his display of vengeance in a way no jury should ever see!

      Wasn’t quite a confession, but his admission could be played many ways.

      One of which was probable cause.

      Annabelle had held it together, stepping back toward the man. Then she read him his rights, he was cuffed, and that was that. He went limp, probably from resigned understanding, and was hauled out to spend the night in lock up.

      Then the real work began—for both Annabelle and me.

      Because a man raging after discovering his wife had cheated on him was one thing. But a man raging after discovering his dead and slaughtered wife had cheated on him, even drinking himself into a stupor before stumbling down Main Street and passing out in a way that smacked of remorse⁠—

      Between the DNA and the circumstantial evidence, compounded by the near-confession admission, it was definitely enough for Annabelle Kirkland to work with.

      Giving me a run for my defense attorney money.

      No surprise, she had charged the councilman with first degree murder, then attached second degree as a lesser included offense, given the nature of the crime. I had to give it to her, suggesting the killing of his wife had been premeditated. Definitely dicey. When I had challenged her on it she’d gotten super feisty, saying there was plenty of solid evidence to get him on it. She’d also pushed for no bail, given the nature of the crime.

      Which I had obviously objected to.

      “Your Honor,” I’d said, “my client is an upstanding member of the community, a councilman for god’s sake, who poses little risk to the Junction and carries little flight risk.”

      “I’m sorry,” Annabelle had retorted, “but since when does nearly decapitating one’s wife and draining her blood in a bathtub of hot water not pose a danger to the community?”

      “Objection, Your Honor!”

      “And since when do we allow murderers of any sort to roam freely up and down Main Street, even and especially politically well-connected ones?”

      “Oh, come on! Should we just convict the man now without even a jury⁠—”

      “Alright, alright, you two,” the judge had interrupted, jutting out his hand to us both. “Two counts of murder are rendered, bail set at one million dollars.”

      He dropped his gavel before I could interject, and Peterson was hauled away. But not before I stepped back up to the plate for the next swing at the ball.

      “Your honor, at this time we move for a hearing to suppress as evidence any confession or admission given by the defendant while in custody.”

      “On what ground?” Annabelle scoffed.

      “On the ground that it was involuntary.”

      “Are you high⁠—”

      “Alright, alright, you two,” the judge interjected again. “The judge assigned to the case is Heller, so you may submit your motion with him. Until then, the suspect is remanded to Mill Creek Junction police pending bail.”

      Then he gaveled us again, and we were dismissed.

      Not a bad start, as far as I’d figured it.

      Round one went to me, which wasn’t the biggest gain. But I knew as well as any attorney, defense or not, that you want the Big Mo on your side from the get-go. There’s a sort of energy to a trial that begins straight away. From the time a suspect is fingered and booked and arraigned clear through the trial itself, with its witnesses and objections and cross examinations, all the way up until the verdict is read. Gave me a high greater than my days dinking around as a Junction teenager and then some more in undergrad and law school.

      So winning bail, as outlandishly high as it was, was a fine way to start. The real work would come the next day with the suppression hearing.

      Along with the fireworks.
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      I hadn’t wanted to take the case when I had gotten the phone call from Councilman Peterson. Had been the first call he’d made, actually, his wife having—well, “died unexpectedly,” as he had explained over the phone. The couple hadn’t had children, and the man didn’t have anyone else to contact using his one jailhouse phone-a-friend. So I was it.

      Gerald had said he knew of my reputation as a street fighter. Said my winning streak was proof positive I was someone who could “get down and dirty and do what had to be done to win.” Said I was a winner, and he needed a winner—needed me, and only me, to spring him from jail, try his case, and keep him from life in prison.

      “Because there’s no way I’m going down for this—not after what she’d done to me!” he’d barked before bawling.

      I had told him to sit tight, keep his mouth shut, and tell Annabelle that his attorney was on the way. Then off he went.

      Which was odd timing. Because just that day, my associates, Reggie and Lizzy, and I had had a powwow about jettisoning our work defending people that involved blood or other bodily fluids. The work had paid well, and had been a consistent cash stream. Stephen King was right on the money: ‘Just when you think you’ve seen the worst human beings have to offer, you find out you’re wrong. There’s no end to evil.’ Which meant no end to criminal defense work, especially the sort involving blood or other bodily fluids.

      So there were considerations to be made, a real back-and-forth convo about the practicalities of shutting off the spigot that had kept us afloat. But the work was wearing us out, me especially. Didn’t admit it to Reggie and Lizzy, but my weariness was born more from the nightmares that had surfaced from my scarred soul, literally keeping me up at night, than any moral dilemma saving the cats that clawed their way into the criminal justice system.

      That, and a conversation I’d had with my father before he had passed, one the man had repeated several times over the years. It was sparked by a case brought to me by the National Fraternal Order of Police. One of their officers from Grand Rapids had shot dead a driver after a routine traffic stop went south. Like many of these things nowadays, the officer was white, the dead driver black, launching round-the-clock protests in Rosa Parks Circle in downtown Grand Rapids.

      Ma had been tight-lipped about my work. Dad…well, it was understandable he was enraged, since they themselves were both black, and he’d had his own share of run-ins with Mill Creek Junction PD. As their white-boy adoptee, I understood some of their experiences with injustice. Not its depths, but enough. That case was the proverbial straw that had broken the dam that opened up the hydrant of rhetorical heat on me. Mixing metaphors, sure, but Dad had brought the big guns when it came time to say his piece that had struck me to the core, in a way his other complaints hadn’t.

      “‘It is not right to be partial to the guilty or to subvert the innocent in judgment,’” he’d shouted, quoting the Good Book, from the Book of Proverbs. Channeling the Puerto Rican side of his family tree, he’d waved his arms around and clenched his fists in a fiery sermon that lived his emotions in the moment.

      But he wasn’t through, and neither was the Good Book: ‘When justice is done, it is a joy to the righteous but dismay to evildoers.’

      He had another ready before I could get a word in edgewise: ‘Partiality in judging is not good. Whoever says to the wicked, ‘You are innocent,’ will be cursed by peoples, abhorred by nations, but those who rebuke the wicked will have delight, and a good blessing will come upon them.’

      Yeah, that was sure convicting!

      Before I could offer a well-honed retort—legal mumbo jumbo about protecting the rights of the accused and ensuring the integrity of the legal system, that ‘it’s easy to defend the innocent, but who is eloquent enough to defend the guilty’ (thank you Publilius Syrus!), and my fave: ‘a doctor would never deny a patient because he is too ill and a priest would never turn someone away for being too full of sin, so a lawyers should not deny a client because they are guilty’—all of which I’d recited to rationalize my work, often (mostly?) to myself. Before I could get to all that, Dad had beat me to the punch with his own retort.

      “‘Many seek the favor of a ruler,’” he’d quoted from Proverbs again, “‘but it is from the Lord that one gets justice.’” Then he leaned in and explained, “the Lord knows, Gideon. The Lord knows who is guilty and innocent, ‘for human ways are under the eyes of the Lord, and he examines all their paths,’ as Proverbs again reminds. Those clients you represent, and your own representin’—the Lord sees all!”

      Then the kicker: “‘One who justifies the wicked and one who condemns the righteous are both alike an abomination to the Lord.’ Why do you want to participate in what God detests as an abomination, Gideon?”

      I wasn’t all that religious. Hadn’t been to church in a long while. But the idea that God was seeing me defending rapists and murderers, corrupt managers and police officers, and that he detested my participation in their acquittal, in justifying their crimes—well, let’s just say I was close to having my own come to Jesus moment.

      Except—

      Except the money was right. So was the price, and I’d worked out a deal with Councilman Peterson to keep him out of prison if he paid up. And boy, did he pay up. Which had reinforced a running dilemma I had tapped to hold off actually walking down the aisle and getting baptized a little while longer.

      I had long ago made peace with the Devil’s bargain of taking on “defending the lowlifes,” as Annabelle had accused, so I could get the large, sure-thing payouts to fund the cases I really cared about, to fight for real justice for the little guys. That’s what I told myself, anyway. Most days I bought my bull.

      Today wasn’t one of them.

      Except this case was right. Because of the glaring prosecutorial and police procedural misconduct that I had bet would make it a slam-dunk win. For my record, sure. But for my innocent client.

      Obviously.

      And even if he wasn’t innocent, wasn’t there something to be said about fighting for the system, holding the powers-that-be accountable, and all that jazz, given that glaring prosecutorial and police procedural misconduct?

      Again, I wasn’t sure I was buying my own bull. Even at the hearing.

      “All rise,” the court officer had intoned, nine o’clock sharp the next morning. “This court is now in session by the honorable Judge Joseph Heller.”

      “Yes, yes, yes,” Judge Joey Heller chittered before settling his thin frame into his overly large black leather chair, “be seated, and what not.”

      The judge was a colorful character who was the butt of many jokes among the Junction legal community.

      “What business is being brought before me this morning?”

      I stood and announced, “Gideon O’Donnell, representing Councilman Gerald Peterson. We have a motion to offer.”

      Predictably, Annabelle threw me a wry grin from across the aisle before scoffing, eyes locked with a smirk on the judge.

      Who asked, “And what motion is it you, well, come offering?”

      “To suppress his confession,” I replied, eyes similarly locked without a smirk. I was serious, and my locked jaw said so. “At trial it is wholly unreliable and coerced, given it was made by the defendant while so intoxicated by alcohol that he lacked the mental capacity to make it voluntarily.”

      Annabelle folded her arms and shook her head with a muttered, “That’s real rich. Even for you, Gideon.”

      I didn’t blanch, but tightened my jaw. Heller ahh-hemmed and glared at her before motioning for me to continue.

      I did: “I call the court’s attention to the fact that the evidence indicates the defendant was obviously intoxicated during the time the arrest took place and throughout the interview and interrogation. Consequently, the court should find the defendant was not mentally competent to waive his constitutional rights at any point. On top of that, we move to suppress the DNA evidence gathered while my defendant was passed out.”

      “This is a waste of the court’s time, Your Honor!” Annabelle had complained, jumping to her feet. “Routine DNA swabs are common police procedure and the fact the man was three sheets to the wind isn’t a matter of law. The councilman was fully cognizant and aware of his surroundings during the duration of his interrogation and was well aware of what was happening at the time he all but admitted to butchering his wife!”

      “Oh, come on! He admitted nothing. And besides, it was basically coerced, given his drunken state. And in no way, shape, or form did my client give consent to have his person searched and his DNA seized, much less have the option to assert his Fifth Amendment right against self-incrimination!”

      Heller had done one of his comical chittering sounds behind pursed lips and waved a hand. Then he leaned back and stroked his scrawny bare chin, replying, “I must say, Mr. O’Donnell, I agree somewhat with the prosecution here. What precedent do you have for such a maneuver?”

      I had been ready for that one.

      “People v. Knedler, Colorado 2014, found that a defendant’s level of intoxication at the time of the Miranda advisement is relevant to a waiver’s validity, and that he may be so intoxicated that he could not have made a knowing and intelligent waiver⁠—”

      “But it ultimately concluded,” Annabelle interrupted, “that the totality of the circumstances adequately established that Knedler’s decision to waive his rights was informed and deliberate.”

      A surprising defense, catching me off guard and drawing a sideways glance I regretted. She’d smirked and held her head high. Like she knew she’d just scored.

      “Yes, Ms. Kirkland, that is true…” Judge Heller replied, leaning back in his chair and casting a long gaze at the ceiling—before tapping his nose and snapping his beady eyes to her behind tiny spectacles clinging to the end of it and bringing home my bacon: “But I don’t find the totality of the circumstances adequately establishes Peterson’s decision to waive his rights through his self-confession was informed and deliberate.”

      That smirk had sieved to nothing but nothing before she sucked in an audible breath. “Excuse me?”

      “That’s right. I’m granting the defendant’s motion to suppress.”

      Tried suppressing my own smirk of success, but one slipped. I quickly recovered and went for the jugular.

      “In that case, Your Honor, I move for an immediate dismissal, given the fruit of the poisonous tree doctrine would surely be at play here.”

      “Is not!” Annabelle objected, actually adding a foot stomp, as if throwing an exclamation point at the end of her exclamation. “We have crime scene evidence and eyewitness testimony that will place the defendant at the victim’s residence.”

      “You mean his own house?”

      “We also found secondary trace elements of the victim’s DNA on the defendant⁠—”

      “Trace elements—they were married, for goodness’ sake! Of course you’d find⁠—”

      “Can I finish?”

      “No!”

      “Yes, yes, yes,” Judge Heller interjected. “You both have mounted a vigorous rebuttal, but I’ve heard enough. The motion to dismiss is denied. I find enough cause to proceed. Trial starts in a week.”

      The gavel fell before Annabelle could object and the race was on to find the crime scene evidence and eyewitness testimony I needed to keep my client from the clink and my record spotless.

      But the evidence presented at trial posed a problem.

      Footprints left behind from the councilman in the bathroom put him at the scene. At least his shoe size and shoe print. Somehow, the traces of blood under his fingernails, as well as the trace chemical compound of bleach, got admitted. Knew the Supreme Court had ruled such routine non-invasive swabbing didn’t violate the Fourth Amendment, though I would use it on appeal, if it came to it.

      Then there was the neighbor. Oh, the neighbor!

      Who claimed hearing raised voices, then a long string of silence, hours in fact before the councilman came stumbling out of his house drunk as a skunk. Annabelle had even gotten testimony of the affair, putting the lover up on the stand for all to see and hear.

      Then there was the arresting officer. Who had not only heard Gerald moaning and groaning in his patrol car. There were those seven words that shouldn’t have been admitted, yet were.

      Amounting to a confession on top of the one I had suppressed.

      ‘I can’t believe my baby is gone.’

      Annabelle had replayed and replayed those seven blasted words till they set my teeth on edge! And probably the jury’s…

      ‘I can’t believe my baby is gone.’

      And that’s how she ended. With that testimony of the officer who found the councilman passed out on Main Street jibber-jabbering that seven-word near-confession.

      Except—

      Gerald Peterson’s lawyer wasn’t just any small-town shingle.

      He was Gideon Paul O’Donnell.

      I had muscled through my own defense, leveling the DNA evidence with masterful hypotheticals with the medical examiner that pried open a window of reasonable doubt about the double helix. Problem with juries these days is they think they know it all because they’ve binge-watched umpteen-some seasons of Law & Order or CSI—the original plus Miami, New York, Cyber, and Vegas! And when they hear “DNA evidence” they think slam dunk.

      Except it isn’t, especially in one’s own house, and with one’s own wife. Even if he might have killed her.

      Allegedly, of course.

      Then I raised all sorts of possibilities with the eyewitness who had heard the alleged arguing all from an open window across the street. Then grilled the arresting officer that the man could have been mourning the loss of his marriage after drinking half a bottle of Courvoisier cognac. What man wouldn’t drink himself silly after his wife confessed her undying love for the auto parts manager from across town?

      “Very well,” Judge Heller said, snapping me from the cinematic run-through. “What say you?”

      Time for the verdict.

      I slipped a hand back into my right pocket, returning to that smooth, heavy talisman. Hoped it was good for more than marking up legal pads and offering my John Hancock.

      Here we go, Gideon Paul…

      Time stopped.

      Which that blasted jury box leveraged to snag my attention again, my lizard brain that had kept my ancestors alive for millennia taking in those eleven faces again from Mill Creek Junction’s finest pool of people less savvy enough to get out of jury duty.

      Before darting to Annabelle again for a second read.

      She shook her head and muttered something back at Dean Lawlor, who frowned and flared his nostrils.

      Looked like the deal was off the table.

      The foreperson fumbled with the manila envelope, slipping a chipped navy-painted nail inside the sealed flap and struggling to break it loose.

      Opening a window for me to make my final move.

      And final shot.
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      I leaned over to my client, whispering in a rush, “I think I can get you fifteen years. Ten with good behavior.”

      Councilman Peterson offered a weak and confused “Huh?”

      Another glance toward the jury box told me I was right on the money mark with my Hail Mary. Not a one of those other eleven jurors looked our way as the wheels of justice lurched toward the verdict. The window opening up by the clock’s merciful tick-tick-ticking gave us a helping hand while the woman struggled.

      And the sands of time sieved to nothing but nothing.

      Along with my opportunity.

      “Time’s almost up,” I replied lowly. “And this fiddling with the envelope is the sign! The universe has thrown you a bone, Gerald. Pick it up and let me take it to the APA. I’ll say you’re ready to plead guilty to voluntary manslaughter.”

      Didn’t believe in that hooey for a second, the universe’s signs and what not. But I knew the councilman was into that sort of woo-woo nonsense, manifesting his not guilty verdict and all with Tibetan tea rituals and burning lemongrass, probably while smoking the other kind.

      “Are you taking crazy pills?” my client hissed, drawing narrowed, scornful eyes from Judge Heller.

      “Keep your voice down!”

      Juror Number 23 offered an embarrassed laugh as she continued wrestling with the envelope, the top slowly coming apart in papery crumbles and prolonging the agony.

      But also the opportunity.

      I returned to Councilman Peterson: “Dead serious. I’m not sure we’ve got this one. With those seven words. Those twelve jurors. Who haven’t given us one passing glance.”

      Now Gerald gave the jury box a glance, and frowned, furrowing his brow and draining of color some.

      “I can sell voluntary manslaughter,” I rushed.

      Had to talk fast and convince even faster. This might actually be the most important rhetorical moment of the entire trial: convincing my client of his guilt! That pleading guilty and going to jail was his best option.

      “You acted during the heat of passion, under circumstances that any reasonable person could understand would cause any reasonable person to become emotionally and mentally anguished. To the point you couldn’t reasonably control your emotions.”

      Judge Heller blew an irritated huff through pursed lips and waved the bailiff over to assist the foreperson with that merciful bone tossed into open court by the universe.

      Which meant the window was closing. Fast.

      “Come on, Gerald! Tick-tock, tick-tock.”

      A relieved sigh sounded from the front, followed by ruffling paper.

      From the jury box.

      Where the elderly woman had stuffed her hand down inside the mangled envelope, then yanked it out, holding a yellow single-sheet and wearing an accomplished grin.

      “Just say the word, Gerald.”

      My client snapped wide, blood-shot eyes to me above a mouth gaping as wide, as if filled with a bazillion questions.

      “Say the word and I’ll hustle up to the APA and make a deal. Signed, sealed, delivered before the foreperson reads the verdict.”

      Those eyes narrowed, that mouth snapped shut, and that face drained of color quickly replenished with a raging red that sent an electric charge of confirmation racing up and down my spine.

      He’d done it. No question.

      And it looked like he’d sever my own head if I didn’t back down.

      “How about we start over?” Judge Heller said with a chuckle and a wide grin, echoed by the room.

      “I’d very much like that!” Juror Number 23 said with a sighing chuckle of her own.

      Another chuckle from behind, joined by a warm laugh from the judge’s perch. Straightening, he jutted his arms out to let his robe settle around him before setting his hands on the desk and scooting closer.

      “Madam Foreperson, members of the jury, have you reached a verdict?”

      “We have, Your Honor.”

      “Very well, what say you?”

      I flashed my client wide, searching eyes again. Getting nothing but a hard, scowling stare.

      Fine. He’d made his decision.

      And his bed.

      The crisp crinkling of paper snapped my attention back to the jury box.

      Where the foreperson eased chunky black glasses chained to her neck onto her face, adjusted them, and held out the yellow single-sheet for the reading of the verdict.

      Here we go, Gideon Paul…

      Moment of truth.

      I clenched my pen tighter after replaying the crazy from the past few weeks. The money sure was worth it, if not the thrill of the chase and rush of the defense.

      None of it would add up to a hill of beans if that slip of paper held by that woman and decided by those women delivered the big NG. Neither the thrill nor the chase, because Gideon Paul O’Donnell played for keeps, and those keeps weren’t playing for unless I won.

      Certainly the money wouldn’t be worth it, given the bulk of my fee was contingent upon me winning. And without that win, which Councilman Peterson was more than happy to pay to avoid J-Max and the horny roommate waiting for him inside—well, without it my practice was toast, not to mention my next case, the real one.

      Slumming it as a fly-by-night defense attorney these years had taken a toll. I’d managed to keep my head above water well enough, making sure my associates were paid, and even enough to cover my own salary and pay my mortgage and eat out at Max’s Place from time to time. I’d built up a solid reputation as a reliable defense attorney who’d score the big NG, on top of winning enough liability and insurance suits to offer alternative cash streams.

      But those streams had begun to sieve away to a trickle, and the sort of defense work that was my bread-and-butter wasn’t enough to cover all the bills. They would probably be shut off anyway if Reggie and Lizzy had their way, and my conscience.

      Sure, the stupidity of humanity was reliable enough to keep other cases coming at a reliable clip, even the occasional blood and fluids ones I’d been loath to keep taking. Yet springing people from the clink for driving under the influence and reducing simple possession charges, drafting wills and moderating divorce proceedings, even handling neighborly disputes and wrongful terminations—none of it was enough. It was all just one hamster running wheel that gave me a run for my fruitless bolder-pushing money. I was Sisyphus in a suit.

      Which was why I was behind on the rent due on my office, and the landlord had sent that final letter threatening to turn off the juice to my lights, and, and, and…

      Hence this murder case. Which really wasn’t about this case. Definitely wasn’t about the jerk shifting at my left in that Old World suit that cost more than my mortgage payment.

      No, this one was like the books Big New York Publishing fought tooth-and-nail to acquire. The James Pattersons and Stephen Kings, the Nora Robertses and Janet Ivonoviches—even those trashy celebrity memoirs, the cookbooks by people who’d never cooked a day in their gilded life. Those guaranteed bestsellers, with their six-figure advances and seven-figure sales payouts, were about the other books, the real books Big New York Publishing wanted to publish that never earned out the cost to pay the author and print the books. The stories that move people to tears and the deep-dive studies that motivate governments to get their acts together.

      This case was that. It was about the next case, the real one, which would die before it got started if I didn’t win this case.

      And I couldn’t let that happen.

      Not for those class action plaintiffs. Not for Ma, even for Dad, though he had passed. Definitely not for them, that dear couple who had rescued me all those years ago…

      A cough, then a clearing of the throat, then a searching grope for water again.

      To which I heard another whispered reply that sounded like “Are you sure?” from Dean Lawlor.

      There might still be a chance if the Big Kahuna was pestering his underling to fall in line and make a deal with my client.

      A slurpy sip, then: “In the matter of the People versus Gerald Peterson⁠—”

      “Gerald?” I tried again in a hurried hiss.

      Which was only outmatched by an almost equally hissing “Shut up!” from my client.

      Supposed that settled it.

      “—in the matter of murder in the first degree, we, the jury, find the defendant⁠—”

      Moment of truth.

      A breath. An agonizing beat.

      Then—

      “Not guilty.”

      Had I heard her right?

      Not guilty?

      The air fled the room in a gigantic gasp of disbelief, the vast hall of mahogany and marble not computing what had just happened. Signaling I’d for sure heard right.

      She continued, “In the matter of murder in the second degree, we, the jury, find the defendant⁠—”

      Juror Number 23 interrupted herself, swinging her gaze from the yellow single-sheet over to me and my client. A penetrating, hard, misty-eyed stare that signaled resigned regret.

      Then again: “Not guilty.”

      Time and sound hung in the vacuum of the chamber’s collectively held breath at the dual not guilty verdicts.

      Then the floodgates opened, gasps and commotion, shuffling and actual motion rushing into the maw of disbelief.

      My eyes snapped to Judge Heller, who looked as surprised as I was. While my ears heard the faint sounds of whimpering and groaning with the same disbelief.

      Right before I glanced at my opponent.

      Who just sat, statue-still.

      I barely registered what came next. It was all a muffled blur of sound and motion, all around.

      “Gerald Peterson,” the judge announced, “you have been found not guilty of first and second degree murder. You are free to go.”

      To which Peterson threw up a victorious “Huzzah!” and laugh, clapping his hands together and yessing me on a job well-done.

      “Thank you, members of the jury,” Judge Heller went on, “for your service today. This court is adjourned.”

      The loud smack of wood against wood, then a mournful “All rise. Court is adjourned” from the male court clerk, snapped me back to the moment.

      I didn’t know what to do, how to act—what to feel, even. Supposed I should be grateful for the win. Peterson sure was, clenching a solid, relieved hand on my shoulder, slapping my back and offering a round of I-told-you-sos before spinning dumbly for direction.

      Before my client wandered off, the bailiff sauntered over. I explained the man would take him to fill out paperwork, then he was free to go. Gerald left without even a thank you. Good riddance.

      “Don’t know how you did it, bro,” Reggie said, shoving papers in his briefcase and shaking his head, “but you yanked the rabbit outta the hat again.”

      “Yeah you do,” I replied, a wry grin rising at one end of my mouth.

      He stopped his paper-gathering and looked at me, cocking his head with a raised brow like Reggie always did when he was confused.

      “I am vengeance. I am the night. I am⁠—”

      “Yeah yeah yeah. Right right right,” Reggie interrupted. “Gideon Paul O’Donnell.”

      “You know it.”

      He sputtered his lips like he always did when I used that line, my favorite line from my favorite comic-book character.

      Batman. The caped crusader’s motto.

      As a boy, I had fantasized about flying from Mill Creek Junction rooftops and lurking in the night’s shadows, leaping to the rescue to run down a purse snatcher or banging some bank robbers’ heads together after following them to their warehouse lair.

      Now look at me. Defending the very scum I had wanted to string up from a Junction lamppost for Mill Creek’s own Harvey Bullock, a very young Chief Roller at the time, to nab and jail. I let my smile fade at the thought.

      I stuck my hand in my right pocket and looked around the courtroom, avoiding Penelope Peterson’s parents hunched and clenching one another in their rumpled off-the-rack Kohl’s special dress clothes. My hand clutched my Montblanc, my gut clenched with a dose of regret. Then my face flushed with embarrassment, taking a beat too long to move on as her father glanced up with wet cheeks and bloodshot eyes, staring me down with a fixed, agonized face.

      Swallowing, I spun back toward the front to gather my things, when I caught sight of Annabelle again.

      Just sitting, still and unmoving, eyes fixed on Lady Justice.

      Didn’t know whether to move on and move out, the professional in me figuring it best to take my win and get on with my day. Or walk over and ask how she was doing, the boyfriend in me figuring it best to offer a reassuring word. The latter seemed the way to go, on many levels.

      So, clearing my throat, I slipped beside her, letting my Montblanc go before withdrawing my right hand and gently resting it on her shoulder. She didn’t move, didn’t even blink.

      I bent toward her ear and offered, “You win some, you lose some, Annabelle.”

      That startled her, and I caught an updraft of warmed lavender, joined by her flushing neck. Which jolted her and snapped her eyes from Lady Justice to my own, her face twisted up with anger. Sure hope she didn’t think I was sticking my win in her face!

      She stood and spun toward me, the chair flying out from underneath her with a sudden scrape before thudding against the back wood railing with an echo that caused me to startle backward.

      I took in a sudden breath, even as I took in her face that matched her reddened neck. Looked like she wanted to slap me, she looked so furious! Might, too.

      But she didn’t. She held steady, held her hands at her side.

      Until—before I knew it, my face was wet, and the front of my navy pin-stripe suit coat was soaked as well. And Annabelle was holding an empty water glass and a scowl that meant business.

      The room gasped, joined by a few chuckles.

      I didn’t know what to do, and neither did it seem Annabelle. Her boss, Dean Lawlor, sauntered over with a satisfied grin. Smirking, he gently tugged her toward a retreat.

      “Come on, Kirkland,” he said. “Not worth it.”

      Annabelle set the glass on the table, spun from my grip, and strode down the aisle of scuffed wood and through the exit, Lawlor in tow.

      “You alright?” Reggie asked from behind.

      I brushed away the water from my suit, reminded that I really, really, really hadn’t wanted to take this case.

      “Never better…”
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      A guy gets 525,600 minutes a year to make something of himself. To make his mark on the world. All before biology takes over, or the randomness of life events, and you’re rotting in a pine box six feet under.

      After all, as Saint Paul wrote somewhere in some letter to some church somewhere: ‘the days are evil.’ The wise Teacher from Ecclesiastes upstaged him in the nihilism department: ‘Utterly meaningless! Everything is meaningless!’

      Word.

      Last thing I wanted to spend those meaningless, evil days on was springing drunks from the clink and getting murderers off on technicalities. Most days, that’s how I felt. Knew the only way for justice to work for all was if it worked for the lowlife. Equal justice under law, and all that jazz, as the Supreme Court’s face declares.

      Yet sometimes I had serious doubts about my chosen profession. Beach bum looked mighty appealing many days.

      Like today, after that verdict. And yet⁠—

      Yet this day wasn’t like those days. Not anymore, not with Peterson out of the way.

      Those ambulances and drunks and murderers were in the far view of my rearview mirror hustling down Courthouse Road toward Main Street. For this day was payday. The real one that would put Peterson’s stack of Benjamins to shame. Or would be soon, once I got to court and nailed those bastards.

      I yanked the sleeve back to my suit, a custom-made blue pinstripe I bought from some Main Street-adjacent shop
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