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        Yesterday is heavy. Put it down.

        ~ Clarence Fell

      

      

      

      
        
        Read.

        That.

        Again.
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      When an attorney bar complaint was made claiming that I blackmailed the judge in a case, I knew I’d be investigated. What I didn’t know was they’d send Detective Cyrus James, the sexiest cop in town, even with the limp he’s had ever since being shot during a drug bust and being forced into private investigations.

      A lot of people around town blamed me when he was injured. It was my client who shot Detective James, and it was me who’d gotten him off on a previous case. I’ve wondered whether Detective James blamed me, like everyone else. Judging by the way he watches me anytime he’s in the same courtroom, he does. No other reason makes sense, right?

      To be a public defender means zealously defending even the worst criminals around. I was only doing my job when my client shot Cyrus. Now I’m in hot water again for doing my job. No one can know what Judge Franks was doing meeting with me that night, even if that confidentiality costs me my law license.

      But if it costs me a chance to make amends for my role in what happened to Detective James, or worse, to explore whatever this feeling building between us is? I don’t know if my oath is that strong.
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        Mays Pascal

      

      

      “Congratulations to me; it’s a bar complaint. Jasper, it says in black and white that I’m being investigated for allegedly engaging in ex parte conversations with Judge Franks while actively practicing in his courtroom. My career is done.” At thirty-one, I’ve been the criminal defense attorney at my family’s law firm, together with my brother Jasper Pascal and our uncle, who founded the company, since I finished law school.

      “Mays, calm down. Bar complaints aren’t great, but they aren’t the end of the world. The disciplinary committee will appoint an investigator, and they’ll sort it all out. You’ll be exonerated in no time.” It’s easy for Jasper to be optimistic. He hasn’t heard the worst part.

      “Perhaps. If they hadn’t already assigned the investigator to the claim. Jasper, it’s Cyrus James. The committee might as well have just stripped me of my license and called it a day.” Horror dawns on my brother’s face as he realizes exactly how screwed I am. Cyrus James hates my guts. With good reason. I think.

      It’s my fault he’s no longer a detective. It’s my fault his remarkably handsome face has a jagged, angry scar from cheek to chin. It’s my fault he now walks with a limp. It’s my fault he was injured in the line of duty and nearly died. Maybe, I wasn’t the one holding the gun, but everyone in town knows it was my fault just the same.

      “Shit, baby sis. You’re fucked.” Marriage might have softened up my big brother some, but even as obsessed as he is with Dagny, he’s still the barracuda barrister he’s always been. Pulling punches for the sake of sparing feelings isn’t a skill he has for anyone but her. He’d rip out his tongue before saying anything to upset the adorably sweet baker he somehow convinced to be his bride.

      “Gee, thanks for the shoulder to cry on, Jas.”

      “You wanna cry on a shoulder, call my wife. Then again, she’s a more vicious little beastie than ever now that she’s got my son baking in that tummy of hers. She’s liable to go on a warpath on your behalf. On second thought, no crying to Dagny about this. Call Dad.”

      “I don’t need a shoulder, dammit. But you’ll need to step in and help cover hearings for me until this is handled. If you think you can swim in the deep water with us criminal litigators, of course, Mr. Dissolution.” Teasing him is second nature, and even as stressed as I am about the impending investigation and how it’s going to tornado through my life, it’s unavoidable.

      “Of course, I’ll cover your hearings, kiddo. I think I remember the basics of criminal procedure. You do recall the university asked me to guest lecture for first year law students, right?”

      Arrogant, arrogant, arrogant. I could pretend it’s just Jasper’s personality, but the truth is, it takes a certain level of audaciousness to be an attorney. Arrogance comes with the territory for most of us.

      The counselor I’ve seen ever since what I internally think of as The Event says it’s that egotistical hubris that causes me to blame myself for what happened to Cyrus James. I know it’s more than that, though. The way the cops in town glower at me whenever they see me now goes beyond the friendly animosity I’m used to between defense attorneys and law enforcement. It’s obvious they blame me.

      To say nothing for the glares and whispers if I bump into any of the cop wives or girlfriends at the supermarket or the gym. Even the prosecutors, several of whom I went to law school with and have known for years, keep their distance from me now.

      It’s been two years since a client, who I defended well enough to get him acquitted, tried and thankfully failed to kill Detective James. My client was killed in the gunfight, so arguably he’s faced the consequences of the choices he made. Cyrus James and I are still paying the penance for mine. The worst part is that even knowing the now former detective turned private investigator James holds my career in the palm of his hands, I wouldn’t, I couldn’t, change anything.

      My job was to advocate for a man we all knew was guilty, just as it was the prosecutor’s job to prove that guilt. One of us failed that day, and as much as I can secretly wish it had been me, it wasn’t. It’s just one of life’s ironies that Detective James and I are paying for someone else’s failure. Maybe it’s fitting that after it cost him his career, now it’ll cost me mine, as well. Delayed cause and effect.
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      The file on my desk does not become less vexing, whether I pretend to ignore it or stare directly at it. Mabel Millicent Pascal. Her name in neat print along the top tab of the thick cardstock folder looks so prim and gentle. Nothing like the flesh and blood firebrand she is in real life.

      “Let me get this straight. Mays Pascal, the most celebrated criminal defense lawyer in town, one of few attorneys known to actually uphold the ethics they swear to, is being accused of using bribery to sway Judge Franks to rule in her favor on cases. Blackmail that the committee has no idea the nature of.”

      “That’s the allegation being made to the disciplinary commission, yes. It’s a very serious claim and one we cannot afford to take lightly. Which is why I’m here asking you to be the one to investigate the veracity of this allegation.” The way Henry George’s face scrunches in distaste makes it clear he’s already decided Mays is guilty.

      I can tell he’s not a big fan of Ms. Pascal’s, and I know he’s banking on the rumors flying within our small legal and law enforcement family that I blame Mays Pascal for the damage done to my life by her client.

      “You were a decorated detective with many commendations during your tenure with the Mariposa Police Department, and you have become a highly respected private investigator in the short time
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