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            Dedication

         
         
            To the domestic violence hotline teams everywhere. You pick up the phone calls of strangers looking for someone to care like
               family, you hear the cries for help, and yet under the weight you never give up. 
            


         
            To the teams at Day One and Safe Horizon, you reminded me to listen with an open heart and use my voice for those who need
               me most.
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            Thursday, February 5, 2009

         

         “Jordan? Jordan. If you would, please, follow me. Watch your step. Be careful. It’s not well lit.”

         
         The massive warehouse in the heart of the former meatpacking district was still cold enough to hang meat even though Squalli
            and Sons had long ago shuttered its doors, leaving workers who had labored long, thankless hours to supply steaks and chops
            to some of Chicago’s best restaurants to find new work, if they could get it.
         

         
         “Okay, stop here,” the raspy voice ordered.

         
         My toes lined up exactly in the middle of the yellow tape pressed onto the bumpy cement floor. “Is this it?” I asked.

         
         “Yes. Don’t move.”

         
         I noticed some people in the crowd gazing up from their tasks to watch me awkwardly try and adjust to the right spot.

         
         “Close your eyes for a sec.” A whiff of air blew across my forehead as the bristles of a brush floated down to my nose.

         
         “Ah! You moved,” said the man, even more animated and antsy as he placed his body between me and the makeup artist. “Jordan,
            take a tiny step to the left. Good. This is the perfect spot to get the best camera angle. Don’t move.”
         

         
         Don’t move?

         
         I could tell, four hours into my Justice Jordan promo shoot, the director’s patience with multiple wardrobe changes—that jacket, but not this lipstick; a camisole versus a button-down blouse—had him fidgeting and anxious to get started. Ellen Holbrook, my assistant news editor, assured me this promotional campaign would catapult me and the investigative unit to the next level. 

         
         “A promo like this is a big, big deal, Jordan,” she said. “You know there are no favors in this business. You’re the lead
            investigative crime reporter now. The A1. You’ve covered some of the biggest stories in the city. You’ve earned it!”
         

         
         Ellen proved herself to be the ultimate hype person at the shoot, hovering around to cheer me on and keep the nervousness
            from showing on my face. The camera catches it all. There’s no hiding from the lens; it doesn’t lie. When she wasn’t poring
            over every line of the script, she was going back and forth to the two long folding tables piled high with assorted pastries,
            sandwiches and cheeses, a massive crab salad, and a chicken pasta that would be perfect to pack up for dinner tonight. Clark
            Catering, a local female-owned business, was just featured on our Best of Chicago segment and didn’t disappoint. Someone even
            brought a legendary Eli’s cheesecake. I bet it was Ellen. She knows it’s my weakness.
         

         
         In my four years at Channel 8, Ellen and I have formed somewhat of a sisterly bond. She was just as likely to critique my work as that of anyone else at the station, but she never tore me down to bring me down. She was a straight shooter with me and other women in the building, a good leader. But with those of us on the air, she didn’t mince words. The extra scrutiny female talent has to put up with can be cruel and downright demoralizing in a way I think people don’t fully grasp. 

         
         I caught my reflection in a full-length mirror. I definitely made the right choice, wearing a sheath dress with a strong blazer,
            the perfect balance of femininity and business. “It’s like a fashion mullet. The dress is the party in the front, the jacket,
            the business in the back,” I explained to Ellen, who was thoroughly amused, which is saying a lot for her. I’ve noticed when
            other people are around, she goes into her own code-switch mode and tries to present herself a certain way.
         

         
         “Hey, Jordan. Look at these.” The photographer hired for the shoot switched on his camera’s LCD screen and shared some candids.
            He had been trailing me all afternoon but noticeably steered clear of the director, who was prepared to put up with my being
            indecisive and visibly uncomfortable with all of this, but that courtesy was not extended to others.
         

         
         “Just a few more, Jordan. Can you look over here?” the photographer asked. “Turn just a little more toward me. Smile. Hold
            it.”
         

         
         This level of investment by the station came with a price. The yellow gaffer tape, the exact hue of crime scene tape, could
            mark the spot where my career died, too, if this campaign didn’t spike ratings or bring Channel 8 enough attention to win
            a local Emmy.
         

         
         “Where did you just go, Jordan?” the director sharply asked, snapping his fingers in my line of sight. “Come back.”

         
         “Sorry, Raphie.”

         
         The director’s name was Raphael Navarro, but after this long day, I felt we were close enough to give him a nickname.

         
         “I can’t believe all of this is happening. It’s been crazy.”

         
         “All the attention?” he replied, confused.

         
         “Yes. The attention, the expectations. It’s a lot.”

         
         Raphie was perplexed. He was used to people being thrilled to be on-camera . . . to have this kind of a fuss made over them.

         
         “Isn’t this why you got into the business?” he asked.

         
         “Actually . . . no.”

         
         “Turn this way and fold your arms,” he said.

         
         “Please, no folded arms. Why are all the promo pictures of female anchors like this?” I demonstrated the classic pose. “I’m
            confused. What is this supposed to convey?”
         

         
         Ellen sounded off behind me. “Hey, Jordan, the quicker you give him the shot, the sooner we can have drinks.”

         
         “Ooohh, Ellen. That was the motivation I was looking for.”

         
         I had been warned that these shoots could go on forever—a lot of hurry up and wait. I just didn’t realize standing in place
            could be so exhausting. We wrapped just short of six hours, which didn’t include the two extra hours for hair and makeup.
            The energy of finally being outside brought new life to us both. I coveted Ellen’s more practical choice of footwear, a pair
            of brown suede boots she scored at DSW. She loved reminding me how much money I wasted buying shoes at full price. But “never
            pay full price” was my middle name. It also was my little secret that I conveniently withheld.
         

         
         “What time is it?” I asked Ellen, one of the few people I knew who still wore a wristwatch. Her affinity for nostalgia, I surmised long ago, was part of what made her so good at her job. The integrity required to lead newsrooms was not talked about nearly enough at the journalism conferences I’d attended over the years. Instead, panelists espoused the power of the anchorman, but the men who hired those men—and they are always men—don’t get called out often enough or in the way they should. I’ve watched some of them lurk around the newsroom slapping their top-dog evening anchor on the back as they all wink and nod and peer salaciously at just about every woman in the room. I’ve heard stories of news directors rating on-air women and even interns like a bunch of frat boys. These same men then pretend to be outraged when an executive gets called out as a serial sexual predator and becomes front-page news. They are as much to blame for the huge pay gap between women and men in the business as the general managers are. And don’t get me started on the stories they deem newsworthy. A white guy in his fifties making seven figures may not be as likely to have his finger on the pulse of what is relevant. Ellen was a rare breed. No matter how successful she can and no doubt will become, fairness was her fuel and true, honest reporting, her north star. 

         
         “It’s five-forty. Still want that drink?” she asked.

         
         “Absolutely! There’s a cute little wine bar on Randolph. It was in the entertainment kicker on our morning show today. It’s
            just a couple blocks up,” I said.
         

         
         Feet sore from traipsing around in stilettos, I navigated along the uneven cracked concrete and loose debris booby-trapping the sidewalks. I didn’t recognize my own neighborhood at this time of day. Newly minted techies who had recently descended on the area jostled past me. They were easy to spot in their graphic hoodies and tees and designer sneakers, rushing from workplaces with fully stocked refrigerators of hydrating soft drinks, never to experience the frustration of digging for loose change to purchase underwhelming snacks from a vending machine. By the time we arrived, the once-obscure little wine bar was already packed with them, proving once again that there was no more efficient free advertising than a worthy mention on a television news morning show. 

         
         “Looks like we made it just in time for happy hour,” Ellen said.

         
         “Shh, don’t say that too loudly,” I said. “I thought happy hour could get you arrested.”

         
         One of the most shocking things I learned about Illinois when I first moved here was the crazy ban on “happy hour.” Though
            drunken driving deaths were a valid concern, the legislation banning the after-work pastime seemed like a ghost of Chicago’s
            Prohibition past. In Austin, Texas, where I grew up, “happy hour” was practically government sanctioned.
         

         
         I scanned the tiny bar for a comfy, cozy seat. A velvet couch in the back was already taken.

         
         “Look!” Ellen pointed. “There are two seats at the end of the bar. Let’s grab ’em.”

         
         We had barely sat down when an older gentleman walked over and placed two cocktail napkins in front of us. He looked a tad
            out of place in a hip new millennial hot spot. He reminded me of a bartender at one of Chicago’s old-school steakhouses.
         

         
         “He-e-y-y, Jordan Manning! Nice to see you, young lady. Welcome to Doc’s!”

         
         “Hello there. Why, thank you!”

         
         I’ll never get used to people actually recognizing me because they have watched my work. It’s a head trip.

         
         “What’s your name?” I asked.

         
         “I’m Sam. Pleased to meet you,” he said, offering his hand.

         
         “Nice to meet you, Sam.”

         
         “What would you like?”

         
         “I’ll have the espresso martini and she’ll have . . .”

         
         “. . . a Chardonnay,” Ellen said, “though not your best Chardonnay. Something in the mid-price range for me is fine.”

         
         “Okay, ladies. Coming up.”

         
         I swung the barstool around to face Ellen and tried to create our own little VIP section. We had a lot to talk about and I
            didn’t want anyone eavesdropping on us.
         

         
         “Still saving up for that trip to Ireland?” I asked.

         
         “Yeah, this fall. I finally earned enough vacation to go for nine days without using all my time off for the year,” she said.

         
         “That’s exciting!”

         
         “I know. I can’t wait. So what about you? Any trips coming up?”

         
         “Uh, yeah, actually. My best friend’s getting married in Saugatuck in May.”

         
         “You’re the maid of honor?” Ellen asked.

         
         “Yes, which means I have responsibilities.”

         
         “Then, my dear, that’s not a vacation. That’s work.”

         
         Lisette wanted what she wanted. Her vision for the perfect wedding was so specific that she barely let anyone lift a finger
            to help, including me.
         

         
         “No, I don’t really see it that way. I’m looking forward to it. It’ll be interesting to see two families and groups of friends
            coming together. Her fiancé is white; he grew up in California. And I mean he personifies beach-boy culture. Blond, blue eyes,
            swimmer’s build.”
         

         
         “He sounds dreamy,” Ellen said. “How’d they meet?”

         
         “They met in Saugatuck, actually. Lisette and I went there for the weekend and stayed at a rental on the beach. Mike, that’s
            his name, and a friend of his from Italy, in fact, were visiting that weekend, too. Their connection was instant, you know.
            They don’t live in the same city but somehow kept things going, even while he was working outside of the country for a few
            months.”
         

         
         “And they say long-distance relationships never work,” Ellen said.

         
         “Well, if you really love someone, a few thousand miles shouldn’t be the thing that gets in the way of your happiness.”

         
         Dating long distance was always exciting in the beginning. Cards, letters, gifts and flowers, and hours spent talking on the
            phone. After a while, it simply wasn’t enough and ended with the sad realization that one or neither of you were willing to
            make the sacrifices necessary to be together. Lisette and Mike were outliers, but there was a part of me that felt that maybe
            this was all happening a little too fast.
         

         
         “So what was up with Mike’s friend? Was he cute? Did you two stay in touch?” Ellen asked.

         
         “Adorable. But like you said, most long-distance relationships don’t survive, so it wasn’t worth pursuing. Besides, an international
            lover isn’t on my wish list.”
         

         
         Sam returned and sat down two glasses with generous pours, smiling wryly. “Enjoy, ladies.”

         
         Ellen held up her glass. “Wow! A bowl of wine. Way to flirt, Sam. Must be nice to have fans. I need to go out with you more
            often.”
         

         
         “You think he’s flirting with me? He’s old enough to be my father,” I said.

         
         “And when has that ever stopped them,” Ellen muttered.

         
         “To Justice Jordan.” Ellen held up her glass.

         
         “To true love,” I said.

         
         “Salud.” Ellen lightly tapped my glass. “So what are you working on these days?”

         
         “You really know how to kill a vibe, don’t you?”

         
         “Sorry.”

         
         “No, it’s okay. I’ve been getting a lot of calls on the hotline, but nothing is fleshed out yet. I’m still waiting for the big one.” 

         
         One of the things I loved most about the investigative unit was the autonomy. I didn’t have to check in as often with the
            brass until I had something worth reporting.
         

         
         “Well, you just watch. This Justice Jordan promo is going to cement your reputation in Chicago,” Ellen said, her head bobbing
            as if the physical gesture made her words even more true. “In this city, you’re officially a part of broadcast history.”
         

         
         Ellen was still in hype mode. Her enthusiasm was endearing, but she didn’t understand that from my point of view, the new
            promo would place an even bigger target on my back, in and out of the newsroom. The people who believed I was the pathway
            to a ratings boost were no longer in the minority.
         

         
         “And officially responsible for boosting the ratings,” I added.

         
         “Hmm,” said Ellen, shifting her head to the side, feigning deep thought. “That part is true.” She giggled. “But look, you
            finally have a chance to have a life. To travel, to fall in love. Heck, to get a dog.”
         

         
         I laughed. “No thanks. Can you see me with a dog?”

         
         Ellen’s smile faded into a more serious expression, and I got the feeling some sisterly advice was forthcoming.

         
         “What?”

         
         “Jordan, you’re a beautiful, vibrant young woman. Live like one.”
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            Thursday, March 12

         

         The yellow police tape bordering the crime scene forced morning commuters to navigate the normally busy but organized lineup
            of people who make the daily trek past the Civic Opera House of Chicago to one of the vast numbers of office towers, each
            stepping off the curb and onto traffic-choked Wacker Drive to avoid the scrum of reporters and police.
         

         
         
            Diana Sorano: We go to Jordan Manning reporting from the Civic Opera House, the scene of a tragic shooting last night. Jordan, I understand
               a suspect is now in custody. What else can you tell us about the investigation?
            

            Jordan: Diana, I’m here outside the Civic Opera House in downtown Chicago, where two people leaving last night’s performance were confronted by a gunman and shot just a few steps from where I am standing. A couple of bystanders who saw what was happening bravely tackled the shooter. Police have identified him as thirty-eight-year-old Guillermo Morales of Brighton Park. According to investigators, Morales is the estranged husband of one of the victims, Marlena Morales. The second victim has been identified as Dr. Matt Shackelford, a forty-eight-year-old pulmonologist from Lincoln Park. Last evening, Marlena posted pictures of the two on her Facebook page just before the curtain call of a production of The Marriage of Figaro. Police say after the performance, Morales confronted the couple outside the theater. He is expected in court this afternoon
               for a bond hearing. Police are calling this premeditated murder.
            

         

         Our live broadcast cut away to a prerecorded interview with a witness, a Columbia College student, his voice animated and
            his face visibly processing the images replaying in his mind.
         

         
         “He pulled the gun from his backpack. I can’t believe I saw it all,” he said.

         
         
            Jordan: Diana, sadly, the estranged couple leave behind two children, ages seven and nine. This is Jordan Manning reporting. Back
               to you.
            

         

         *  *  *

         By the midmorning broadcast, local news stations had created graphics. Some of them were over the top, with loud breaking news music meant to jolt viewers at home into paying attention. “Murder at the Civic Opera.” The opera house is a cultural bastion where its patrons—sophisticated seniors, you might say—never dreamed a murder could take place inches from where they were enjoying an evening out in the city. Now add that it was a suspected crime of passion, and this was guaranteed to ignite a media frenzy. In a bizarre turn, and with so much of the crime in Chicago yet again getting national attention, it was even more astounding that it wasn’t gang or drug related. And a high-profile victim like Dr. Matt Shackelford, who sat on several boards and was a member of the Chicago Yacht Club, raised the stakes even higher for media outlets to outwork the competition and be the first to report snackable bits about the victims’ backstories. The crime had been solved, but the fact that the killer had tracked down his victims on social media—an indication of its growing popularity and people’s willingness to share their lives publicly—was also a part of this story. I couldn’t explain why, but it gave me a sense of foreboding. 

         
         The scene outside the Circuit Court of Cook County at 26th and California was more of a circus than usual. Guillermo Morales’s
            arraignment drew not only members of the press but women’s advocacy groups, survivors of domestic violence, and self-proclaimed
            social media experts. Their reasons for being there were clear. They were using this story to advance their agenda, make a
            name for themselves, or both. It was the kind of true crime drama that, I suspected, would one day play out on the big screen.
            In fact, a colleague told me he’d heard that Court TV planned to set up shop in Chicago to cover every aspect of the case,
            including the trial.
         

         
         As the A1, I didn’t have to cover something as mundane and procedural as an arraignment. It’s anticipated the defendant will
            plead not guilty, which is just a formality that gives their lawyer the slightest bit of leverage to negotiate a sentence
            with the prosecutor. My motive for being there was simple. I wanted to see the killer. What could I learn from his expression? My mentor, forensic scientist Dr. Marvin Chan, shared an observation back in grad school that has always stuck with me. He
            said, “A killer can hide his crimes behind words and even in his body language, but not in his eyes. The eyes don’t lie.”
         

         
         By the time I pulled up to the courthouse in a taxi, the line to get inside the building snaked all the way down the steps to the sidewalk. I skipped past the hustle and bustle and walked half a block to an alternative way inside that was rarely used by or accessible to reporters. On the way, I dialed Deputy Jeanetta Cole and hoped that this would be one of those times when having a relationship paid off. 

         
         Come on, Ms. Cole. Pick up!

         
         “Hello, this is Jeanetta.”

         
         “Hi! Ms. Cole! It’s Jordan Manning. How are you?”

         
         “I’m doing well,” she said in an ebullient tone. “Are you here?” she asked, cutting to the chase in our familiar exchange.

         
         “Yes, I’m at the courthouse, but the line at the main entrance is insane today. I’ll never make it to my hearing. Can you
            do me a favor?”
         

         
         “Sure. Come on now. You know where I am.”

         
         “Thank you! Thank you! I’m literally walking up right now.”

         
         I waved through the tiny window of the heavy steel door. Deputy Cole, who was sitting at the security desk, held up a finger
            and gestured to a colleague to take her place. She walked toward me, unlatching a ring of keys from her waist belt. The door
            made a terrible screeching sound and tripped an alarm that she quickly silenced with a press of a button.
         

         
         “Hey, Jordan! Long time no see,” she said. “Where’ve you been?”

         
         Deputy Cole, the gatekeeper over this little fiefdom, was a thirty-year veteran of the force. And during that time, she had become a grandmother and earned a reputation as someone not to be played with. She was no rule breaker, though. She had her favorites; I just happened to be one of them. If I hadn’t seen her featured on a local news segment, I might never have known she existed in this obscure corner of Cook County’s judicial system. Still, she granted me a privilege I swore never to abuse and to treat with all due respect, which included fawning over pictures of her grandchildren taped to the glass barrier around the security desk for all to see. Nobody would dare move them. 

         
         “I thought you might be here today,” she said. “Come on in.”

         
         “Thank you so much, Ms. Cole. You know I appreciate this. It’s nuts out there,” I said.

         
         “This opera murder case. Whew! Tragic and senseless,” she said.

         
         “Yeah, I know,” I said, “and the whole social media thing . . .”

         
         “That’s why I’m happy to be my age. I keep my business in my little black book. I don’t go on Facebook. And I tell my kids
            to keep me off of there, too!”
         

         
         There were only a few people ahead of me in the security line. Like everybody else, I did the dance of removing my coat and
            the contents of my pockets and placed my purse on the belt to be scanned.
         

         
         “You better hurry. I heard them talking over the radio. They haven’t opened the doors yet, but folks are about to be let in
            any minute now.”
         

         
         “Okay, I will! Thanks!”

         
         I tried to call the newsroom to check in, but the call failed. The courthouse was notorious for having bad cell phone reception, and cell phones weren’t allowed to be visible in the courtrooms, which is why reporters covering trials were seen frequently darting in and out to phone in updates. In the meantime, from the lower level, I had to face three flights of stairs to get to the second floor. I arrived just as deputies were allowing people to enter Judge Joan Simpkins’s courtroom. I saw several familiar faces. The head of the opera, a women’s rights advocate I interviewed once, and folks who looked like the victims’ family members I’d seen on the news. I grabbed a seat directly behind the prosecutor’s table. It would provide easy access to the state’s attorneys if I had questions and an unobstructed view of the defense table so I could get a good look at the defendant. 

         
         “All rise!” a deputy announced.

         
         An expressionless Judge Simpkins emerged from her chambers. The most violent high-profile cases tended to land on her docket.
            It was almost a certainty that she would drop the hammer and deny bail in this one.
         

         
         “Please be seated. These proceedings will now come to order. Call the first case,” the judge ordered.

         
         “The people versus Guillermo Morales!” the deputy shouted.

         
         Flanked by two Cook County sheriff’s deputies, Morales, shackled at the wrists and ankles, wearing an orange top and matching
            pants, shuffled in and over to the defense table. His head was bowed low, his chin resting on his chest. I couldn’t see his
            eyes.
         

         
         “The defendant will remain standing. Is the state prepared to read formal charges?” Simpkins asked.

         
         “We are, Your Honor,” said the state’s attorney. “On the evening of March 11, 2009, the defendant, Guillermo Morales, thirty-eight years of age, of Brighton Park, used an online social media site to track the whereabouts of his estranged spouse, Marlena Morales, and her friend, Dr. Matthew Shackelford, with the intent to kill or commit bodily harm. Mr. Morales fired a handgun at the victims as they were exiting 20 North Upper Wacker Drive, striking each twice in the upper torso, causing their deaths. Police recovered a handgun registered to Mr. Morales at the scene. The state charges Guillermo Morales with two counts of murder in the first degree; stalking, a Class 4 felony; and unlawful discharge of a firearm. Due to the premeditated nature of this crime, we ask that the defendant be remanded to custody without bond, Your Honor.” 

         
         “Thank you, Mr. Cudahy.”

         
         The judge continued, “Defense, how do you answer?”

         
         “Your Honor, may the record reflect that Mr. Morales is being represented by the Cook County public defender’s office at these
            proceedings,” said the court-appointed attorney, Delilah Turner.
         

         
         “Duly noted. Mr. Morales, do you give your consent to be represented by the public defender?” the judge asked.

         
         Morales stood silent, swaying slightly back and forth.

         
         “Mr. Morales,” prodded Simpkins. “Do you give your consent to be represented by this public defender?”

         
         Speechless, Morales shook his head from side to side.

         
         “Mr. Morales, I need verbal confirmation,” Simpkins pressed on.

         
         “No,” he muttered.

         
         “No?”

         
         “No,” he repeated.

         
         “Your Honor, may I confer with my client?” the public defender asked.

         
         “No!” Morales barked. “No!”

         
         Whispers erupted in the courtroom, and the judge tapped her gavel to restore calm. “Mr. Morales, am I to understand that you
            have secured your own counsel?”
         

         
         “Yeah. Me. I’m gonna be my own lawyer.”

         
         “Mr. Morales, I must warn you that if you act as your own attorney, this court will not be obligated to provide you with any
            legal advice or assistance to help you prepare your case. I’m talking zero assistance, do you understand?”
         

         
         Morales again went on mute.

         
         “Mr. Morales, do you understand what I’m telling you?”

         
         “Yeah,” he muttered.

         
         “You understand that the charge of first-degree premeditated murder carries a mandatory sentence of life in prison? And that
            in addition to that charge, you face two additional felonies that carry sentences of between ten and thirty years? That if
            convicted, you would be facing life in prison without the possibility of parole?”
         

         
         Morales nodded. “Mr. Morales, I need verbal confirmation that you understand what I’m telling you.”

         
         “Yes!” he bellowed.

         
         “Your Honor, please, Mr. Morales is clearly under duress,” Turner said. “I must insist on a moment to confer with my client.”

         
         “I am not your client!” Morales screamed. His body convulsed as his composure melted away.

         
         “Mr. Morales, I have to agree with Ms. Turner that I believe you would benefit from some additional counsel before making
            this decision,” Simpkins said.
         

         
         “No-o-o-o!” Morales screamed and turned his body toward the spectators, his face twisted into a preternatural scornful sneer.
            His eyes burned with loathing.
         

         
         Simpkins pounded the gavel. “Order!”

         
         Morales, undeterred, continued his rant. “That whore took everything from me! My kids! My living! She killed me! She got what
            she deserved!”
         

         
         “You bastard!” shouted a man from the back of the courtroom. “That was my sister! I’ll kill you!”

         
         “Order!” Simpkins pounded her gavel. “I’ll have order or I’ll clear this courtroom!”

         
         Simpkins’s call to order was no match for the screams and wails of family members and the gobsmacked gasps from onlookers. But no one could have predicted what happened next. Morales lunged at the public defender and head-butted her with such force she fell backward, barely missing the sharp end of the prosecutor’s table. As sheriff’s deputies closed in on him, Morales banged his head against the defense table with such force that he slumped unconscious to the floor. 

         
         “Deputies, clear the courtroom! Now! Everybody out!” Simpkins ordered.

         
         Oh my god. Is this really happening?

         
         “Is she okay?” I said to no one in particular as the prosecutors and court reporter rushed to their unconscious colleague’s
            side. Officers formed a barrier and moved everyone toward the exit. “Let’s go! Let’s go, people!”
         

         
         I kept looking behind, hoping to see Delilah Turner up on her feet, shaken but conscious. She was out cold.
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            Thursday, March 12

         

         Dusk painted the sky pink and yellow as Shelly Biltmore pulled her pickup truck onto the long gravel driveway leading up to
            the classic rustic farmhouse. It was a sizable place with an endless front yard that dwarfed the manicured lawns of the mansions
            of Highland Park Estates, a star-studded neighborhood on the dreamy North Shore of Illinois. Now, with Marla and both of their
            parents gone, it was too much house for one person, with four bedrooms unused day in and day out. But Shelly was still drawn
            to it, because some of the best times of her life had been spent in that house. The walls held memories, far too many to count,
            but all leading to a feeling of a life that was. There were times she would wake up and her half-awakened mind would believe
            the smell of her mother’s vanilla pancakes was real. The hardest, though, were the dinners alone at the dining room table,
            the empty chairs once occupied with people long gone or in the case of Marla, rarely seen.
         

         
         Shelly headed upstairs, walking past the closed bedroom doors to the lone one now occupied. Peeling off her work clothes to
            change into sweatpants was the “rinse, repeat” action that ended every day. No sooner had she plopped down into a well-worn
            recliner than the phone rang.
         

         
         “Hello?”

         
         “Auntie Shell!”

         
         Shelly’s heart pounded. Her nephew sounded panicked, and now so was she. Had he read the newspaper articles? Seen the TV coverage?
            Surely his father and grandparents were doing everything they could to shield Cameron from any speculative reports about his
            mother’s whereabouts, or whether she had been harmed.
         

         
         “Cammy! My sweet boy, how are you doing?”

         
         At age eight, Cameron Hancock was just mature enough to try and mask his feelings. “Okay,” he said, drawing out the word,
            his voice revealing worry. “When’s Mom coming home?”
         

         
         It was a question that broke Shelly’s heart into tiny pieces. Should she pretend everything was okay? Or did she tell this
            child of only eight years the truth outright? No one knows where your mother is, or when or whether she’ll ever come back.

         
         It had been nearly three weeks since Marla was a no-show to pick up her kids from school. Calls to her cell phone that day
            went straight to voicemail, which happened only when her phone was turned off or her battery was dead. And both possibilities
            were unlikely on a school day. Marla was obsessed with preventing her cell phone from running out of juice. She wouldn’t leave
            the house until it was fully charged. Her car had also vanished, and she left all her belongings behind, the most stunning
            omission being her two children, the younger, Dara, just four years old.
         

         
         Marla’s husband, Jim, showed up in Rensselaer, Indiana, from Danville, Kentucky, a six-hour drive, the very next morning to retrieve his children. He got there so fast Shelly wondered if he had been in town all along. He hadn’t seen the kids since his and Marla’s estrangement began four months earlier. Shelly didn’t even have a chance to say goodbye to her beloved niece and nephew. She was busy rounding up friends to form a search party and being interviewed by police and a reporter at the Rensselaer Republican newspaper. Volunteers were out scouring every corner of the bedroom community. Even the sorghum fields on the Biltmore farm
            six miles outside of town were being swept as Jim swooped into town, grabbed the kids, and skipped.
         

         
         “Shelly, Jim had every right to come get his kids,” Victoria, Marla’s best friend from high school, told Shelly over the phone.
            “I know you don’t like him, but . . .”
         

         
         “I never said he didn’t, Victoria,” Shelly shot back defensively. “I just wish I would’ve known. Don’t you realize, I may
            never see them again?”
         

         
         Marla was struggling to make it on her own. She was broke, unemployed, and in the middle of a custody battle when she moved
            back to their hometown of Rensselaer.
         

         
         “Take your time. There’s no rush. I’m here for you,” Shelly had told her.

         
         Having Marla and the kids back home was the happiest Shelly had been in a while. Sitting on the back porch of their family’s
            eighty-year-old farmhouse, the sisters savored sips of bourbon one night and talked under a starry sky. Shelly encouraged
            Marla to take some time for herself before coming up with a game plan.
         

         
         “You just got here,” Shelly told her. “You’re okay now. There’s nothing you and those kids need that cannot be provided for
            here.”
         

         
         “What if he comes here? What if I can’t get a job? I’m scared,” Marla had said.

         
         “You’re home, Marl. You’ve got people here who have your back just like he does in Danville where he grew up. Nothing’s gonna
            happen to you. You’re safe. Take all the time you need.”
         

         
         Even people who say things like “Take your time” have their limits. Shelly hadn’t nearly reached hers. Marla got there first. Their almost daily fights over what Shelly saw as Jim’s manipulation of her sister and Marla’s constant bending to his will eroded Shelly’s influence. Marla’s coy and accommodating demeanor became increasingly obstinate and mercurial. Then one day she was gone. 

         
         “I don’t know yet, bud,” Shelly told her nephew. “But I’ll tell you what I’m gonna do.”

         
         Cam expelled an exasperated sigh. Even a boy his age could detect the smoke and mirrors. “What?”

         
         “I’m going to keep my cell phone on me all the time, even when I’m asleep, so I won’t miss her call,” she said convincingly,
            though she was losing faith that the call would ever come.
         

         
         “And you’ll let me know, right?” the boy implored.

         
         “Roger that, Green Ranger. I promise.”

         
         Shelly pressed her ear to the receiver and listened for the smile she used to be able to detect just by the way he was breathing.
            Their bond was especially tight. Marla, who was three years younger than Shelly, admired but also envied their connection.
            Shelly and her nephew were kindred spirits. He shared her vibrant hair color, and both were subjected to every stereotype
            of a ginger one could think of. Yet both were the most sensitive people in every room. When he was taunted by the other cousins
            and friends one holiday, it was Shelly who swooped in, growling “Back off!” when the taunts went too far.
         

         
         Shelly convinced Cam that his red hair was a superpower, a secret weapon. Shelly and Cam found many ways to satisfy their
            imaginary musings. Lately, their playful interactions had been inspired by the Power Rangers TV series. They each took on the persona of their favorite character. Shelly leaned into that familiarity now, praying it would help her convey what she dared not speak plainly. Spy on your dad for me.
         

         
         “Oh, one more thing, Green Ranger . . .” Shelly said in a masculine voice.

         
         “Yes, Pink Ranger,” Cam responded, lowering his octave to match his aunt’s.

         
         “Remember, we’re on a secret mission. I’m counting on you. Seek truth and report back anything unusual. You’ve got your weapon?”

         
         “The Nikon?”

         
         “That’s the one, Green Ranger. Take pictures. Let’s power up!”

         
         “Roger, Blue Ranger!” he said, his mood brightening. “May the power protect you!”

         
         “And you,” she said.

         
         Cameron had gotten pretty good with the throwaway cameras. But after witnessing a huge blowout between Marla and her husband,
            Shelly lent the boy her digital. The video and easy upload capabilities of a digital camera were the closest she would come
            these days to having a clue about what was going on in that house.
         

         
         In the weeks since Marla vanished, the volunteers eventually abandoned the search and police still didn’t have any leads. They were able to track pings off Marla’s phone from the nearest cell phone tower, which indicated she was no longer in Indiana. But eventually the pings stopped. Her battery must have died. Shelly knew that if Marla was somewhere safe and alive, she would never have let that happen. But until her worst fear could be confirmed, Shelly busied herself with running the farm while also moonlighting at a horse stable in Greenwood two hours away on the weekends. The crying fits and overall stress of these tumultuous days had begun to take a toll on her physically. She felt a constant stabbing in her chest as if she’d been kicked by one of the Arabian horses she groomed. She knew the pressure buildup would eventually burst, but she never dreamed anything like this could happen, not while her eyes were open. 

         
         Updates from the sheriff’s department had been nonexistent the past few days. So after she hung
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