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Because of You

 

 

Free At Last

Wrongly convicted for a crime she didn't commit, Abby is free after years in prison.  Her entire world had been shattered, can she pick up the pieces and begin again?

 

Worst Nightmare

A prosecutor's worst nightmare–winning the conviction of an innocent woman.  How can he ever make amends?

 

Retribution or forgiveness?

Ethan does all he can to make up for ruining a young woman's life.  Can it ever be enough?  Will Abby seek revenge or let the past go and look only toward the future?


Prologue

 

 

Oh, God, please let this nightmare end! Abby Martin prayed.  Her heart pounded. Her palms were clammy. Her stomach churned. She couldn’t breathe. For a moment she feared she would faint. 

Surely everyone in the courtroom could hear the blood roaring through her veins, could feel the overwhelming fear that filled every cell of her body. 

How could this have gone so far?

She stared straight ahead at the walnut paneling on the front of the judge’s bench. Tuning out the sounds of the courtroom, the sounds that had grown more and more familiar as each day had progressed, she tried to hold on to her control. It couldn't be happening to her.  Surely someone would stop the entire scene any second now.

She was so scared. 

Never in her wildest nightmares had she imagined things going so wrong. The American legal system was built to defend justice, not make a mockery of it. How could twelve men and women find her guilty of a crime she had not committed?

She swayed slightly.  Taking a deep breath she tried to calm down, but nothing helped.

The nightmare was endless. Sliding her hands beneath the edge of the table, she pinched one thumb, trying to wake up. 

The pain was sharp and sudden. 

But she was still in the courtroom awaiting the judge’s sentence.  This was no nightmare but reality.

Swallowing against the rising bile that threatened to spew out, she took a shaky breath. She’d felt sick for weeks, unable to eat, unable to concentrate, fighting the injustice of the situation with all she had. 

Which, granted, wasn’t much.  She had no family to call on for support.  No friends had stood by her.  She'd faced it alone–all the worse since Kyle was also gone.

The jury filed back into the jury box electing to be present to hear the sentence their guilty verdict demanded.

From the corner of her eye she saw the young assistant district attorney lounging carelessly in his chair, talking with someone she couldn’t see without turning her head. 

The prosecuting D.A. sat upright, smug, radiating triumph. 

Why wouldn’t they believe her? Todd Sanders had been alive the last time she saw him.

Focusing forward, she took another breath. She rubbed her palms surreptitiously on her skirt, trying to dry the dampness, trying to quell the fearful dread. She dropped her gaze to the table before her. Gerald Carmichael, her attorney, had file folders neatly before him and one yellow tablet with a pen laying across it.

“Are you all right?” he asked before a paroxysm of coughing took over. He’d been ill during the entire travesty of a trial. But he had pushed onward, her only hope.

She shook her head slightly. “I think I’m going to throw up,” she whispered back.

“Hang in there. It will all be over soon.” 

His tone sounded bracing, but Abby wasn’t reassured. The trial might be over soon, but the nightmare would go on forever.

She looked directly at the opposing counsel. He had been relentless in his prosecution. Especially when she’d taken the stand. She had tried to convince him she had done nothing wrong, but he hammered at her until she became confused and she knew her testimony sounded muddled. She was no match for a district attorney with years of experience behind him. Especially one up for reelection and anxious to get a quick conviction to clinch the vote.

He had gone after her as though he had a personal vendetta against her. She'd hoped the cross-examination by her own attorney would have minimized the damage for the jury. It hadn’t. Now her only hope lay in an appeal.

The judge arrived, taking his place behind the bench.

Blinking back tears of frustration and anger, Abby stared straight ahead again as the judge rapped his gavel.

She wiped her hands against her skirt again and stared at the man, her heart in her throat.

“We have to stand, now,” Gerald said, his hand coming beneath her arm to assist her up.

Abby stood, her legs feeling wobbly. Turning slightly she stared at the men and women on the jury. They were strangers. They didn’t know her. They hadn’t known Kyle, or Todd.

 The evidence had been skewed. From that alone they shouldn’t have had the power to decide her fate. They didn’t know her!  They didn't know what really happened.

The judge began, but she missed the first words.

“…found the defendant, Abby Martin, guilty of murder in the first degree…”

She swayed, steadied by her attorney, his hand her only anchor. She stared as if through a fog. The nausea gained a stronger grip. She held her breath hoping she wouldn’t vomit all over the shiny table. It was the only trace of pride she could muster.

“…life in prison, without parole,” the judge droned.

Abby had a manic desire to laugh. She had come to Denver to begin a career, newly married and excited about all the promise that life offered. She was only twenty-one years old. She had her whole life in front of her.

She swallowed hard, fear and terror gaining a foothold. She had her whole life before her but she needn’t worry about establishing a career. Needn’t worry about going it alone after Kyle’s death. The state of Colorado had decided her future for her.

She was to spend the rest of her life in prison for a crime she hadn’t committed.

“We’ll appeal,” Gerald said gruffly, coughing into his handkerchief again.

Abby looked at him as if he were a stranger.

Glancing over to the prosecutor, she stared at him, fear clawing at her, nausea threatening to overcome her control, anger churning. His triumphant satisfaction grated. He was surrounded by men and women congratulating him. Smiling, laughing, slapping him on the back as if he’d just accomplished some great feat. 

Not as if he had ruined the life of an innocent woman.

The press strained across the wooden railing that separated the spectators from the participants in the courtroom drama, vying for attention, calling out questions, cameras flashing.

For a moment the tall, dark-haired assistant district attorney who had shared the D.A.'s table turned and his gaze locked with hers. His eyes held a trace of compassion. 

Abby stared at him, willing him to do something.

“I didn’t do it,” she whispered. Somehow she had to get it across to him. He had to believe her. Someone had to!

“Let’s go, miss.” A marshal was at her side, the cold, steel handcuffs snapping sharply over her wrists.

Turning, Abby took two steps and slid into a faint.

 

 


Chapter One

 

 

“Mrs. Cooper is here to see you,” Lily said when Ethan Cooper picked up his phone.

“Send her in,” he said with resignation. 

He replaced the receiver and stood, almost glad to take a break, but wishing it were someone else, anyone else, interrupting. He’d been reading a deposition taken by one of his new hires.  He still had a slew of questions he needed answered. They’d have to call the man back in. Blast it, he hated inefficiency.

“Hello, love.” Holly stood in the doorway for a moment, poised for an entrance.  She hadn’t changed a bit, had always had a flare for being dramatic.

“Hello, Holly. What brings you by? Is Sam all right?”

For a moment, he tried to remember what it had been like to be so passionately caught up in her spell he couldn’t think straight. That had ended long ago. 

Now he wondered where his head had been.

He came around the desk and waited for her to reach up and kiss his cheek which she did every time they met. He knew the routine and wouldn't make an issue of it, though she had to know he'd rather she didn't. 

Their relationship had formally ended eighteen months ago. Now, she was merely the mother of his son. 

She tried to make more of it, but he wasn’t interested. That fire and passion had evaporated long before he filed for divorce.

“He’s fine. He loves kindergarten. Why, I can’t imagine. I didn’t like school at all, except for the extracurricular activities and the dances,” she said, looking around the cluttered office.

“He’s a little young for dances,” Ethan said dryly. He waited until she sat in one of the visitor chairs facing his desk, carefully crossing her legs to give him the maximum view of toned, tanned skin. So typically Holly. Ignoring her blatant sexuality, he dropped into the matching chair beside hers.

She had begun stopping by the office more frequently now than before the divorce. Usually trying to interest him in escorting her to some charity event.  Though recently she’d begun to see a man named Stuart.

Ethan didn’t think Holly needed an escort. Why had she come this time?

“If he’s fine, why are you here?” he asked.

“Darling, can’t I stop by just to visit?”

“You’ve stopped by more lately than when we were married. I’m busy, Holly. If this is a pleasure call, maybe we should wait until the next time I come to pick up Sam.” 

Not that Ethan spent a moment with Holly if he could help it. His time with his son was special, he didn’t want to share it with his ex-wife, who still seemed to cling to the hope he’d fall madly in love with her again and take up where they left off.

She studied him, as if trying to gauge his mood.

“Stuart's going to London at the end of the week,” she said, “and there’s a party I want to attend on Saturday. I would appreciate your escort.”

Ethan leaned back in his chair, warily watching her. She never gave up. How clear could he make it? They were divorced. He'd wanted out of the marriage when all feelings had fled on both sides.  He was not interested in rekindling old flames. The only regret he had was not having his son live with him.

He missed Sam more than he'd expected. 

At the time, he'd believed his young son would be better off with his mother rather than a father who worked long hours.  Now, however,  he wished he’d insisted on joint custody. How receptive would Holly be to change? Not at all, if he read things correctly. Rather, she’d try to use that as a negotiating tool to have him come back.

“Go with me,” Holly urged. “It’ll do you good to get out and mingle again. All you do is work.”

It was an old argument. His devotion to work had been her most common complaint when they’d been married.

“Besides, you miss all the gossip going around,” she said. “Do you remember the Burroughs, Don and Fran? They’re friends of my parents.”

Ethan nodded. “I remember meeting them. Don’t they always go to the New Year’s Day function your folks put on?”

“Usually. I ran into them the other afternoon and they had the most outlandish tale you can imagine.”

He waited. Obviously she had something to say. Used to her tricks, he kept silent. Holly liked being coaxed, but that could take all afternoon. If he appeared disinterested, she’d get to the point faster. And he could get back to work that much sooner.

“Honestly, Ethan, aren’t you the least curious?”

“About what friends of your parents had to say to you? Not really.”

She shrugged. “It was nonsense. They claim they saw Todd in San Francisco two weeks ago.”

“What? That’s impossible. He’s been dead for eight years,” he said evenly. 

For an instant that courtroom scene flashed into his mind. The young woman convicted of the crime had been scared silly. He could still see the fear and anguish in her eyes, hear her repeated protestations of innocence.

It had been his first murder conviction after joining the district attorney’s office. Graduating at the top of his class, he'd bypassed the get-rich-quick aspects of defense law, choosing to pursue justice with the prosecution. He’d been so eager, so enthusiastic.

He’d thought he had the world by the tail after that conviction. 

Michael Denning had been the district attorney and the high-profile murder of a son of one of Denver’s leading families had given him the flurry of attention needed at the last moment to insure his reelection.

The conviction had also assured Ethan’s alliance with Holly Sanders. Denver’s leading family had been more than eager to welcome him after that, despite his background.

She shrugged. “They say they saw him or a doppleganger. See what you miss by not going to parties?”

“It was someone who looks like him,” Ethan said. “Holly, he’s dead. His body was identified by his father.”

“With his face blown away? I always wondered how my uncle could have recognized him at all.” She hesitated. “They seemed sure it was Todd.”

“Did they speak to him? Find out what the hell he’s doing in San Francisco when we all thought him dead and buried here in Denver? Did they find out why he hadn’t contacted his family in all this time? It’s a double, Holly.”

“Of course, I know that. They didn’t speak to him, just saw him. But when they called to him, the man turned and ran into an office building. What if it was Todd?”

“Impossible!” 

He rose and strode to the window. His office was on the twelfth floor. His view looked west to the Front Range of the Rockies. Snow already blanketed the peaks of the distant mountains, the closer peaks too low to have snow this early in October. Usually the view calmed him, gave him a sense of freedom he relished.

Today, however, he didn’t even see the view. 

If what Holly suggested was remotely possible it would be a prosecutor’s worst nightmare—the conviction of an innocent person.

“Let me know if you change your mind about the party. Otherwise I’ll have to go alone and I hate driving home that late at night by myself.”

“I won’t change my mind,” he said. 

He turned to face her, struck again by her sleek good looks. Her auburn hair was feathered and curled around her face, softening the angles and planes. The sophisticated style suited her. Her clothes spoke of elegance and expense. Her makeup was discreet, though she had little need for any. She was a stunning woman.

But to him at this moment, it was as if she were a stranger. He knew she’d never been fully in love with him. He’d often wondered why she’d married him. For excitement? He hadn't lived up to her expectations, wishing to work more than party. She hadn’t liked it when he’d called it quits. When was she going to believe they were through? If it weren’t for Sam, he'd never voluntarily see her again.

He had his work. And on weekends, his son came to stay with him. Ethan would petition to change the custody agreement as Sam grew older. He wanted to spend more time than just weekends with Sam.

“Well, if you won’t, you won’t.” She stood. “Would you like to have dinner next week? Sam would love to see you midweek.”

The one pull he couldn’t resist.

“Dinner only, Holly,” he warned. “Did the Burroughs say anything else?”

She shrugged. “It was just party conversation. I’ll ask them if you want. But as you say, Todd's buried here in Denver.”

Ethan stared at the closed door after she’d gone, his mind considering the ramifications of the startling announcement she’d made.

It couldn’t be true.

He closed his eyes, seeing images from that trial as clearly as if it had been yesterday. The gun found at Abby Martin’s apartment building hidden in the thick clump of bushes near the garage. The blood splatter on the barrel. The identification of the corpse by Holly’s uncle, Gerald Sanders. The rush with which Michael had pushed through the case, schmoozing with the reporters every chance he got in his effort to get reelected.

Opening his eyes, Ethan crossed to the desk. Buzzing his secretary, Lily, he waited impatiently for her to respond.

“Get me the files on the Todd Sanders murder case. It was eight years ago.”

“Was it resolved?” Lily asked.

“We got a conviction.” 

The possibility of Todd being alive was disquieting. If he were, who had the dead man been? Had Abby Martin killed him? The motive had been heavily weighted on her killing Todd as revenge for his causing the death of her husband. 

She had no reason he knew of to kill anyone but Todd.

Had he been instrumental in sending an innocent woman to prison?

His soul chilled.

He couldn’t believe that. He’d done his job. It had been an important, high-profile case. Michael had been the lead prosecutor and had been ruthless in his pursuit. But he’d followed procedures. He wouldn’t have gone for a conviction if everything hadn’t pointed to her guilt, no matter what the polls showed.

“The files will probably be in the archives. It could take a couple of days to have them sent,” Lily said.

“Get them today,” he snapped.

Taking a deep breath, Ethan tried to figure out what to do if Todd was alive and living in San Francisco. Who had been killed?

One step at a time—he’d review the court transcripts. See if there was any possibility of error. If so, he would look into it further. Otherwise, he’d chalk it up to the Burroughs seeing Todd’s doppelganger.

He’d hold off telling his boss anything until he knew more. Steve Johnson loved being district attorney as much as Michael had eight years ago. He’d been appointed after Michael had died suddenly of a heart attack two years into his term. Four years ago, Steve had won the election easily. 

For the most part, Johnson had done a credible job. There were one or two incidents they’d had to hush up. Ethan knew Steve planned to use the position as a stepping stone for bigger things. 

Politically savvy, Steve could rationalize waiting to investigate any possibility of a miscarriage of justice until after the election four weeks away.

Ethan ran his fingers through his hair. He needed to review the files, to see if there was anything to even suggest that every avenue had not been explored, every aspect of the crime hadn’t been examined. 

Had they overlooked something?

The image of young Abby Martin rose. She’d been slender, with long blond hair and big blue eyes. Pretty in a quiet way. He remembered her stricken features, the confusion that played across her face as if she couldn’t believe how the trial had progressed.

It had been his first murder trial and the pressure from Michael to finish before the election had been tremendous. 

He'd been courting Holly at the time and had wanted to win at any cost, to impress her, her father, her entire family. The evidence had been circumstantial for the most part, but with the motive and the video footage of her threatening Todd that the news team had captured at Kyle Martin’s funeral, it had proved strong enough for a conviction.

He sat down and pulled the phone closer. In seconds he had the number for the Burroughs.

Twenty minutes later he called the San Francisco Police Department.

 

 


Chapter Two

 

 

The sun felt good on Abby’s back as she attacked the ground with the hoe. She'd shed her jacket earlier, the October sunshine warm enough to keep the coolness of the breeze from chilling. Her muscles strained against the weight of the rich, fragrant soil. She wiped her forehead with the back of her wrist and took another breath of the clean mountain air. All too soon the weather would turn colder and her assignments would be confined to indoor chores. The vegetable garden would be put on hold for several months until spring planting.

She hated being inside. She felt more confined, more imprisoned when she didn’t get to work outdoors. It was all she could do sometimes to keep from screaming until she completely lost her mind.

The crush of women milling around, talking, shoving, laughing, increased her feelings of suffocation. By March she'd be panic-stricken just entering the mess hall. She’d have to force herself to breathe when she was locked in her cell. The confined space was the worst part of incarceration. She could stand the way of life if she didn’t battle claustrophobia every waking moment.

Fortunately each year she was reassigned to the garden task force and could escape to the outdoors for hours every day. It was all that kept her sane.

She dug deep into the dark soil, turning it for the last time before winter, wondering what they would grow next year. Her zucchini had been the largest ever this past year. She secretly thought the extra fertilization had helped, but hadn’t told the guards she had added more than the recommended amount. Let them think what they would about the crop, she knew more than they did about growing things. Cared more than they did.

“Martin.”

Abby looked up, took an involuntary step backward as the correctional officer loomed over her. Tasting the apprehension that filled her being near large, muscular men, she took a deep breath and tried to control her features to make sure he had no idea of the fear that roiled within. She had that mastered after all this time even though the fear itself never fully went away.

“Yes?”

“Warden wants to see you.”

She blinked in surprise. She hadn’t seen the warden since that time five years ago when—

“Now!”

She looked at the hoe in bewilderment. This had never happened before, what was she supposed to do?

“Do I turn in the tools or will I be coming back?” she asked.

“Don’t know. Leave them. You’ll probably be back. I haven’t heard otherwise.”

Laying down the hoe, she snatched her jacket up from the ground and carried it over her arm. She walked beside the officer, trying to keep as much distance between them as she could without it becoming obvious. She didn’t need any trouble with him. Or any of the guards. Thankfully most of them were women, not that they were any more sympathetic to the inmates, but at least they didn't fill her with fear.

It was a long way to the administration section from the garden and every step of the way Abby wondered why she'd been summoned. Except for the time she’d been beaten by that guard out to whip all the inmates into shape, as he’d put it, she had never seen the warden on a one-on-one basis.

Had she done something wrong? Thinking about the past few days, she could come up with nothing. She did her work, kept to herself. Her only friend was Marissa and she was clean. Due to be released in a few months, Marissa was not going to do anything to jeopardize that.

Abby sighed softly, the sadness tugging at her heart whenever she thought about her friend leaving. She'd have no one then. Not that she begrudged Marissa her freedom. The woman had saved her sanity. She'd never have been able to survive this long if it hadn’t been for Marissa’s advice. Abby would miss her as much as she missed Kyle, as she missed—

No, she couldn’t think about that. 

That was one thing Marissa had taught her—don’t think about things that became too painful. There was no release, no outlet, so no use in thinking about it.

She hoped the meeting with the warden didn’t take too long. She wanted to get back to work, to stay in the late-autumn sun as long as she could. All too soon she'd be transferred inside and have to cope with the confining aspects of winter that were so hard to endure.

Warden Gillian Griffin sat behind her desk and studied Ethan Cooper. He returned her gaze, wondering how long it would take for Abby Martin to arrive.

“We didn’t expect you,” the warden said, rearranging some papers on her desk.

“It was a spur-of-the-moment decision to come.” And probably a dumb move, to boot. But Ethan hadn’t been able to resist.

He leaned back in the visitor’s chair and mustered as much patience as he could. He had no intention of explaining anything at this point. He needed to talk to Abby first. Needed a few more facts.

“Martin’s not aware that you're her visitor. I only requested that she join us.”

“Do you have an interrogation room where we could meet privately?” he asked.

She smiled. “We are not a police department, Mr. Cooper. We have no interrogation rooms, just visitor centers. You and inmate Martin can use one of those if you feel my office is inappropriate.”

“Not inappropriate, but I don’t want to disrupt your own schedule,” he said smoothly. Nor give anyone a hint of where his inquiries might lead. He still hoped he was wrong. He hoped Martin would convince him justice had been served eight years ago and let him get back to his present cases.

She smiled again. “How thoughtful of you. Once she arrives, I’ll escort you both to a visitor’s room close by.”

Ethan nodded. He was probably wasting his time. Yet he couldn’t dismiss the remote possibility that Todd Sanders might still be alive.

The San Francisco police had not located the man the Burroughs had seen. They'd checked Department of Motor Vehicle records, voting records and their own arrest records. No Todd Sanders was listed.

Yet the police had located a firm where a man answering Todd’s description had worked until two weeks prior. When they’d shown the manager the photograph Ethan had faxed, he’d been positively identified as John Wiley. Prints from his workstation were being sent to Denver. The San Francisco police were now looking for John Wiley.

That, and the appalling mess of shoddy work he’d discovered in the old files, raised enough doubt in Ethan’s mind to bring him here.

He had been convinced eight years ago that Abby Martin had coldly killed Todd Sanders as revenge for Todd causing the death of her husband, Kyle Martin. Now he wasn’t sure.

The news from San Francisco, plus the mess he’d found in the files, was disturbing. John Wiley had not been seen since the day the Burroughs had spotted him. And the positive photo identification strongly suggested Todd Sanders was alive.

“I must admit to being somewhat curious why one of Denver’s leading assistant district attorneys is coming to see an inmate who hasn't had a visitor during the entire time she’s been here,” the warden said.

Ethan’s eyes narrowed. “No visitors?”

“None. Nor any phone calls or letters. Abby Martin is alone in the world as I understand it.”

“Her husband was killed just a couple of weeks before she killed Todd Sanders. Her parents were already dead.”

“If she killed Sanders,” the warden said mildly.

“You doubt it?” he asked sharply. Did she know something he didn’t?

Warden Griffin shrugged. “She’s maintained she's innocent from the first, which made it especially hard with the baby. She's been a model prisoner, if there is such a thing. Never gives any trouble. She’s quiet, well behaved and has only one friend inside. And apparently no friends on the outside.”

Ethan stared at her. He focused on one word. “Baby?”

The warden raised her eyebrows. “She was pregnant when she arrived here. She had a baby six months later. Gave it up for adoption, of course. She’s never going to leave, why hold up her child’s life or create turmoil by placing the child in the foster-care system?”

“I didn’t know she was pregnant,” Ethan said. 

Nothing in the notes or transcripts indicated that fact. Granted the entire proceedings had been rushed. When an unexpected opening became available on the court calendar, Michael had pushed to get the trial scheduled. He’d wanted that conviction prior to the election.

How could her attorney not have played that card? With the changing hormones and everything else attributed to pregnancy, added to the grief at the death of her child’s father, he might have gotten her off with manslaughter.

“I don’t think she knew herself until after she arrived here,” the warden explained. “The whole situation took such a short time, from the death of her husband until her conviction. She had other things on her mind.”

At the sound of a knock on the door, the warden crossed the room to open it.

“Come in,” she said, opening the door wide. To the correctional officer, she nodded. “Wait a moment, we’ll be going to another room.”

Ethan watched as Abby entered the office, swinging wide around the warden, her eyes focused on the woman. He was stunned at the sight of her. Gone was the pretty young woman he remembered from the trial. Gone was the long blond hair, the rosy cheeks, the trim figure. In her place stood a wraith of a woman, so thin she reminded him of pictures he’d seen of concentration-camp victims. Her hair cropped short, almost shorter than his, was still blond and capped her head like a bowl. Her cheekbones showed prominently above the hollows. But it was the wary and hostile expression in her eyes that captured his attention. She’d aged and hardened since he’d last seen her. 

He should have expected it after eight years in prison, but he hadn’t. He’d expected to see the same young woman with the long blond hair.

“I believe you know Mr. Cooper?” Warden Griffin said to Abby.

Abby turned and froze. Her eyes wide, she stared at him and Ethan could feel the waves of hostility. Could he blame her? He was one of the men who had built a case against her that had caused her to forfeit her freedom before she'd even started in life. 

He tried to remember twelve men and women had rendered the verdict. But he felt responsible. Was this what happened to all the people he prosecuted?

She nodded, wariness cloaking her like a shield.

“Mrs. Martin,” he said in greeting.

“Mr. Cooper drove down from Denver this morning to speak with you. He can talk to you in one of the visitor’s rooms. Follow me.” The warden turned and led the way.

Abby followed without saying a word, the guard falling in beside her.

A model prisoner, the warden had told him. He followed, wondering what she was thinking. Would she cooperate?

Warden Griffin stopped by the open door of a visitor’s room. The walls facing the corridor were glass, the far wall had a security window that overlooked the parking lot. She gestured for Abby to enter, then turned to Ethan.

Holding out her hand, she smiled. “If you wish to see me after the interview, feel free to come back. If not, I wish you a pleasant drive home.”

“Thank you.” He shook her hand, then stepped into the room. The door closed behind him. The guard stationed himself across the hallway, leaning against the wall where he could watch the proceedings, but hear nothing.

Abby moved around the large table and turned to face her foe. She studied him for a long moment, flashbacks to the courtroom overlaying his features. It had been the most awful time of her life–until prison.

He’d stood up well to the wear of time. He looked broader, robust, fit and trim. There was an assurance that had been lacking eight years ago. She expected he was now the lead prosecutor on major cases, not a very junior one.

“Would you care to sit down?” he asked, gesturing to one of the chairs.

Abby sat gingerly, laying her jacket on the chair next to her.

 “What do you want?” she asked as he pulled out a chair across from her and dropped into it.

Putting his briefcase on the table, Ethan snapped it open and withdrew a thick file. Abby watched him warily. Why had he come?

“I wanted to talk to you about the murder of Todd Sanders,” he said deliberately.

“Todd was alive the last time I saw him,” she replied, her voice firm, her expression hostile. “But as I recall, you didn’t believe me eight years ago. So why should you believe me now?”

“Mrs. Martin, eight years ago last September a man was murdered in Todd Sanders’s
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