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A Snap Judgment 

“A minute after the fire marshal got there, he was talking arson.”

Nora blinked. “Before the structure cooled? He eyeballed the blaze and concluded arson?”

Silvia nodded. “He pointed out the thick, black smoke. Mentioned the rapid spread of the fire. Said the arsonist had closed the doors and windows so nobody passing would see what was going on inside.”

“What did the cops do?”

 “One cop came to me carrying my gas can,” Silvia said. “He asked if I’d seen it before. I said it was mine. Immediately, he wanted permission to check my car.”

She gave a sour laugh. “I thought he wanted to see if the arsonist had damaged my old Ford. But he was hoping he’d find my most treasured belongings hidden in the trunk.”

Silvia swallowed. “The other cop asked me how much the trailer was insured for. I said I had no idea what insurance the owner had. Right away, the cop asked if I had renter’s insurance. I didn’t. I couldn’t afford insurance.”

Silvia shook her head. “I’ve read everything about arson I can get my hands on. The cops were trying to find a reason why I’d set the fire.”

“You didn’t realize that when they were questioning you?” Nora asked.

“No, I thought they wanted to help me deal with the tragedy. You know, get my paperwork in order so I could collect my insurance money.”

Shrugging, Silvia added, “I thought that was what cops did. Helped people.”

“Did you get any medical help?” Nora asked.

“The EMT spent some time checking me over for injuries and looking for symptoms of shock. The cops kept interrupting with questions. After an hour, they said I could leave in the ambulance. I spent the rest of the morning in the hospital under sedation.”

She sighed. “At ten o’clock that night, the cops came to my friend’s house. I was asleep on her couch. They woke me up and hauled me to the sheriff’s office.”

Silvia found a tissue in her pocket. Blew her nose.

“I lost my shoes in the fire. I was barefoot. Groggy from the sleeping pills. Heartbroken because my little girl was dead.”

She paused, her eyes shiny with unshed tears.

“They insisted I go with them. They weren’t polite, either. That’s when I got it. They weren’t out looking for whoever set the fire. They’d decided I’d done it.”


Praise for the Nora Dockson legal thriller series

“A great character, a great series—I highly recommend it to people.” (Stephen Campbell, Crimefiction.FM)
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Nora Dockson

Nora mashed her thumb against the UP button mounted on the cream-colored wall.

The elevator doors in front of her didn’t open. Their spotless matte-black finish swallowed her reflection.

To her right, the end-wall took off at a ninety-degree angle. A waist-high black-and-white credenza was centered in front.

Covered by a mosaic of tiny rectangular stone-colored tiles, the wall was an earth-toned backdrop for two lustrous black vases artfully placed on top of the credenza.

The porcelain was so delicate, Nora held her breath. She didn’t want her exhale to shatter a vase.

Potted plants as tall as she was sat at each end of the credenza. Their fleshy dark-green leaves shone as if they’d been dusted and waxed this morning.

Beneath her feet, pale gray and tan hardwoods zigzagged across the floor.

The acute geometric angles on the wall and the floor should have made her eyes cross.

Instead they drew her on like a witch was casting a spell over her.

She’d only gotten as far as the ground floor elevator lobby and she was a raggedy child lost in a big, scary forest.

She wanted to turn tail and run back to her messy, unintimidating office.

But her grandmother had struggled to pay those life insurance premiums.

Grandma had been dead set on leaving Nora enough money for a down payment on a place of her own. 

Because every woman needed one.

Grandma had known she was dying. In their last-ever conversation, she’d made Nora promise to start house-hunting in the next three months.

Nora had a tough week ahead. She should spend this Sunday getting ready.

But today was her three-month deadline. She would not break her promise.

She’d ended up at this swanky three-story building in downtown Spokane because the only open house within easy reach of her office was taking place upstairs.

A muted ding announced the elevator’s arrival. The doors whispered open and she stepped inside, letting out her pent-up breath in a huge sigh.

Surrounded by polished mirrors, she made scolding faces at herself.

She was used to barging in where she didn’t belong. She’d survive a few minutes inside a trophy building.

The elevator opened into a lavishly decorated corridor on the top floor. Facing her, a door stood ajar, inviting her to peek inside.

Nora moved gingerly across the hushed corridor. Pushing the door wider open, she stepped across the threshold into the condo’s yard-wide entry hall.

On each side of her, eggshell-colored walls rose seventeen feet from the thick pale carpeting to the roof.

Her eyes tracked upward to the white-painted beams and electrical conduits jutting out from the roof’s underside.

She chortled.

Modern prisons had the same lofty ceilings with exposed cross-beams and big fat tubes running everywhere.

She’d feel right at home in this place.

A yard beyond the threshold, she spied a red fabric crate. The container was ten inches on each side and ten inches deep. Bold white letters two inches tall filled one side:

PLEASE,

Cover or Remove

Shoes

THANK YOU!

 

Similar boldface posters adorned jailhouse walls. Though usually they omitted the please and thank you.

This loft condo was looking homier and homier.

The smell of the pristine paint blended with the textile scent of carpeting. The bracing odor of newness filled Nora’s nose.

Invigorated, she wanted to explore this the weird blend of prison architecture and trendy decor. But she’d tramped six blocks on city sidewalks. She didn’t want to track up the creamy carpet.

She’d leave no clue that she’d stolen time from her legal work to check out the hottest condo development in town.

Because it was May Day, she’d paired her weekend work outfit of faded Wranglers with a daffodil yellow T-shirt.

She snickered. Given her orangish hair, the effect was more like a raging bonfire than a flower-bedecked maypole. Might as well put a sticker on her forehead that read, TROUBLEMAKER.

One glance, and the realtor would dismiss her as an annoying lookie-loo.

She’d keep her promise to Grandma and be in and out in a heartbeat.

The brief visit wasn’t a complete waste of time. Starting at the high end of the real estate market was an okay strategy.

She’d work her way down to a property more appropriate for a modestly-paid appeals lawyer with a passion for the underdog.

Nora plucked a blue bootie from the crate. Hunching down, she balanced on her right foot and slipped the shoe cover over the canvas sneaker on her left.

She grabbed another bootie and bent over to maneuver her right sneaker into it.

From behind her, a feminine voice with a husky undertone proclaimed, “I’m Mindy.”

Startled, Nora jerked upright.

Mindy was a head taller than she was and wore a black sheath topped by a white linen jacket and accented with a string of pearls. Platinum hair swirled to her shoulders and tiny lines made a fretwork at the side of each hazel eye.

Smiling with glossy burgundy lips, Mindy added, “I’ll be happy to show you the features.”

Nora guessed Mindy was in her mid-fifties and that she smiled a lot. Only a fun-loving woman would wear black velvet slippers with white cat eyes and whiskers on the toe box and triangular black-and-white cat ears poking into her instep.

Especially while flogging a thousand-square-foot property with a six-figure price tag.

Grinning, Nora tore her eyes away from the kitty slippers.

“Don’t waste your time on me,” she said. “This place is near my office and I couldn’t resist a look. But I’m not a serious buyer.”

The realtor’s smile didn’t waver. Her eyes brightened like she was deaf to Nora’s disclaimer.

“Look all you want,” Mindy said. “But give me a chance to show you around before you leave. I want to point out a couple of things that’ll be of special interest to a woman like you.”

Like you? Nora frowned. What did the realtor mean by that?

Mindy headed down the hallway. The cushy carpet made her step bouncy and her silvery mane swayed across her slender back.

Nora veered through the doorway on her right. It opened into a five-sided room partitioned from the larger interior.

Ten-foot tall walls were topped by a ceiling of narrow bleached oak panels. Recessed spotlights were scattered across the oak. The softened LED glow highlighted the hardwood grain.

Staring up, Nora drank in the random knots swirling through the wood.

She’d love waking to the sight of that natural beauty.

Her lover would, too.

Kent had spent the weekend with his kids. She hadn’t seen him since Thursday. She felt like she was missing a body part.

It was tough being in her thirties. Mother Nature wanted her to breed. Her hormones kept screaming that her womanly needs had to be satisfied.

Firmly shutting down the bedroom fantasy, she stepped to a pair of louvered doors and pulled them open.

The walk-in closet was furnished with built-in shelves and cupboards plus two six-foot-long bars for hangers.

Big enough to hold all the clothes she owned and a law library.

Another solid wood door led to a bathroom with a marble tub-and-shower combo and matching sink.

Continuing down the hallway, she catalogued a small powder room with a stacked washer-dryer. A coat closet. A smaller enclosed room that would work as a home office.

The practical, functional stuff.

She emerged from the hall into a big empty space that had to account for two-thirds of the condo’s square footage.

The ceiling soared more than ten feet above her head. The windows lining the exterior wall made it feel like nothing but glass separated her from blue sky.

The open area felt vast.

She glanced up.

Long black poles dangled from the loft’s electrical conduits. They ended in translucent half-globe shades that hung above her like miniature moons.

On Nora’s left, an L-shaped kitchen was separated from the central area by a white half-wall. On top was a granite counter that extended far enough into the main room to serve as a bar.

Mindy had posted herself at one end. She’d pushed up the sleeves on her white jacket and rested one elbow on the granite counter.

Her casual posture was fake.

Mindy’s eyes were locked on Nora with the intensity of a predator.

Meanwhile, another hormonal impulse zapped Nora’s brain. She blanked out the realtor with an image of two bar stools, each fronted by a cool summery cocktail.

One for her.

One for Kent.

She saw them starting a romantic evening at the bar.

Her showing him the condo.

Both shedding clothes room by room.

Ending below that beautiful bedroom ceiling.

Imagining his citrus-y cologne, she breathed in.

Her fantasy was abruptly derailed by the smell of condo newness, plus a hint of garlicky tomato sauce.

Nora glanced down and spotted a red blotch on the hem of her shirt. Probably from the meatball sub she’d eaten at noon.

The flavorful blend of beef, tomato, and garlic lingered on her tongue.

Without realizing it, she was scent-marking this turf as if she planned a takeover.

The realtor wouldn’t miss Nora’s buying signals.

Mindy must be plotting how to wring the highest possible price out of her.

She couldn’t allow the realtor to discover the truth.

She’d fallen in love with the place.
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Turning her back on Mindy, Nora studied the polished black granite surrounding a full size fireplace.

Above the granite, a large bare wall rose to the ceiling like a display area in a museum.

Holding up her open hands to simulate a picture frame, Nora tried to visualize the piece of modern art that belonged on the wall.

Instead of an oil painting, her great-grandfather’s branding irons floated into her mind.

Until the depression brought hard times, Great-Grandpa had owned a cattle ranch.

He’d gone bust. But her grandmother was proud to be a cattleman’s daughter. She’d hung the three work-worn irons on her front room wall.

Now, they were buried in the stacked cardboard boxes filling one end of Nora’s studio apartment.

In her imagination, she unpacked and moved them to the space above the granite fireplace.

Black iron against the white wall.

Old on new.

The mental picture stole Nora’s breath.

That wall was made to show off her family heirlooms.

Nora blinked and her eyes slid away from the fireplace to the windows overlooking Main Street.

Five tall rectangular panes and a glass double-door marched along the wall’s bottom half. Two more tiers of smaller-paned windows sat above them in the top half.

Shaded on this late afternoon.

But morning sun would pour in and flood her great room with light.

Brighten the start of every day.

Nora sighed.

The joke was on her.

Despite the familiar loft ceiling, she hadn’t time-traveled back behind bars.

Instead, the sumptuous master suite had transported her light years away from that tiny cell with the shared bunk bed and stainless steel commode.

She and her cellmate couldn’t keep secrets from each other. Good thing she and Winifred Yates had gotten along so well.

When Winnie was released, she’d followed Nora to Spokane. A common wall separated Winnie’s studio apartment from the mirror-image one she rented. 

Her ex-cellie would soon move out and leave her behind.

A sign that she should move on, too?

Move here?

In this spacious room, she could lie down on the carpet and spread out her arms and legs in a big X and her fingers and toes would touch nothing but air.

She’d feel absolutely, totally, one hundred percent free.

Turning back to face Mindy, she saw that the realtor had moved her elbow off the bar top.

“Where do you work?” Mindy asked.

Her tone was conversational but her gaze was piercing.

Unnerved by the realtor’s intensity, Nora didn’t name the private nonprofit where she’d been employed since finishing law school.

Instead, she recited the street address.

Mindy drew her chin down in a satisfied nod. “Up near the courthouse. Makes sense.”

Nora winced.

Mindy had pegged her as a member of the legal profession. Probably mentally boosted the asking price because all lawyers are rolling in dough.

“Come out on the balcony for a minute,” Mindy added. “I want to show you a couple of features you’ll love.”

Beckoning Nora to follow, she strolled toward the glass door.

Nora felt like a cornered mouse.

Pussy footing on her kitty-slippers, Mindy was moving in for the kill.

The realtor pushed the door open and asked, “Did you walk from your office?”

“A whole six blocks,” Nora admitted warily.

“That close?” Mindy made a humming noise. “This is the perfect location for a woman who works seven days a week.”

Nora trailed the realtor out onto a ten-foot-long balcony with a wrought-iron railing.

Looking down toward the street, she saw the leafy tops of curbside birches trembling in the air currents.

Waving past the treetops, Mindy said, “If you need fresh air, the riverfront park is only two blocks that way.”

Warmth kissed Nora’s cheeks and the light breeze ruffled her copper curls.

She peered north, searching for the red tile roof on the park’s clock tower.

The downtown mall blocked her view.

Probably what Mindy wanted to show her.

One floor below, a skywalk crossed above Main Street, connecting the building she was in with the shopping center.

“Everything you need is only minutes away,” Mindy pointed out. “Nordstrom. Anthropologie. Williams-Sonoma.”

Convenient mall access would be a big plus for most potential buyers.

Not Nora.

She was so busy, she shopped online and had her purchases delivered to the office.

She’d been inside Nordstrom twice.

Two years ago, she’d found a jacket dress the same coal-black shade as a judge’s robe to wear to a Washington State Superior Court hearing.

When fate put her in US Federal Court a few months later, she’d bought a stylish jacket to dress up a knit dress. Both dress and jacket were the bright green of spring grass.

She’d wanted to stand out from the three dark-suited lawyers who’d joined her motion.

Her client had been innocent of murder.

Their clients were not.

In both appearances, she’d won new trials.

Her superstitious colleague would insist that Nordstrom was her lucky store. If she shopped there more often, she could count on more courtroom wins.

Why not move in and upgrade her wardrobe at the same time?

The master bedroom closet could hold twice as many clothes as she owned.

Except, she wasn’t superstitious. She made her own luck.

And she had enough clothes.

Besides, expensive home furnishings and professional-quality cookware had never been on her wish list.

She wouldn’t burn through her inheritance manufacturing a cool urban lifestyle. This condo was so not-her. She’d get out before she was lured into buying it.

Preparing to tell Mindy that she had an urgent appointment elsewhere, Nora squared her shoulders and drew a breath.

The smell of recently burned tobacco filled her nose.

Her eyes narrowed.

Where would a secret smoker hide butts on this long skinny balcony?

Nora’s gaze flicked to the far back corner. She spotted a black plastic ashtray on the floor next to the wall, tucked beneath a curlicue in the railing.

Three lipsticked filter ends gave Mindy away.

Nora’s shoulders dropped.

Tobacco addicts were a hunted minority. To survive in a hostile world, they had to stick together.

She couldn’t run off from a sister smoker without explaining.

“I love the feeling I got in there,” she began.

“Isn’t it amazing?” Mindy crowed. “I can’t believe this used to be a boring old department store.”

“I like it a lot,” Nora admitted. “But I can’t afford to buy it.”

“You can’t afford not to,” Mindy said. “You can’t take care of your clients unless you take care of yourself.”

Nora’s eyes widened. “Do I know you?”

“No, no.” Mindy waved her hand like she was erasing the question.

“I recognized you from the newspaper photo,” she said. “You’re the famous lawyer.”

Nora laughed. “My fame doesn’t translate to fortune.”

Mindy shrugged. “If you have a steady income and can put some money down, we’ll find financing, no problemo.”

Mindy pulled a pack of Merit Ultra Light Menthol 100s out of her jacket pocket. “You mind?”

“Not a bit.” Nora reached into her bag for her smokes and lighter. “I’ll join you.”

Mindy tucked her right elbow into her left palm and put a cigarette between her lips.

Nora lit it for her and fired up her own.

Mindy blew a cloud of smoke heavenward and leaned toward Nora. “Did you really grow up in a trailer park?”

Nora snorted. She’d never shake the trailer-trash tag. The press loved it too much.

“I only lived in a trailer until I was five,” she informed Mindy. “After that, I lived in a real house till I turned eighteen.”

Mindy’s chin went down in a nod of understanding. “Of course. You were eighteen when they put you in prison.”

Nora steeled herself. She didn’t answer personal questions about her two-plus years in an Oregon correctional facility for women.

“I’m impressed by how you turned your life around after you got out,” Mindy added.

The realtor had moved on to the up-by-the-bootstraps chapter of her life.

Nora was tired of retelling that story but it was better than describing what she’d come up from.

“I had a lot of help,” she said, readying herself to praise her grandmother and the lawyer who became her mentor.

 But Mindy was done chitchatting.

“Do you own your current home?” she asked.

Nora shook her head. “I’m renting.”

The realtor eyed her. “How old are you, thirty-five?”

“Thirty-six,” Nora replied.

“Definitely time to consider home ownership. This condo will be an excellent investment.”

Mindy collected the ashtray, stubbed out her cigarette, and motioned Nora to do the same.

The realtor tucked the ashtray back into its hidey-hole and slapped her palms together as if preparing for serious hands-on work.

Shooing Nora toward the door, she added, “Let’s take a look at your balance sheet and figure out how to get you in here pronto.”
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Nora puffed out a sigh of relief. The six-block hike back from downtown to the blocky two-story building housing Spokane’s Legal Resource Center had taken too long.

She shoved open the metal front door and aimed herself at the exit in the rear wall. Her sneaker soles slapped on vinyl as she charged across the ground floor lobby.

After an hour talking numbers with Mindy, she craved nicotine.

The stale indoor air smelled of floor polish with a top note of cement from the concrete block walls.

Bursting out into the Center’s backyard, she headed for the cement slab that she treated as her personal smoking patio.

Lighting up, she paced to the patch of shaggy grass at the edge of the slab and stared at the six-foot-high buckthorn hedge forming the rear boundary of the yard.

A few tiny white star-shaped flowers peeked out from between glossy leaves.

Her heart lifted. Spring was her favorite season. Everything all fresh and shiny.

She glanced to her left. That shrub had leafed out, forming a bulky green mound. A few more hot days like this one and flowers would bloom on it, too.

She took a drag on her smoke and turned to face the weathered wood-slat bench at the center of the slab.

At the bench’s far end, blue and yellow primroses flourished in a clay pot. Brightly colored like her T-shirt. It smelled like tomato sauce. The primroses had no scent at all.

The matching pot at the near end was filled with sand. It sported only long-dead butts.

Less attractive but more functional. The odors of old and new tobacco were lost in the springtime smells of loam and new grass stems.

The building’s exit door swung open and the lawyer who coordinated Center activities emerged.

Quinn Isaacs was also prepping for court this Sunday afternoon. Like her, he had a Monday morning appearance.

Working harder than she was because he’d actually make legal arguments tomorrow.

Today, he’d topped his black jeans with an olive green long-sleeve T-shirt.

“I thought I heard you come in,” Quinn called to Nora.

“Channing’s on her way over for a quick conference,” he added. “Wanted to catch us before we disappear into courtrooms tomorrow. I told her to look for us outside.”

Nora pointed her smoke at the bench. “Pull up a chair.”

Settling on the bench, Quinn tilted his face toward the sun.

His eyes went shut as if he was speed-sucking in rays.

She stepped back to the slab and positioned herself to study him.

The silver spikes in his dark-brown buzz cut glinted in the sunshine. A month ago, he’d trimmed his shoulder-length hair to inch-long. He’d needed help to finish the job. She’d referred him to Winnie. Her ex-cellie had gone to beauty school in prison and worked for a top Spokane salon.

Quinn’s trademark go-to-court ponytail had been the last visible reminder of his free-spirited youth.

Nora figured Quinn had abandoned it because the yanked-back style revealed how far his hairline had receded.

No forty-three-year-old man wants to announce so baldly he’s losing his hair.

Tickled by her accidental word play, she chuckled.

Quinn’s eyes popped open. He raised his arms and rubbed the heels of his hands over the shorter hairs in the fade that began halfway down the sides of his head.

Nora narrowed her eyes and pretended to assess his changed appearance.

“You look as dangerous as a cage fighter,” she concluded. “You’ll scare the pants off the prosecution tomorrow.”

“I wish,” Quinn retorted. “You’re the scary one. The US Department of Justice won’t face you in court.”

Two-and-a-half years had passed since she’d shown up in federal court wearing her all-green outfit and won a new trial for her convicted client.

The Department of Justice prosecutors had spent those thirty months exhausting their appeal options.

With the trial set to start tomorrow, DOJ had thrown in the towel and offered her client an acceptable plea bargain.

In the morning, instead of selecting a jury, she’d watch as the judge unsealed the agreement reached last Wednesday.

Quinn was right.

The federal prosecutors were afraid they’d lose to her in court. 

She patted her curls.

“Maybe you should color your hair to match mine,” she said to Quinn. “We redheads are frightening.”

He shook his head. “What’s frightening is the case you built while DOJ was appealing.”

She shrugged. “They gave me a ton of time to check the facts.”

“Your entire defense was laid out in the interview transcripts,” Quinn said. “DOJ realized no jury would find your client guilty of murder. They had to deal.”

He paused and his expression darkened. “Let’s hope riots don’t break out again.” 

Nora shuddered. “I’m glad I’m done hanging out in Parma.”

From behind her, the exit door squeaked.

“Parma?” a female voice repeated. “Did I hear someone say she can’t wait to take on a juicy new case in Parma?”

Turning, Nora watched her friend and fellow attorney Channing Palmer step onto the slab.

A tall woman with pixie-cut blonde hair, Channing wore jeans leggings and a teal cotton T-shirt in the same style as Nora’s.

Cleaner though.

Channing’s twin daughters were two-and-a-half. Once again, everything Channing wore in public was spotless and wrinkle-free.

Today, her tote bag blended natural linen with white pebble leather and sported a fancy capital A on one side. Her open-toed espadrilles echoed the color choices.

Nora bet a capital A was hidden somewhere on the sandals, too.

Trying to downplay her Ivy League background, Channing had adopted a more casual Pacific Northwest look, but she couldn’t part with her designer accessories.

Nora rested the palm of one hand on her T-shirt hem, covering the tomato-sauce stain as if she was girding her loins for battle.

“You tricked me,” she accused Channing. “The word Parma was not on the potential client sheet you handed me.”

“You practically lived down there for the past two years.” Channing widened her eyes. “I was sure you were aware that Taft was in the same county. Only a few miles outside Parma city limits.”

“You liar. You knew the only part of the crime location I’d register were the last three words. Mobile Home Park. Trailer burned to the ground. I have to see those crime scene photos.”

Quinn’s face lit up like his lottery ticket was going to pay off.

Nora knew what that smug smile meant.

He and Channing had a side bet going and he’d won.

Channing pulled a five-dollar bill from her designer bag, pinched it between a thumb and forefinger, and extended her arm toward Quinn.

He pocketed the bill. “I told you she’d pick the trailer park mom.”
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Channing shook her head sadly at Nora. “I didn’t expect you to go for the arson case. I was sure you’d choose the girl accused of smothering her son.”

Nora sniffed. “You two gamblers must’ve had a tough time picking your horses. Since I relate so well to trailer-trash and bad girls.”

“I didn’t consider your colorful background.” Quinn wagged a stern finger at Nora. “I was betting you’d base your choice on the crappy forensic analysis we’ve seen come out of Nez Perce County offices.”

Nora tried to look rueful. “I might have if I’d realized the crime scene was in that county.”

Three years ago, Quinn had handed her a Parma homicide case and given her his harsh estimate of the analysts in the county crime lab.

“Ill-intentioned drones,” Nora quoted.

“They had the worst record in the state for crime lab errors,” she added. “But this case involves arson. The main investigator would’ve been the county fire marshal.”

“The arson was six years ago,” Quinn reminded her. “You dealt with the county prosecuting attorney who was in charge at the time. You know he’s a jerk. The county crime lab was a mess. I doubt the PA demanded any higher standard from the local fire marshal.”

“And you know how steamed up I get over incompetent investigation.” Nora laughed. “Good point. Uncovering crime lab errors is my favorite pastime.”

Quinn beamed at her, a mentor proud of his pupil. “If you find some, this might be the ideal case to kick off this new project.”

Pushing to his feet, he turned to Channing. “Thanks for coming in to brief Nora. You hash out the details with her. I have to get back to work.”

Channing replaced Quinn on the bench. She dipped back into her bag and pulled out her Virginia Slims.

Nora took a last drag on her smoke and eyed Channing’s long legs. “I remember those jeans. You were wearing them when you told me you were knocked up.”

Channing smoothed the fabric covering her left thigh. “I’m surprised you remember what I was wearing three years ago.”

“It was a landmark moment. First time I ever saw you in denim.”

Nora stubbed out her butt and plopped onto the wooden bench beside Channing.

“You’re always nagging me to buy new clothes,” Nora said. “Why is it okay for you to run around in comfortable old jeans?”

“Comfortable?” Channing sniffed. “The waistband is cutting me in two. But at least I can zip them again. Another month, I’ll manage to squeeze into my go-to-court clothes.”

Lighting up, she added, “Not that my current duties will put me in front of a judge any time soon.”

“You have only yourself to blame,” Nora pointed out. “You’re too good at getting charitable foundations to give us money.”

Seventy-five percent of Channing’s work hours were dedicated to fundraising.

Nora’d helped draft the most recent application. The planned project targeted wrongfully convicted women. She wanted to dig into their cases.

She’d been disappointed when the timing of the award conflicted with her upcoming trial in federal court. Another Center staffer would get to pick the first new client.

But last Wednesday, the big hole opened in her calendar.

Within minutes, Channing had barged into her office and slapped two potential client sheets on the file-strewn metal desk. Each woman had been convicted of murdering her child.

Channing had put them aside in case Nora’s trial was postponed again. The award deadlines were tight.

They needed to look into the cases as soon as possible and determine if the woman in question qualified for assistance under the terms of the grant.

Generously, Channing had allowed Nora to decide which woman she’d interview first.

But her sneaky best friend had tried to influence her decision by obscuring the location.

She shook a scolding finger at Channing. “I hope you paid attention to Quinn. I should’ve factored the high probability of investigative incompetence into my decision.”

“I was afraid your Parma-phobia might interfere with your case assessment. You need to keep an open mind. After all—”

Channing paused and lowered her voice to signal the next words were grant-speak: “We’re trying to correct the disparity in exonerations between men and women.”

“Whoa,” Nora said, “that’s a mouthful.”

Channing’s word choice was a fancy way of saying that women hadn
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