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Trial consultant Casey Summit watched the elated family laugh, cry, and hug as they celebrated Tyrell Burnesh’s newfound freedom. Tyrell’s father embraced him tightly, tears streaming down his face, sobs audible over the din. 

“Ms. Donahue,” Mary Jackson’s voice broke as she visibly held back her tears. “I just need you to tell me one thing. If not him,” Mary pointed a shaky finger in the direction of Tyrell, “then who in God’s name murdered my boy?”

“Ms. Jackson, I understand—“ Linda started.  

“You understand? What could you possibly understand?” The last word was hissed toward the defense attorney, barely understood by Casey above the clamor. The verdict still resonated, the words ‘not guilty’ being chanted throughout the courtroom. 

Mary’s top lip was trembling now—Casey guessed her tears wouldn’t be held back much longer. She stepped back, giving the women room to speak. Or perhaps, hoping to remain out of sight of the grieving mother.

“For eleven months, I prayed for Eric’s killer to be brought to justice. All of my mornings and nights, spent asking God that this monster be locked away for good, unable to make another mother feel what I feel. And now you, and your jury,” she spat ‘your jury’ as she locked eyes with Casey, “try to tell me that it was someone else? Who, Ms. Donahue? Who?”

Mary moved forward, grabbing Linda Donahue’s arm. Linda flinched, taking a small step back at the gesture, but not wanting to shake herself free from this woman. In her five months of working with the defense team, Casey had never seen Linda rendered speechless. Linda had an answer for everything and treated the last word in every conversation as if it were her birthright. Nothing caught her by surprise, except, it seemed, for Mary Jackson.

“I2don’t know. That’s not... our job. Ms. Jackson,” Linda stammered. “I’m sure the police will be revisiting everything, everyone—with this acquittal.” She finally freed herself from Mary’s grip and smoothed out her dark blue suit jacket, then bent down to retrieve her Armani briefcase. 

“The pol...” Mary said, slowly shaking her head as she took yet another half-step forward. “The police investigated the crime. The police found the killer. Then you got him released. You say he didn’t do it. Why don’t you tell me who did?” Her voice shot up a tone, prompting the portly bailiff to halt his conversation with the attractive young stenographer and start in Mary’s direction.

“Mama, come on. Let’s go.” Linda looked to be relieved as Mary’s daughter, Myrna, pulled at her mother’s sleeve, eyeing the bailiff and hoping to head off before another confrontation took place. “We need to get out of here before the reporters come.”

“Ma’am? Ms. Jackson?” The bailiff interjected himself between Mary and Linda. “Can I take you two out the back?”

He motioned over his shoulder to the back door of the courtroom, leading to the judge’s chambers and the jury deliberation room. “A little less congested back there.”

“Thank you—yes. Mama, come on.” 

Myrna grabbed her mother’s arm a little more forcefully now, tugging her away from the defense table and toward the judge’s bench. The walk from the defense table to the back entrance of the courtroom was not a short one; the high-profile nature of the case demanded the largest courtroom Orlando had to offer.

Mary allowed herself to be led away but maintained eye contact with Linda until she reached the edge of the jury box, still scattered with half-used notepads and pens left behind by the jurors. She then turned around, shoulders heaving with wrecked tears.

The bailiff shook his head and followed them, casting a final glance at Linda as if he were about to add his own opinion to the conversation. Thinking better of it, he waddled after the two ladies, hurrying to catch up. Casey thought that hustle was probably the most exercise he’d seen all week. Maybe all month.

She turned back to Linda, who was shoving folders into her briefcase. “Is that... I mean, do you... Is that response... normal?”

Linda turned to look at Casey and sized her up, from her bargain dress shoes to her Banana Republic pants to the matching blazer and the simple white collared shirt beneath. Once they finally made true eye contact, Casey recognized the look right away; five months working with this woman had made her an expert on the various ‘Lin-pressions’, as she and her team had named the attorney’s wordless communications. This one was, ‘Do I really need to acknowledge you, and are you really important enough to be talking to me?’

Even though Casey had more than proven herself over the last five months, she waited patiently for the dismissive response she knew was coming. 

She straightened her shoulders in the meantime, as though the extra half-inch taller she was now standing would somehow make her look older and more important than her twenty-eight years would suggest. If Casey were honest, she’d be happy just to resemble her young age; that alone would make her feel more confident. Unfortunately, her almost absurdly large brown eyes made her appear about 10 years younger, and her slim, athletic build may have been better suited to an adolescent.

“Excuse me?” Donahue’s tone confirmed Casey had nailed the Lin-pression. “Do you know how rare it is to get an acquittal in a murder trial? Do you? Your generation watches this all on TV,” she said, sweeping her arm in an arc as if to say this particular courtroom was the set of some primetime drama that Casey and her ‘generation’ obsessed over, never missed an episode, then texted one another about how dreamy the District Attorney character was. 

“You assume every defendant is innocent and every defendant is acquitted. Do you know the conviction rate for Orange County? Ninety-eight percent. I just performed a miracle. A fucking miracle.”

“No, of course. I didn’t mean to suggest you hadn’t, Ms. Donahue. And Trial Tactics was glad to help.” Casey gave a big smile and a wide berth as Linda walked calmly from the courtroom, smoothing her skirt and blazer once more in preparation for the media storm she was about to encounter. 

Casey rolled her eyes behind Linda’s back and followed her out of the courtroom. She was more than happy to let the attorney have her self-righteous rant. She was used to seeing this from some of the bigger-name attorneys who hired Trial Tactics for their trial consulting services. Linda Donahue was one of the biggest. Her firm (Donahue, Donahue, and Donahue) was based in Miami and specialized in criminal law. But unlike the typical justice-involved individuals that Casey would see lining the courthouse hallways any given day of the week, waiting on their names to be called for a five-minute hearing, dressed in a thrift store or borrowed suit—usually a size too big or small—the ‘Triple D’ firm specialized in one particular client and made a killing doing it. 

If an NFL player shows up in social media posts waving a gun around in a nightclub, or if the search of an MLB player’s car turns up some illegal substance, an associate from the Triple D firm will already be typing up a press release and planning a defense, though rarely would the case make it as far as trial. Instead, six months later, long after the press had moved on to another scandal, the athlete would be lauded for a large donation to a charity or featured on the local news for an initiative getting kids involved in sports. 

Casey was unsurprised when the firm took on Tyrell Burnesh’s case. A young Black kid, in his final year of college, runner-up for the Heisman trophy, and well on his way to a first-round pick in the NFL draft. Burnesh came from a sports legend family, and both his father and his uncle had played in the NFL.

After retiring from football, Tyrell’s father went on to become a sports broadcaster with one of the major networks. The family was the prototypical Donahue client and could bankroll the expensive defense strategy the law firm had planned, including the hiring of Trial Tactics Jury Consultants, LLC, for what amounted to a few hundred hours of work: not exactly pocket change. 

But Casey knew that Burnesh needed it. While ‘miracle’ made Ms. Donahue sound a little too Jesus-like for her comfort, the acquittal was no small feat. The prosecution had an eyewitness, circumstantial evidence, and the kind of motive a jury eats up: protecting a future star’s fame and fortune. Sowing reasonable doubt had been an uphill battle.

Everyone involved with the defense would be celebrating tonight—but until listening to Mary Jackson, Casey hadn’t considered how Eric Jackson’s family would be feeling. On the defense side, a great injustice had been prevented; on the prosecution side, a murderer was just set free.
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The verdict had been announced around 4:30 p.m.. Downtown Orlando’s late afternoon congestion meant Casey was arriving back at the Trial Tactics office almost forty-five minutes later, her high from the win dampened by the traffic.

Moments like this gave her a close glimpse into how a person could be driven to murder. The roads were a perfect mix of old women with their Q-Tip heads barely clearing the steering wheel, giant SUVs filled with tourist families perpetually lost between theme parks, and professionals like Casey weaving in and out of lanes with their gas pedals to the floor because the former two groups were making the latter group late for whatever meeting they were meant to attend.

Casey pulled her little red Toyota Tercel into a narrow space in the five-story parking garage. After her first day working with Trial Tactics, she went to a used-car dealer and bought the Tercel. It was already a few years old when she got it, and not a head-turner, but it was reliable and hers. She named it Gladys—a joking way to please her sister, who went through a ‘Gladys’ phase growing up and bestowed the name on everything she could, making them go through two Gladys cats and a Gladys turtle before the phase ended.

She started walking from her car, sighed, and turned back, clicking the unlock button on the key fob again. The car chirped at her as she slung open the backseat door, plucking out her red ‘pleather’ Kohl’s tote bag (that was miles away from Linda Donahue’s Armani briefcase) and shoving some loose files and papers from the floorboards inside.

Starbucks cold brew bottles and protein bar wrappers lay in the backseat, and she silently vowed that this weekend would be the weekend she cleaned Gladys out. After telling herself this lie, she slung the bag over her shoulder, shut the door, and pressed the lock button once more.

Casey walked towards the large square structure in the middle of the garage and hit the button to summon the elevator, which bellowed a loud whirring noise, its way of assuring whoever was waiting that, indeed, it was coming to retrieve them if they could just exercise a little bit of patience.

Using the few file folders that had not been lucky enough to gain access to the red tote, she fanned herself and stepped inside, silently cursing the fact that a parking garage in the middle of winter was leaving her sweating. Having lived her whole life in Central Florida, Casey was certain the state was never meant to have full-time residents. Visitors, sure: the beaches were beautiful, and the Everglades could be majestic. But trying to incorporate infrastructure and everyday necessities with a climate battle? Who thought this was a good idea?

After what seemed like an eternity, Casey entered the elevator and hit the button for the ninth floor. Then started repeatedly hitting the close door button, feeling positive reinforcement for the extra button hits once the door started to slide shut.

“Hold it! Hold it!” A large hand appeared, slicing between the closing doors. Successful in its endeavor, the doors slowly reopened—standing in the opening was a familiar, a lanky, 20-something man dressed in the ‘business-casual’ attire popular among the jury consulting group on the ninth floor.  

A crooked smile emerged on Jack Dryden’s face as he saw Casey standing in the elevator.

“I hear congratulations are in order. Your team nailed this one.” She knew Jack’s enthusiasm was real, and it made a smile spread across her face. One of the things she loved most about working at Trial Tactics was the camaraderie among the case teams. Casey and Jack both quickly advanced into leadership roles in their respective teams, mainly because they had strong research skills gained through their academic training and a natural talent for communicating with clients. 

While Casey had been a reluctant leader, put in the position more because she was good at it than because she advocated for it, Jack seemed to be born for the position. At six foot three with a thick head of black hair, casually styled with a swoop across the forehead, his good looks and charm were bred into him; it was part of being Florida royalty. His father owned the largest chain of car dealerships in central Florida, and his mother had been Miss Orange County before starting her wildly successful Orange Blossom Cosmetic company. 

As part of a major firm, the cases frequently called for late nights and travel—something neither Jack nor Casey minded. More than once, Casey had boarded a plane, and only after an hour or so into her flight (usually when the charger on the seat ahead had proven useless, allowing her laptop to sputter and die) did she pull up the boarding pass on her phone to see what city she was traveling to. She and Jack would sometimes swap recommendations for hotels, local running routes, and, in Jack’s case, fine dining. Casey usually ignored these and instead offered Jack the names of good local breweries and brewpubs.

Over the time they worked together, they had become close friends and confidants. While it hadn’t been a spoken rule, the friendship they shared was something you didn’t mess up by trying to turn it into something more. Both the type to frequently be ‘lucky in love,’ they needed a good friend much more than another date.

Jack was a player. Casey was a serial monogamist. All that meant was that Jack seemed to fall in love weekly, and Casey fell in love monthly. But while Casey avoided office romances, Jack did not. It didn’t help that there seemed to be a constant rotation of interns and young associates using entry-level positions at TT as a stepping-stool to something else.

She leaned against the back of the elevator and turned to face him. “I can’t believe it’s all over; you know? I’ll never get used to that part of the job. You spend every waking minute for five months focused on a case only for it to end in an instant and be never discussed again.”

Jack was still grinning and appeared to be texting on his phone. Casey heard a swoosh sound before he pocketed it.

“Oh, we’ll be discussing this one for a long time. An acquittal on a 1st-degree murder charge? Whatever the game plan your team employed should be bronzed and posted at the front door of our office, like the new company mantra or something that Al makes us all recite on Monday mornings.”

Alford Salomon was their boss and the CEO of Trial Tactics. Casey rolled her eyes at Jack’s overly effusive praise.

“Seriously! We are going out tonight to celebrate! I’m not taking ‘no’ for an answer this time.” He knew Casey could be a bit of a homebody, and getting her to come out for a night was frequently futile. At the last event, Jack had greeted Casey, exclaiming, “If it isn’t Single Drink Summit!”

“Okay, okay. Tonight we celebrate. But you’ll have to start without me. It’s Tent Night, and Alex is expecting me.” Casey gave a half-smile and looked up at him with her big eyes, silently asking for some leeway on this one.

Jack sighed and looked down at her. “You had to pull that one, didn’t you? Fine. For Alex, yes. But as soon as it’s over, I expect to see you walking through the door at Bottom’s Up. Not having everyone focused on you as soon as we arrive will give me some time to sink my teeth into that newest intern.” He grinned. “Have you seen her yet?”

“Oh my God, you are so predictable. Let me guess, tiny, blonde, large-chested, and wearing all the right designers?” Casey rolled her eyes—this wasn’t a guess. She saw the new intern (Jordan? Georgina? Jericho? Something like that) and just knew Jack would soon be charming the Liz Claiborne skirt right off her.

“That’s the one. And she has a name, Casey. You’d better learn it too because she’s the future mother of my children.” Jack paused, squinting. “I want to say... Jenny?” Jack rubbed his chin with his other hand and gave her a smirk.

She smiled at him, a bit lost. “Wait. What happened with Maddy? I thought she was the future mother of your children.” Last month, Jack had been hot and heavy with one of their colleague’s roommates.

“Ah, yes. We decided we’d be better off as friends.” Jack said, Casey, giving him a wry smile and a knowing glance. “Also, she may have caught me staring at... Jacklyn! That’s it. Jacklyn. Future Mrs. Jacklyn Dryden.”

“Jack and Jacklyn?” Casey put a finger in her mouth and made a fake gagging sound. Jack laughed, but his expression turned thoughtful after a passing moment.

“I do have a question for you, Case,” Jack hesitated briefly, “you do think Tyrell Burnesh was innocent, right?”

“Yes.”

“That was quick. No qualms?”

“None. He should never have been charged,” Casey said.

“Because I have something I want to discuss with you. A side project I’m working on.”

Casey opened her mouth to ask more, but the elevator doors opened as she did, and they were promptly interrupted.
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“Congratulations!!”

Casey stepped into the room, the whole office staring back at her and applauding. A tall, gray-haired man stood at the front, in the process of trying to pop a champagne cork.

With a grimace on his face, both wanting and dreading the propellant that came with achieving the act, Alford Salomon successfully separated the cork from the bottle and looked at Casey with a huge smile. Rivaling Jack’s six-foot-three stance, Al stood about an inch taller, but with a less-than-lanky build. Still maintaining his handsome good looks, the years had given Al what Casey’s younger sister would refer to as ‘Dad bod’—a little soft in the middle and completely accepting of it.

“Here she is! The woman of the hour!” Al said. “And thanks for the heads-up, Jack,” answering the question of whom Jack was texting on the way up.

“No problem; it’s the first time that god-awful slow elevator has been welcome,” Jack said, grabbing a flute of champagne from the outstretched hand of the intern, Jacklyn.

Casey noticed that it was designer digs for Jack’s new love interest, then silently chided herself for always noticing the appearance of these younger girls first. Why does she do that? She hates when people judge her by her appearance, but here she is, assuming the woman must have little to offer in the way of brains because she has the model looks and the designer clothes. 

Casey turned back to her boss. “Thanks, Al. The team put their all into this.”

Jacklyn turned around, picked up another flute, and handed it to Casey. “Yes! Way to go on the trial. You must have impressed the jury!” Each sentence was stated in an overly exuberant tone. Even though Casey knew these were statements, for some reason, Jacklyn’s inflection went up at the end of each word as if she were asking questions.

Casey stared at her for a second, unsure of how to tactfully respond: not just to the tone, but to the obvious misunderstanding of how trial consulting worked. Impressed the jury? “No, we don’t present the case—we aren’t the attorneys.”

Never mind. Casey mentally granted herself a free pass to judge whomever she wanted for the next week.

“Oh, right. But still?” Jacklyn smiled wider, again phrasing every sentence in the form of a question, then batted her eyes. Maybe that free pass lasts for the next two weeks, Casey thought, raising her glass, then moving her glance to Jack, who only smiled and gave a tight shrug.

She turned away from the new intern and lightly grabbed her boss’s arm, starting to direct him away from the crowd. “Actually, Al, the strangest thing happened as everyone was leaving the courtroom. I wanted to get your take on it.”

Al nodded, following in her direction.

“Everybody hush! The press conference is on!” Casey heard someone near the center of the room yell as the volume on all four TVs (one pointed in each direction) was turned up. Al’s attention was gone in an instant.

“We’ll talk later, Case,” he said, moving back towards the crowd.

Casey nodded and turned her attention to the anchor on Channel 6, who wore her hair in some impossibly high style that also seemed to prevent it from moving. The anchor walked from the side of the news desk to stand in front of a large screen plastered with an icon of a courtroom gavel and scales of justice, next to the words “Florida v. Burnesh” typed in italics.

“...unexpectedly quick verdict. After it was announced, the District Attorney gave the following statement outside of the courthouse.” The TV cut from the Channel 6 studio to display a man standing on the courthouse steps, with at least a dozen microphones splayed out in front of him, all emblazoned with the call signs of local and national news.

The man was noticeably shorter than those around him and was losing a battle with male-pattern baldness. His face was stoic, as were those of his two assistants standing to his rear.

“We are disappointed. Today, we cannot tell the people of Orlando that justice has been served. While we staunchly believe in our jury system, days like today make us wonder whether it has moved too far from what it once was: twelve honest individuals, not selected by fancy jury consultants, not brought in from faraway cities. Just local members of the community doing what they know is right. For. The. Community.” D.A. William Jeffreys reinforced the last three words by pounding the fist of his right hand into the open palm of his left.

“Nothing can bring back Eric Jackson, that is true,” he added, sweat dotting his forehead from the Florida heat. “But what this jury did today disgraced his memory.”

Casey crossed her arms, feeling defensive at his words. The truth is, she admired Jeffreys and his work. She had watched him through this case and observed him in two previous cases last year. He truly believed in justice over winning. And if that is the case, then he, unlike Casey, saw Tyrell Burnesh as the killer. 

“Now, the defense team has a much different take,” the makeup-laden reporter appeared back on screen in the studio. “Here’s Linda Donahue, the lead defense attorney.”

The streaming video began mid-sentence. “...justice for Tyrell Burnesh.” Ever the composed legal icon, you’d never guess that just minutes before this recording, Linda Donahue had been left speechless by a grieving mother in her seventies.

“We did not doubt that once the jury saw the prosecution’s story for what it was—a blatant attempt to railroad our client and stop a young man from realizing his dreams of becoming a professional football player. And what did Tyrell do wrong? The police targeted him because of a simple marijuana possession charge from his sophomore year in high school.”

The station cut to a closer shot of Linda speaking. “Then they relied on the eyewitness account of a questionable White man—when we know that eyewitnesses of a different race from those they are identifying are not as reliable—and they built a fictitious case with a crumbling foundation. What happened here today was right and just, and we are thankful that the people of Sarasota County could see that, even if the people of Orange County were out for blood rather than interested in finding the real killer of...“ Eric Jackson, thought Casey, finishing Linda’s sentence as Alford, somehow getting a hold of the remote control, hit the mute button.

Casey shook her head at Linda’s words. It was common sense, now, obvious information, that cross-racial identifications were unreliable. What didn’t make it into her speech was that a few months prior, Casey and her team had spent the better part of an afternoon explaining the phenomenon to Donahue and her associates. A very skeptical Donahue, at the time.

“Oh, I think we’ve all heard enough of Linda Donahue to last us two lifetimes. Since it doesn’t sound like she will be thanking Trial Tactics for getting her those Sarasota County jurors, for prepping her on cross-race identification research, or for the thousand other ways we helped get Tyrell’s win today, I will. Thank you to Case Team A; you lived up to the Trial Tactics name. And,” he grinned as he finished his toast and raised his glass, “we will all be living large off the new clients this brings in for the rest of the year!”

Casey laughed and looked over at Rana Singh, Blaine Rydell, and Miranda Turner, the fantastic worker bees on her team. She mouthed the words ‘thank you’ and smiled. Rana and Blaine beamed with pride, and Miranda breathed on her nails, then mocked polishing them on her blazer jacket. 

This was the first big win for those three, but Casey knew their potential. There would be many more wins ahead.

The case had been challenging from the start. When Donahue and her formidable team reached out to Al six months earlier, he made it clear that taking on this case would be a tough fight. It was first-degree murder and a high-profile case, and all their actions would be closely watched, likely on a national level. He was right: the media attention was more than Casey or anyone else was prepared for. Fortunately, Miranda seemed made for the spotlight—tall, with long, flowing red hair and a poise that immediately drew all eyes to her (the perfect figure might’ve helped draw that attention). Either way, Casey was more than happy to let her handle the media. With her master’s in communication and a minor in public relations, she excelled.

Within one week of signing the contract with the Triple D firm, local reporters began calling to ask what Trial Tactics would be doing to assist the defense. Within two weeks, the media requests were from across the state. Three weeks, and they were being interviewed on national media. Casey had to remove Miranda from all on-the-ground work for almost a month so that Miranda could do a press junket—the free advertising was just too good for Trial Tactics to pass up.

While Miranda handled the interviews, the rest of the team got to work. Casey took charge of the investigation component, Rana designed the community surveys and analyzed the results, and Blaine began working with the focus groups. Blaine had been on ‘loan’ from Jack’s group and, upon Miranda’s return, she took over the focus groups and progressed to the shadow juries.

They worked like a well-oiled machine, and all through the trial prep and the actual trial itself, the addition of the social science research to assist the defense in preparation for witnesses and pieces of evidence—like the explanation of cross-race identifications that Linda Donahue now appeared to be taking for granted—showed just how much blood, sweat, and tears the team put into this case.

As Casey mused on all the work the team had done, mingling with her colleagues and enjoying the late afternoon champagne and cake, she had no idea that the blood, sweat, and tears were far from over.
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When Casey parked in front of her mother’s house, her grandmother’s white Lexus was already in the driveway. She shook her head, knowing that her grandmother rarely drove above the speed limit, wouldn’t leave the house when it was raining out of fear for her perfect hair, and couldn’t use a navigation system to save her life. Yet, here was her top-of-the-line, sporty, two-door Lexus.

She could hardly wait until the point in her life when she could afford her Lexus; she’d drive that baby like there was no tomorrow. No matter how long she had to bide her time. Now, Casey pictured herself, cane in hand, hunched over, slowly making her way towards the car, some hot young guy beside her who had agreed to help her with her groceries. She’d thank him for being such a ‘dear’ and then expertly peel out of the Publix parking lot, tires squealing, leaving hot stuff watching with his jaw agape. She loved the feeling of breaking down stereotypes, and she didn’t imagine that would change once she was an octogenarian.

Coming back to reality, Casey reluctantly exited her daydream—apologizing under her breath to Gladys for drooling over another car—and walked towards the house, finishing a quick text and hitting ‘send’ before turning her key and entering the front door to the smell of pizza and the sound of women laughing.

“Did it start yet? Did I miss it?” she yelled, knowing fully well that her sister would never press play without Casey sitting beside her.

“Hurry, Casey! I can’t believe you cut it this close. I saved you a seat... but pizza is maybe another story.” Alex, Casey’s 21-year-old sister, ran from the kitchen to greet her. Always with a huge smile on her face, her long brown hair was tied back in a ponytail. She was only about five feet tall (or five feet small, as she liked to call herself), with a stocky, athletic build, almond-shaped eyes, a button nose, and a slanted forehead that often accompanied Down Syndrome. Alex grabbed Casey’s hand and pulled her into the living room.

“Did you swim today, Alex?” Casey plopped down on the sofa. Alex was still holding her hand, and Casey knew that she was unlikely to get it back anytime soon.

“Yeah. I stayed after and helped Melissa teach the new kids.” She spoke carefully, having learned that slower speech would limit how often people asked her to repeat herself. She grinned even wider as she thought about helping at the local Salvation Army pool, probably close to her favorite place in the world.

Alex’s smile faded briefly, though, remembering an incident from the morning. “Some of the kids were kind of jerks to start.” Her smile returned. “But I quickly showed them who’s boss!”

Casey relaxed again and just shook her head in admiration of her sister. It was so easy for people to immediately underestimate Alex. She could imagine her experience at the pool that morning. Some kid either makes some remark or just plain ignores her instruction, then watches Alex take off under the water, doing that amazing physical feat of swimming the entire length of the pool without taking a breath. 

The family joke was that she was part fish, but for Alex, water was the great equalizer; no one could see her as inferior in a lap pool.

And that was just it: People’s misconceptions about Down’s were mainly due to ignorance. Helen—their mother—preferred to approach the statements with kindness and education. Alex, ever the believer in the good in others, was always ready to set people straight, going directly to the myth or stereotype and turning it on its head.

Casey was not as generous. More than once, the three of them had been asked to leave a restaurant, a coffee shop, or even an event because Casey felt someone needed to be corrected for their ignorance, complete with a string of profanity. And if she heard someone use the ‘R’ word, well, all bets were off.

When Alex was young, she found Casey’s reaction hilarious and would laugh about the encounters for hours. But once the preteen years hit (and to be fair, by then Casey was approaching her twenties and really should’ve known better), Alex would become incensed. She would accuse Casey of embarrassing her and, even worse, of babying her. In one incident, that she was not proud of, Casey corrected a young boy who had called Alex the ‘R’ word by carefully explaining to him that Down Syndrome does not equal intellectual disability, but instead, the fact that the boy’s parents were brother and sister was what could lead to such an outcome.

Casey still remembered the conversation they had that evening, about four hours later, because that was how long Alex had given her the silent treatment.

“Case, what’s the difference?” Alex had asked.

“What do you mean?”

“Well, when people treat me differently because of my Down’s, it pisses you off.”

“Yes, it does. And don’t swear.”

“Aren’t you doing the same thing when you yell back at them? You react like that because you think I’m different and somehow can’t stick up for myself.”

This had broken Casey’s heart, and she had been careful ever since. If Alex was called a name, she let her deal with it and only intervened if her sister asked for help... or if she wasn’t watching.

“But who cares about my day? Tyrell was acquitted! Have the podcasts been calling yet?” Alex asked. She was a true crime junkie and had been following the Tyrell Burnesh case closely, glued to the TV, with a hundred questions for Casey after each day in court.

Even today, following the verdict, Casey received no fewer than 20 messages from her sister with all sorts of theories about which parts of the case resonated enough with the jurors for them to vote ‘Not Guilty’.

“Yes, Casey—your case! I can’t believe it was an acquittal!” Casey’s grandmother, Rose, exclaimed. Casey looked at her, making sure to maintain a polite grin while silently wondering where the conversation was headed.

Rose Vernagas had recently moved from Orlando to The Villages. Yes, that ‘The Villages’. Where ‘Florida Man’ goes to retire, clad in Trump paraphernalia, blasting Fox News from the radio of his souped-up golf cart (or white Lexus, possibly). Casey was never quite sure where her grandmother’s politics fell.

“Yes, it was a relief to our team,” Casey replied, downplaying the excitement that was likely still coursing through the rooms at Trial Tactics, or had moved on to Bottoms Up.

“So... you think he was innocent?” Rose looked shocked. Was this because she realized an innocent man was almost convicted and sent to death row for a crime he didn’t commit? Or did she believe a terrible injustice had occurred because the police couldn’t possibly have been wrong? Casey stole a glance toward her mother, seeing the same tentative smile she imagined was on her own face. Helen Summit gave her daughter an almost imperceptible shrug and shake of the head as if to say, “Got me. I don’t know where she’s going with this.”

“We do, Grandma. We do,” Casey replied, hoping to wrap it up there.

“Guys, I’m pressing play!” Alex said, much louder than needed in a ten-foot by ten-foot living room, but it reflected her excitement.

“But...” Rose started.

“Grandma! It’s Tent Night.” Alex gave her a look, and Rose instantly softened her expression, mouthing ‘sorry’ and holding up her hands to ask forgiveness.

“Sheesh,” Alex said. Casey smiled at her sister. Who says ‘sheesh’? Casey loved it, squeezing Alex’s hand and turning to the TV.

“...The Great British Baking Show!” the co-hosts said in unison, finishing up a short comedy bit that, for some reason, had them both dressed as large bananas.

‘Tent Night’ had started during the pandemic lockdown when Casey was trying to keep her sister from driving their mother mad. The high-energy, sociable Alex was away from her friends and her pool, and was not taking either loss well. Casey could do much of her job remotely, though the lack of court cases for a few months resulted in a short furlough at TT and caused her some concern before the stimulus payments started arriving. 

Helen, a Psychology Professor at the University of Central Florida, had quickly moved her classes online and was busier than ever, getting used to new teaching methods and redesigning course assignments and tests for delivery on a new platform.

Casey ended up spending more time back with her mother and sister than at her apartment and desperately tried to come up with things to keep Alex from doom-scrolling on her phone all day. Alex’s part-time job was at Walmart, and because of her history of health problems, Helen put her foot down and made Alex wait until she was vaccinated before she could even think of returning.

Casey thought maybe she and Alex could get into baking together. That seemed to be the ‘pandemic thing to do,’ or so Casey’s social media feed, filling up quickly with sourdough loaves and banana bread, made her believe. One afternoon, Casey pulled up a couple of episodes of ‘The Great British Baking Show’ on Netflix as a sort of reference for the two of them, and Alex fell in love...with the show. Not baking.

The few times the sisters had tried to recreate anything in the kitchen, it was borderline disastrous. Neither Casey nor Alex had any natural ability for baking, and both were too headstrong to ever admit when they were wrong about how to properly mix something, or about which ingredients came before the others. Casey still wasn’t sure whether it was ‘proofing’ or ‘proving’ bread (and in the past tense, was the bread proofed? Proven?). 

Either way, within a month, they had watched every episode of every season. Then again, starting back at the beginning. And now, with the latest season occurring in real-time, Casey never missed a Monday evening at her mother’s for ‘Tent Night’—referring, of course, to the infamous tent the baking contestants met in every week to compete.

Grabbing a slice of pizza (more of a sliver really, her sister hadn’t been kidding about not saving much), Casey settled in and tried to focus on the show, adding in witty one-liners or teasing Alex that whatever gaudy jewelry the judge, Prue Leith, had on, Alex would be receiving for her birthday this year (“Yuck!” was always the reply to that). But no matter how much she tried to distract herself, her mind kept drifting back to the case and to the interaction in the courtroom. Why was this bothering her so much?

During a commercial break, and while Alex tried to explain to Rose her theory of why a double-laminated pastry would always win out over a single lamination, Casey ducked into the kitchen to grab a soda and see if there were any leftovers in the fridge to tide her over. Lost in her thoughts, she ran into her mother coming into the kitchen as she was heading out. Literally.

“Oof!” Helen exclaimed, then laughed. Casey chuckled and stepped back to give her mother space to enter, then returned to the living room.

“Wait. I want to hear about your day. What did Al say when you got back to the office after the verdict?”

Casey filled Helen in on the big celebration that had been waiting back at Trial Tactics, and how she’d be going out after the show to meet her colleagues for a continuation of the festivities. Then she stopped and tilted her head, deciding that she wanted to get her mom’s take on the courtroom encounter.

“But we had a bit of a run-in with the victim’s mother while we were leaving the courtroom.”

“Oh? Who’s ‘we’?” Her mother furrowed her brow, a look of concern heavy on her features.

“I was with Linda Donahue and her team.” She watched Helen roll her eyes at the mention of the woman. Casey grinned and continued.

“But it was just her and I when the mother came over. Eric’s mother was just so...” Casey searched for the right word, “heartbroken. Like... like we had killed her son all over again.”

“You mean Linda,” her mother said.

“What?”

“You mean, as Linda had just killed her son all over again. Casey, you did not try the case.”

“Yeah, I know, Mom, but it felt pointed as much in Trial Tactics direction as it did toward the defense. We just get so wrapped up in these cases, especially this one. I mean, my whole team was so sure he was innocent, and it just made the stakes feel so high. I guess... I guess I just forgot the other side of the case...” 

Casey felt her face growing hot. She was so focused on Mary Jackson’s reaction to the verdict that she didn’t understand what the verdict had meant to her, too. Was this why she couldn’t get the courtroom interaction out of her mind? Because it derailed her thoughts about how the TT team had been fighting for true justice for the last five months?

“Did you think the family of Eric Jackson would be behind your efforts to get Tyrell Burnesh off?” Helen asked, her tone implying that this would have been either Casey seeing the world through rose-colored glasses or, perhaps, just plain self-absorption.

Casey winced at the truth of it. “I guess... I just didn’t think about it. I thought about justice and Tyrell Burnesh’s family. It was a shit case, Mom; you know that. It never should’ve been brought.” Her mom nodded as she spoke. Helen, Casey, and Alex had discussed the case together for so many hours.

Helen nodded, looking thoughtful. She opened her mouth, hesitating for a split second. “As a mother—” Casey loudly groaned. “I know, I know, you hate that phrase, BUT... as a mother, I cannot imagine being in Ms. Jackson’s shoes. First, you lose your oldest son and have to try to be patient while the police investigate, dragging his name through the mud. Then, after wading through all of that, a man you have spent the better part of a year seeing as your son’s killer gets to walk out the same courthouse doors as you.”

Helen crossed her arms and stared off, caught up in her train of thought and in placing herself in Mary Jackson’s (very painful) shoes. Casey, all of a sudden, felt very guilty.

Just then, Alex came in. “They’re announcing Star Baker, and I am NOT going to pause for you two.”

Casey smiled and followed Alex back to the living room.

After the show, Casey helped her mother clean up, grateful that Alex was talking their grandmother’s ear off, not letting her ask any more questions about the trial. Helen was still quiet since their earlier chat, but she stopped in the middle of tidying to grab Casey and give her a quick hug.

“So proud of you,” Helen whispered in her ear.

“I know, Mom,” Casey replied, instantly feeling like a child again. She wriggled herself free and gave her mom a reassuring smile. Then she ducked her head back into the living room.

“Alex, I’m going to split. Meeting some of my colleagues downtown for a quick drink. Good to see you, Grandma—be careful driving back tonight!” Casey blew two kisses in their direction and started towards the door, picking up her bag on the way. She noticed one of her sweaters on the coat rack that she must have left at the house on a previous visit. Hesitating for a split second, she grabbed it. It was still hot out, but Casey knew Bottoms Up would be over-air-conditioned.

It wasn’t just Bottoms Up. Bars, restaurants, and pretty much all indoor venues in Florida were over-air-conditioned. It was as if Floridians were addicted to that initial “Ahhh!” feeling of relief when you walked in from the hot and humid weather into a nice, cool room. Only that feeling lasted all of 2 minutes, and then you spent the rest of the time freezing your ass off. She didn’t know a single Floridian who went out without a ‘restaurant sweater’ in the back of their car.

“Case, don’t forget about my swim meet on Saturday!” Alex reminded her sister with an overly despairing look on her face, as if she were truly worried that Casey would forget. “Oh, also you have to listen to Unbelievable this week—it is fantastic.”

“I will, and I’ll be there Saturday. I think Twila is planning on coming, too. Which reminds me...” Casey muttered the last sentence under her breath as she took out her cell phone, quickly checking for new messages. She pulled up her conversation with Twila from earlier in the night, then sent off a quick text to let her know she was leaving her mom’s and would be at the bar in fifteen minutes.

Earlier, on the way to her mom’s house, and with the eternally questionable help of Siri, Casey had sent a text to her best friend letting her know that she would be meeting her work colleagues after Tent Night at Bottoms Up. Siri had had a terrible time with that one. After three attempts, and after reassuring Twila that, no, they were not going camping, nor did she have any interest in Twila’s rear-end, Casey had waited until she was parked in her mother’s driveway and sent a simple text (with her thumbs this time) informing Twila that she would message when leaving her mom’s.

As she was finally opening the door, her grandmother stood up and called out to her. “Casey, can you give me a call sometime soon? I’d love to hear more about the trial. Or better yet, if you’d like to come up to The Villages, maybe you could speak at one of our club meetings? Viola’s granddaughter came last week and talked about how she fits children with Invisalign braces for nearly an hour—you’d be a hit after that!”

Casey took in the backhanded compliment, reminding herself that she meant well. Alex, not one for masking her feelings, made a face towards Rose that almost made her crack up.

“Yeah, sure, Grandma. We can talk about it. I’ll give you a call sometime this week,” Casey said halfheartedly, mentally putting that conversation near the bottom of her ‘To Do’ list.
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