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A Viable Suspect

The headline screamed, “Dark Skin, Death Penalty, and DNA.” Nora whistled.

“Imagine, busting Latinos is getting trendy. Twenty percent of last year’s admissions to death row had Hispanic origins. And the journalist suggests that a similar anti-Latino bias played a role in Gus’s case.”

Channing pointed an unlit cigarette at her. “Plus, he hints strongly that the cops and prosecuting attorney were racists.”

“Realists,” Nora corrected with fake seriousness. “Only a person of color would kill sweet old Faith Underwood.”

Channing glanced at the window as if to confirm it was opened a crack, lit her cigarette, and expelled a cloud of smoke. “The reporter buys your suggestion that she was sweet to Timothy Randall and sweet enough to attract a new suitor. Giving Randall motive. He was jealous of the new boyfriend. Got mad and killed her.”
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Nora Dockson

Nora hadn’t cried over a judge’s decision since she was eighteen years old.

She hadn’t wept in court today when the judge sent Gus back to Washington State Penitentiary with a new date for lethal injection.

But hours later, when she entered Channing Palmer’s Spokane townhouse and her best friend wrapped her in a consoling hug, the sympathy ambushed her.

She couldn’t choke back her tears.

Channing smoothed her hair and muttered, “Spineless judge.”

“Gutless shithead,” was what she tried to respond, but the words came out garbled.

From the back of the house came the sleigh bell sound of ice tinkling against crystal and high-spirited laughter. The stereo blared “Frosty the Snowman”.

Channing’s great room had to be jammed with colleagues from the Legal Resource Center and friends from the public defense offices—all bubbly with holiday booze and idealism. Revering The Law as though it were a sacred totem.

The fucking Law.

She pulled free from Channing’s embrace, hunched her shoulders, and headed up the staircase. She smelled the piney scent from evergreens draping the bannister.

She heard Channing call to her husband Clayton, putting him in charge of answering the door. The light tap of footsteps behind her on the uncarpeted stairs told her Channing was following.

Nora dropped her parka on the master bedroom floor and collapsed on the canopied double bed.

“I wasn’t expecting you,” Channing said, sinking onto the quilted coverlet. “Not after what happened in Hammond County this afternoon.”

“Don’t worry,” Nora murmured. “I won’t go down and spoil the holiday mood.”

She sat up, grabbed a tissue from the box on the bedside table, blew her nose. She raised both hands to push ginger curls off her forehead.

“I’m not looking for someone to cheer me up. This setback means I have to concentrate on Gus. I don’t have time for anything else. I need to let Quinn know.”

“He’s not here yet.”

Channing plucked a pack of cigarillos from where they nestled next to the bedside ashtray.

“I talked to him right after you called,” Channing said. “He wants me to drop everything I’m doing and rewrite the brief you drafted for Gus.”

“Of course it has to be revised,” Nora stuffed down her irritation. She was pissed at Quinn, not her friend. She could write a decent brief.

She fumbled in her purse for her own cigarettes and lighter and lit both their smokes. “I know Gus’s case better than you. I’ll do it.”

Heavy footsteps on the stairs signaled somebody coming, and seconds later Quinn’s solid form filled the bedroom doorway. 

Dark hair fanned out across his shoulders. He stepped into the room, sniff-testing the air—the reformed pack-a-day man getting a secondhand fix.

“They told me I’d find you two up here,” Quinn said. “Nora, I need you digging into the Jared Nelson files full-time.”

She was off the bed and on her feet.

“I won’t quit Gus.”

“I’m not pulling you off his case,” he said. “But I have to keep you as co-counsel for Jared. Channing will fix your brief. She breezes through the constitutional issues faster than anyone else at the Center.”

“Gus’s case is at a critical point.” Nora hardened her voice. “I need to move fast and hit hard. I can’t live with myself if I drop him now.”

“But now is when I need you.” Quinn paused and when he resumed, any trace of pleading was gone from his tone. “You saying you can abandon Jared and live with yourself?”

“I made a good start reviewing the evidence in his case. Let me concentrate on Gus for two more weeks. I know I can find a way to beef up my arguments.”

“Sorry,” Quinn shot back. “Jared’s deadline is only sixteen days away. You have to find me something I can use.”

She tried once more.

“Nobody I need to talk to for Jared will be available over the holidays. I can’t do any serious investigating until after New Year’s. At least give me till then to come up with a new angle for Gus. As his lawyer, I owe him that.”

Quinn’s eyes narrowed as though reckoning her height.

She straightened her backbone, standing her tallest. Determined to measure up.

Channing was standing, too, her gaze flickering between them.

Quinn sighed in surrender.

“Until New Year’s. After that, you’re on Jared only. And whatever you do for Gus better not have blowback. We don’t have enough manpower as it is. I can’t afford to lose any funding.”

She widened her eyes.

“I’m at war on behalf of the wrongfully condemned. So—I’m not supposed to piss anybody off?”

“Don’t piss me off,” he growled and turned toward the door.

“Merry Christmas,” she called in the direction of his back.

He grunted acknowledgement and disappeared down the stairs.

She lifted her clenched fist in a victory salute.

Channing pulled it down.

“Not your smartest move,” she told her. “You’ll be working through the holiday. You said you were going to spend Christmas with your grandmother.”

“If I get right to work, maybe I still can.”

Nora reached for her purse and pulled out her cell while explaining.

“I’ve been playing phone tag all week with a cop. He mentioned me to a couple of people. Said he’s got the inside dope on one of my clients. He could mean Gus. Maybe I can catch him tonight. Name’s Harper.”

“A State Trooper? Kent Harper?” Channing made the same face she did when she smelled milk gone sour. “I know him. A hundred percent cop. Hates us. He’ll screw a defense lawyer any way he can.”

 “I’d meet with the devil if he’d help me get Gus out.”

She searched her contact numbers.

“Harper’s twisted.” Channing sounded worried. “He’d enjoy trashing your rep.”

Channing’s warning made her squirm but she kept her tone light. “Worth the risk. Maybe he has what I need.”

“Not much chance you’ll stay focused long enough to get it out of him,” Channing remarked. Her expression grew knowing. “His ass will be a major distraction.”

Holding the phone to her ear, Nora shushed her friend and made a date with the trooper. They’d meet in half an hour at a bar around the corner from her apartment.

She grinned at Channing.

“I’ve seen Harper only once, from a distance. And only from the front. You’re saying he has a nice ass?”

“Forget Harper.” Channing shook a warning finger at her.

“He’s too much like the sorry losers you fell into bed with during your shameless youth.”

“I only told you those stories to show I saw the error of my ways. I made a vow. I won’t hook up with another good-lookin’ bad boy.”

“For sure, you don’t want a bad-boy cop.”

Nora drove to the close-to-campus apartment she’d begun renting while still in law school. She parked the Buick in her assigned slot and hurried on foot through the freezing twilight to the Cooler Tavern.

By half past six, she was seated in a booth, a pint of draft beer and a bowl of popcorn in front of her.

She was relieved to find not a single pine bough, holly branch, or red-nose-flashing stuffed reindeer in sight. No Christmas scents had invaded the place either. The pervading odor of fresh popcorn reigned unchallenged.

Her stomach was reminding her she hadn’t eaten since breakfast. She’d had no appetite after the prison van rolled away, hauling Gus back to Walla Walla and death row. But now she was on track again, working hard on his behalf.

Ravenous, she emptied the popcorn bowl, savoring the salty flavor. Wiping butter off her fingers with a napkin, she spotted Harper coming through the front entrance. He slipped off his parka, turning to hang it on the coatrack. His plaid shirt was tucked into jeans.

Definitely a nice ass. And good shoulders.

Harper waved to her before heading to the bar. A couple of minutes later, toting his own pint, he slid into the seat across from her.

His blond hair was buzzed shorter than she liked and he’d slapped on too much cologne.

Still, she’d interviewed less appealing sources.

She pulled out her cell and turned it off. Tonight’s work might turn out to be fun. She didn’t want any interruptions.

They small-talked while working their way down the beer.

Harper seemed interested to learn she’d spent a good part of her life in a small Oregon town near Pendleton. He insisted that, with her twang, she must have been a barrel-racer at the town’s famous Round-Up.

She admitted to liking horses, but confessed she’d never done any rodeo-ing.

He’d grown up on a Central Washington wheat farm, she discovered.

“Not too far from where you were this morning,” he said.

Registering her surprised look, he laughed. “Judge’s classy phrasing got back to Spokane before you did.”

As she’d hoped, Harper wanted to talk about Gus.

“You been following the Gustavo Ochoa case?” she asked.

“Not really.” His expression was amiable. “Maybe you could fill me in?”

“You know the crime, right? Somebody battered a sixty-six-year old widow to death in Sweet Home eighteen years ago?”

He nodded.

She added, “Today, I was trying to get the judge to agree that the murder investigation was bungled. Cops were called after the man living next door found her body stuffed in an upstairs closet.”

Harper broke in. “This neighbor was an instant suspect, right?”

“Wrong. He was a respected citizen. The cops actually let him into the house to tidy up before they got an arrest warrant.”

Harper grimaced in disbelief. “He got to roam through the crime scene unescorted?”

“Unbelievably, yes. Other neighbors hinted to investigators going door to door that this guy, Timothy Randall, was bonking the victim. Years later, I interviewed several of them. They told me the same story.”

“And that was?” Harper asked.

“Timothy Randall’s wife didn’t drink alcohol. He liked to slip next door to the widow lady’s for afternoon cocktails.”

“And other afternoon delights.” Harper snickered knowingly.

“He’s dead or I’d put him on the stand and make him admit it.”

Harper was paying close attention. Clearly, the case interested him.

She added the kicker.

“Timothy Randall helpfully pointed the cops toward a suspect.”

“Aha!” Harper sounded gleeful. “Bet you’re going to tell me he named Gustavo Ochoa.”

“Bingo. Randall remembered Gus shoveled snow for the victim. Cops found her canceled checks. One written to Gus was cashed a month earlier. And they pulled a single fingerprint on her door frame that matched his.”

“So your client had a police record.”

Harper’s tone had gone flat, all jaded cop.

“It was for one charge of domestic violence. When he and his girlfriend argued, she’d get mad and call the police. He says he never hit her. She dropped the charges twice. Third time, she swore out a warrant and he was arrested and printed. He paid the forty-buck fine and moved back in with her. But the cops who got the print match made the leap from possible slapping to probable murder.”

Harper grunted.

“He was in the system for hitting a woman. His print was in the house of a female murder victim. You said this happened in Sweet Home in the nineties?”

He registered her nod and continued. “A lot of violent crime originated in Sweet Home’s Latino community back then. The local force had to look at him. But one print? One canceled check?”

Harper shook his head. “Not enough for an arrest warrant.”

“Pretty flimsy,” she agreed.

“Especially as they found two other sets of prints at the scene that didn’t match the victim or Gus. The cops never identified who left them. They just picked up Gus. Three months later he was on trial for murder.”

“Found guilty, obviously.” Harper smiled. “You being a death penalty appeal lawyer.”

“His court-appointed lawyers didn’t put up a real defense.”

“But he’s not dead,” Harper noted. “So his lawyers must’ve appealed.”

“They did. Luckily, the attorney appointed to handle the appeal was sharper than they’d been.”

She took a deep breath before going into the legalese.

Harper cut her off.

“The appeal lawyer focused on a technicality. Won a new trial. Your man was found guilty again.”

Harper swallowed beer and leaned back in his chair. “But that must’ve taken place more than fifteen years ago. How did this old case end up in your lap?”

“When I was a student at Spokane University School of Law, I interned two summers at the Center. The coordinator handed me Gus’s file and I got hooked. I buried myself in it. Visited him at the prison. Spent time with his mother and sister. Talked to witnesses. After I graduated and passed the bar exam, I was hired as a permanent Center employee.”

“Specializing in Gustavo Ochoa,” Harper said. “Sounds like you’ve grown attached to him.”

“I’ve known Gus for seven years. He’s gentle and honest. I can’t imagine him killing anyone. The more I learn about his case, the more convinced I am that he didn’t murder that woman.”

She paused for another sip of beer.

“When I applied for post-conviction relief,” she continued, “my co-counsel and I blew several big holes in the prosecution case. Hearing was before Judge Bennett. Same judge I had today. He wrote in his opinion that Gus might not be guilty. But he refused to grant him a third trial.”

“’Course not,” Harper said. “Judge has to run for re-election every four years. He’s not going to tell twenty-four registered voters who served on the first two juries that they wasted their time. Much better for him if the appellate division takes the heat.”

“That’s where we’re headed. The State Supremes agreed to hear the appeal. I got a court order transferring the most important exhibits to Olympia, so they’d be available to the justices. And that’s when the county clerk tells me he can’t locate a glass slide. Supposedly, it contained a fiber removed from the victim’s body. When I recovered the exhibit, I could tell it was a hair.”

“My, my,” Harper mused. “Misplaced and mislabeled evidence. How careless.”

“Careless my ass.”

Lifting her pint, she drained it and felt the alcohol loosening her up.

Eyeing Harper, she recalled her conversation with Channing. Best not to get too loose with him. Especially when he wasn’t giving her anything helpful.

Before she could use her empty glass as an excuse to end the evening, he was on his feet. He headed for the bar with both their glasses. When he set the refilled pints on the table, she reached for hers.

“Thanks.”

He grinned. “Long story. Thirsty work.”

He was right. Her mouth had gone dry from all the talking. Lifting her glass, she swallowed deeply. “Short version is the forensic scientist who prepared the slide testified in both trials that he’d passed it on to the local cops. They claimed they never got it. Three months ago, the forensic guy discovered it in another file in his office.”

She emphasized “discovered” as if the word had quotes around it.

“And that made you suspicious.”

“The hair was blond. Of course it hadn’t come from a brown man. I arranged for an expert to analyze it. Test showed it hadn’t come from the victim, either. Damn, a foreign pubic hair on her body.”

Harper’s eyebrows rose. “You’re saying the hair wasn’t introduced into evidence at the original trial?”

 “Not by the prosecution and not by the defense. Completely unacceptable. I figured the state appellate lawyer handling the case would agree to re-try the case. She didn’t.”

“She?” Harper’s brow wrinkled. “You mean Marianne Freemantle?”

“You know her?”

“Seen her in court.”

“Makes two of us.”

She stopped herself from saying more. Harper didn’t need to hear how much she hated the woman. “So I went back to Judge Bennett. Who said—”

Harper interrupted. “‘One pubic hair is not enough.’ And I agree. It isn’t. You haven’t shown it came from a viable suspect.”

She opened her mouth to protest.

Harper held up both hands, palms out, to stop her.

“You clearly believe the neighbor killed the old woman. You tie that hair and those fingerprints to him, you’ll get a new trial and you’ll get your client off.”

“Great idea.” She puffed air between her lips to add a derisive sound.

“Except for him being dead and buried.”

“So exhume him,” he retorted. “Get his DNA. Take his prints.”

Damn, Harper was twisted.

She hadn’t considered digging up the dead to free Gus.

“I’m glad I called you,” she told Harper. “Your suggestion isn’t what I expected to hear. But it’s a good one. I’ll think it over.”

“Not what I expected to say, either, since that remark by the judge today is the most I’ve heard about Gustavo Ochoa’s case.”

Harper leaned back and pushed his empty mug to one side.

“The only client of yours I’m familiar with is Jared Nelson,” he said.

He’d named Quinn’s life imprisonment appeal client.

She struggled to wrench her mind away from Gus.

“You thought I wanted your views on Jared?”

“The most cold-blooded criminal I’ve ever encountered,” Harper said.

Her brain refused to absorb the switch.

“I’m not Jared’s lead attorney.” She shifted in her seat and added, “I’m not that familiar with his case.”

Undeterred, Harper continued. “His wife testified that he attacked and raped her. Yet he calmly repeats that he wasn’t home. How can Jared Nelson expect anyone to believe his own wife didn’t recognize him?”

He looked at her expectantly.

As if she’d reveal Quinn’s strategy for the case. Or more accurately, his lack of one. She made a show of checking her watch. Seven-thirty. “Sorry, I have to cut this conversation short.”

Standing, she added, “Thanks again for the advice and the beer. And Merry Christmas.”

“Merry Christmas.”

Harper stood, too.

She bumped into him twice as they struggled into their coats. Beer made her clumsy. Might also make her talk too much.

Playing it safe, she declined Harper’s offer to drive her home.

They parted at the exit and he grinned at her.

“You have a Happy New Year, Little Buckaroo.”

She couldn’t help giggling.

“You, too, Farm Boy.”

Buoyed by the beer, the new idea for Gus, and the plain silliness of imagining riding in the Pendleton Round-Up, she walked briskly home alone along frozen sidewalks. Collecting her briefcase from the Buick, she climbed the exterior staircase to the covered walkway fronting her apartment.

Her front door opened directly into a single box-shaped room, flanked along the right-hand wall by a tiny kitchen, walk-in closet, and bathroom. Small, but hers.

She’d raced off to Hammond County this morning, leaving the sleeper sofa unfolded. The homemade quilt with the not-quite-right sunbonnet-girl pattern welcomed her back.

She’d repainted the walls three times since moving in. They shone glossy white, a pristine backdrop for her “prison art,” drawings sent by grateful clients who had no other gifts to give her.

Gus’s colored-pencil sketch of a family picnic held pride of place. On it, bright sun shone in an azure sky. Small figures spread across a grassy meadow, clustering under willows, wading in the stream. He’d filled the paper with tiny, intricate details. At the center, he’d placed himself, his family, and her.

She was flanked by his sturdy white-haired mother Luisa and his graying older half-sister Yvonne. His lawyer—his carrot-topped Nora—burned like a flame in that hopeful future landscape.

Her first case, Gus had been part of her life for seven years. He was more than a client—he mattered. And he was innocent. She was certain of that.

She’d do everything in her power to set him free.

Emptying her pockets as she undressed for bed, she remembered to turn her cell back on and found she’d missed one call.

She recognized the number. It belonged to the phone used by inmates at Oregon’s correctional facility for women.

The automated message in her voice mail intoned the name of her caller in two different voices: “Winifred. Yates.”

Uneasy, she drummed her fingers on the bedside table. She’d made her pre-Christmas visit to Winnie last weekend. What had come up in the past seven days that was too urgent to crawl past the censors in email or a letter?
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Marianne Freemantle

Marianne Freemantle frowned at her email. It was Saturday morning and she was at home in her upstairs den. “Call me,” read the message from Zane Carter, who worked for Oregon’s attorney general.

All their previous communication had been via email. What had he chosen not to put in writing? She pulled out her cell and tapped in the number he’d provided.

When Zane answered, she heard the clink of a spoon against china along with his muffled and high-pitched, “Hello.”

The man’s girlish voice did not go with his macho first name. And why was a busy attorney eating cereal at ten-thirty in the morning?

She identified herself and asked, “Am I interrupting your breakfast?”

“All finished.” He swallowed whatever was clogging his mouth. “Thanks for getting back to me so quick.”

“What’s up?”

Carter’s response was stiff. “We won’t name your person of interest during this phone conversation, okay?”

Had he developed second thoughts about the task he’d agreed to do for her?

“I made a legitimate request,” she reminded him. “An inquiry concerning a resident of my state who’d been incarcerated in yours.”

“Might have told me how she’s earning her living these days. I did a records check. Confirmed your person spent twenty-five months at the former Oregon correctional institution for women near Salem. I dug a little deeper and learned she shared her cell with only one inmate while incarcerated. Winifred Yates, a thirty-five year old white woman serving three consecutive sentences totaling nineteen-plus years for felonies committed in 1997.”

The time inside implied serious crime. Yates had hurt somebody. She might be willing to hurt her former cellmate.

She scribbled notes while she did the math.

“So Wicked Winnie was twenty-one when they put my person in her cell. She remember her fondly?”

Carter’s laugh was sour. “Too fondly for your purposes. According to Winifred, your person is a candidate for sainthood. Not only did she turn her life around after release and become a lawyer. She helps the downtrodden, including her old cellmate. Who’s very attractive, by the way. Beautiful black hair and lots of charm. She was real cute, flirting with me.”

With him? She’d expected Carter to send an investigator.

“You saw the woman in person?”

“Didn’t want to involve anyone else at this stage. I had an appointment with another inmate at the same facility. Found time to fit in Winifred. My schedule’s a little lighter these days. Appeal process has gotten leisurely.”

By “these days,” Carter meant since Oregon’s governor banned executions in the state. She believed the ban to be a huge mistake and feared her own governor would soon copy Oregon’s.

“Glad you can get something positive from that,” she said.

“Not entirely negative, at least,” Carter said. “Anyway, Winifred and your person must’ve been quite the jailhouse couple.”

Intrigued, she jotted “lesbian?” on her pad. “You mean they were playing house?”

“No suggestion by Winifred that they were more than friends. But both of them being in their twenties. Winifred being such a looker. Your person making herself so helpful to everyone. The combination had to be attention getting.”

Marianne drew a line through “lesbian?” and moved on. “What do you mean, my person is helping the cellmate?”

“Your person is trying to get Winifred out of jail.”

“Of course,” she said. “No doubt she was wrongly convicted. No one doing time ever committed the crime.”

“Winifred did,” Carter retorted. “She confessed to the Springfield home invasion. Copped to one count of first degree robbery, one of second, and one of second degree kidnapping.”

Marianne let her surprise color her voice. “And that plea bargain put her inside for two decades?”

Carter grunted. “She may not have gotten the best advice. Each count means a separate mandatory sentence. The end result is she’s doing twice as much time as women convicted of manslaughter.”

He was making an editorial comment.

She countered. “Society is better off keeping violent criminals in jail. And I understand that the Oregon law is like Washington’s mandatory minimum sentences. The inmate gets no time off for good behavior and has no possibility of parole.”

“Right,” Carter confirmed. “Basic philosophy is lock’em up and throw away the key.”

“So what can my person do to get the cellmate released earlier?” she asked.

“Remember, Winnie has three separate sentences, served consecutively. She’s completed the first and second and part of the third.”

Marianne understood.

“My person petitioned the court to amend the sentencing. Allow the cellmate to serve her third sentence simultaneously with the second.”

“You got it,” Carter said. “If granted, she’ll be released.”

Marianne sniffed. “Makes no sense to let her out early. The whole point of mandatory sentencing is to deter convicted felons from resuming criminal activity.”

“I’m glad you feel that way,” Carter said. “Because Winifred didn’t volunteer negative information concerning your person. And I was reluctant to fish for any. Given their friendship, I could hardly suggest she might benefit by cooperating with me.”

“Of course not. The only thing you can offer is to support her petition. Hardly logical when what you want in return concerns the lawyer preparing the petition.”

“Soon as I realized that,” Carter said, “I terminated the interview. So far, Winifred’s petition has been denied in two lower courts. Your person has pushed it up to the next level each time. Very determined lady. When I agreed to make inquiries for you, I didn’t realize you were digging for dirt on a death penalty appeal lawyer. Could be a land mine buried in that excavation. I don’t want any shrapnel hitting me.”

The squeaky-voiced coward was refusing to help her expose an unfit attorney. She hid her annoyance.

“I’ll keep your assistance completely confidential. I appreciate your effort.”

Sounding mollified, he said, “You’re welcome.”

She lowered her voice making her next words intimate.

“And you’ll send me the complete police report on her crime?”

He didn’t reply, his silence accusing her of asking him to break Oregon law.

After ten seconds, she added, “I need that information so I can compare it to her application for admission to the bar. If she was truthful, she’ll never know I checked. Surely, you see the logic.”

Grudgingly, he agreed. “But give me your home address. I don’t want a package from me accidentally logged in to your office mail system.”

She recited her address, thanked him again, and ended the call.

Hard work, extracting what she needed. Especially from a man with no balls.

And lousy judgment.

She doubted the women’s prison in Oregon got many visits from lawyers on the attorney general’s staff. Carter’s appearance would raise questions.

His prissy attempts to hide his involvement were late and inadequate. She bet that minutes after he left, Winifred Yates had called Dockson.

Was that a problem?

She glanced at the trio of framed photos on the corner of her oak desk.

Grandad on his horse.

A PR shot of her British-born husband Nigel taken for one of the corporate boards he served on.

And her favorite photo of her father, a dashing twenty-nine-year-old in a Navy uniform.

After law school, her dad had spent four years in the office of the Judge Advocate General. Smart, street-savvy, and intense—intimidation was among his favorite tactics. In this case, she’d copy him.

She imagined Nora Dockson, worried that her prison record could go public. A nervous Dockson might reveal damning details.

Plus, she’d learned that Dockson consorted with felons off the job as well as on. All in all, Carter had done a good job despite being a wimp.

Still, she hoped Kent Harper was made of stronger stuff.

She carried her phone downstairs and got comfortable on the floral-patterned couch in the living room. Their house was in one of Olympia’s upscale neighborhoods and the floor-to-ceiling windows allowed a glimpse of Budd Bay in the distance. The miniature water view was invigorating. As if she was inhaling salt air from the Puget Sound inlet.

She’d been battling Nora Dockson on the Gustavo Ochoa case for seven years.

Three weeks ago, Dockson had filed an appearance for the appellant in another of her cases. Quinn Isaacs remained the lead attorney representing Jared Nelson, so Dockson’s addition to the team probably meant she was in charge of fact checking.

The woman didn’t stick to the trial transcript, searching for possible legal argument. She roved the field. It was impossible to predict what would attract Dockson’s attention.

Marianne had realized she needed inside information. State Trooper Sergeant Kent Harper had agreed to assist.

She placed the call and sat up straighter, alert to hear his report.

When Harper answered, his “hello” sounded wide awake, firm and deep.

Nicely matching his appearance.

“Had a chance yet to chat with Nora Dockson?”

“Indeed I have,” he replied. “We had a couple of beers together last night.”

Last night?

She’d been too tired to move off the couch, but Dockson had gone out on the town. Was the woman popping amphetamines?

She focused on the more critical issue. “Did she reveal any strategic details?”

Harper laughed. “Nope. Soon as I mentioned Jared Nelson, she ran off. But I think I planted a useful seed.”

She hadn’t imagined the sergeant would show initiative. Hoping he’d done no damage, she asked, “How so?”

“Last night, Dockson was all fired up over yesterday’s hearing, where she lost to you. I always enjoy listening to someone who’s passionate on a subject. I encouraged her to talk. And I realized how important it is to her that Gustavo Ochoa is innocent. Her willingness to work hard for him comes from her conviction that he didn’t commit the crime.”

Harper paused and she heard his tongue click against the back of his teeth.

“She’ll find Jared Nelson is a less sympathetic character,” he continued. “And she’ll remember I called him a cold-blooded criminal.”

“Could be,” she said. “Though Dockson isn’t inclined to accept negative evaluations of Center clients by law enforcement. Did you learn anything else that might help me anticipate what she’ll do?”

Harper let out a reflective rumble.

“She described herself as interviewing witnesses in Ochoa’s case. I suppose she’ll do the same with Jared Nelson. Boils down to his wife, the victim.”

“Very likely.”

She kept her tone neutral. No point in revealing to Harper she had foreseen that likelihood. “Good work. I appreciate your going to so much trouble for me.”

“No trouble at all,” Harper assured her. “Like I said, I enjoyed hearing the Little Buckaroo’s story.”

“Little Buckaroo?”

“Dockson grew up in cattle country. She claims she was never a rodeo rider, but she sure sounds like one. I thought she should have a name to match.”

Harper had gotten friendly enough to give Dockson a nickname? She kept her displeasure out of her voice.

“So what else do you remember from what she told you?”

“Well,” Harper said, “the cops investigating that Sweet Home murder apparently suffered from tunnel vision. I’m surprised the prosecution could make a case against Ochoa based on what they provided.”

“Dockson can be persuasive. But don’t jump to any conclusions until you hear my side. I’ve yet to lose a decision to her.”

“She has no warm feelings toward you.”

“She mentioned me?” Marianne asked.

“Said when she showed you the pubic hair, you didn’t agree to a new trial. Apparently, she thought you should have.”

Harper paused. When he resumed his tone was more intimate.

“I’m guessing you’re no cowgirl, working in Olympia. You always lived on that side of the state?”

“No cowgirl.”

She didn’t tell him she’d been born in the middle of Central Washington, an agricultural region housing enormous data storage facilities for Seattle’s high-tech companies. What nickname would Harper make from that—Geek Girl?

She heard the purr of a familiar engine. Going to the window, she peered toward the three-car garage and saw her husband’s Jaguar.

“I have to run. But I owe you dinner next time I’m in Spokane.”

“I look forward to collecting.”

She ended the call. Dinner was the only thing Harper would collect from her. If she stayed friendly, she might hear something useful about his Little Buckaroo.

Marianne slipped the phone into her pocket and went to the kitchen. She intercepted Nigel as he entered from the garage.

Every lock of his crisp silver mane was in place. No wrinkle marred his “casual” outfit—dark blue linen trousers and light blue long-sleeved linen shirt with French cuffs.

She eyed his apparel. “I thought you had a tennis date this morning.”

“Postponed,” Nigel said. “I drove up to Seattle to breakfast with a new board member. Exhausted as you were last night, I didn’t want to bother you with such a trivial change of plans.”

“Good decision.”

After the long drive home to Olympia, all she’d wanted was a glass of wine. Several glasses. She’d rebuffed Nigel’s efforts to start a conversation.

“Sorry I was such unpleasant company.”

He shrugged to dismiss any need for apology. “Feeling better?”

“Exercise helped.”

Earlier, she’d pushed hard through her core strengthening program, upping the weight on the leg press, increasing the reps for the suitcase lift. Topped off with twenty minutes alternating sprints and fast walking on the treadmill.

Toning her forty-five year old muscles and sculpting her shape, she enhanced the physique she’d inherited from her stocky mother along with the mud-brown hair.

“I’m sick of this case,” she said to Nigel. “And since that bitch took over the appeals, I’m beginning to doubt it will ever end.”

Careful not to spell out that by “end” she meant Gustavo Ochoa would die. Last year, she’d been promoted to lead attorney in the state’s litigation unit handling appeals of all sentences involving death or life imprisonment.

England had hung its last murderer forty-nine years ago. Nigel did not share her firm support for capital punishment.

“When you say bitch, you mean the female lawyer named for a dog breed?” he asked.

Her chuckle had an acid undertone. “She doesn’t spell it the same way.”

He laughed. “The dachshund is known for persistence. When hunting, she tracks the badger to its den and barks loudly to summon her master to finish it off.”

“It’s apt. Nora Dockson never stops barking. Prosecution, police work, legal representation, forensics, informant testimony—she’s yapped at them all.”

Nigel raised an eyebrow. “Apparently with some justification since her motions continue to be heard.”

“And dismissed. Gustavo Ochoa is guilty of murder. Evidence was mishandled but not in a manner unduly prejudicial to the defendant.”

“Marianne, Marianne.”

Nigel repeated her name in a sorrowful voice.

“I don’t need details. What concerns me is that you are using your brilliant mind to defend questionable behavior.”

Stung, she began, “I’m not—”

“Don’t you see?” he interrupted. “When you tarnish yourself in this manner, you become vulnerable. Why allow that?”

 “You make no effort to understand the American legal system.”

“I will certainly never understand your tawdry love affair with the death penalty.”

He took her hands.

“You are an incredibly talented lawyer. You can easily find more suitable work. Why demean yourself?”

She inhaled but before she could speak he released her hands and put a finger to her lips. She smelled lavender, the scent of his favorite soap.

He kissed her cheek. “Don’t say anything. We’ll talk later, when you’re calmer. I have to change and go to the club.” He hurried from the room.

Controlling her anger, she extracted an orange juice carton from the Sub-Zero. She filled a crystal glass and carried it upstairs to her den, firmly shutting the door.

What her husband refused to understand was that she couldn’t admit the prosecution had made any errors. Doing so would weaken the state’s case, perhaps fatally. If she lost to a guilty appellant, she failed the citizens of Washington. 

She set her glass on the desk. The heavy wooden piece had belonged to her grandfather when he was county sheriff. Her father had inherited it and passed it on to her. She’d also claimed her father’s glass-front bookcases and his leatherbound law books.

Nigel found her office décor “quaint”.

His insult didn’t bother her. She was pleased to be the third generation in her family to work on the side of law and order in Washington.

She’d brought nothing to her home that had belonged to her mother. Lorraine Silverstone Lawrence had given birth to her but had been as distant as a legal guardian, instructing her to say “Lorraine” instead of “mama.”

When Harold Lawrence dropped dead from a heart attack at age sixty-eight, Lorraine-the-society-matron had morphed into Rain-the-do-gooder and left Washington abruptly in pursuit of lost causes. It had felt as if her mother was atoning for the imagined sins of her husband and father.

Dad and Grandad.

The two people whose good opinion had mattered most to her.

Nigel ranked lower.

Lorraine wasn’t on the list.
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