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            To the women who inspired Belle, mainly my wife, Terri.

             

            To the victims of crime who give prosecutors and cops a reason to wrestle the demons and pursue justice.

             

            To the prosecutors who speak up for those too scared, too injured, or too dead to speak up for themselves.
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            Chapter 1

         
         “Why don’t we just kill him?”

         
         “Not yet, Knox. Not yet.”

         
         Footsteps moved away from him, and a door closed.

         
         Frank Hastings slowly regained consciousness. His hands, legs, and chest were tightly bound to a high-back wooden chair, like
            a prisoner strapped in for execution. The gag in his mouth made it hard to breathe.
         

         
         The last thing he remembered was turning off a paved road and heading toward a cabin near the river. A potential client with
            a significant personal injury claim wanted to meet, and he, a lawyer with significant financial issues, was more than willing
            to make the drive and pitch his services.
         

         
         He knocked on the door, it swung open, and everything went black.

         
         Frank blinked and shook his head like a patient emerging from a coma. The room came into focus. In front of him sat a small,
            round table with a notepad and pen, an old TV, and a video player. The place seemed familiar—like many of the cabins where
            people come to fish the North Pacolet River.
         

         
         A door opened behind him, followed by the sound of two sets of footsteps entering the room. Judging by the trembling floor
            beneath his feet, one of them was massive. They stopped directly behind Frank’s chair.
         

         
         Frank attempted to speak, but the gag made it impossible. He tried to twist around and see who they were, but the restraints
            and the high-back chair prevented that.
         

         
         “He’s awake, JD,” Knox said.

         
         “Let’s hear what he has to say.”

         
         Knox wrenched the gag out from between Frank’s teeth.

         
         “If you want money . . .”

         
         “This isn’t about money,” JD cut him off. “It’s about seeking justice for Larry Stafford and our mom.”

         
         Frank remembered the case well. “No one could have won that case.”

         
         “That’s not true, Frank. Someone did win—it just wasn’t you. But now it’s time for you to stop asking questions and start
            answering them. Your trial is about to begin. I even brought my own .38-caliber gavel.”
         

         
         The cold metal of a gun pressed against the skin on Frank’s neck.

         
         JD mockingly imitated a bailiff: “The first item on the docket is a malpractice case—The People v. Frank Hastings. Mr. Hastings, you have the right to remain silent. Anything you say . . . well we can skip the rest. It won’t matter.”
         

         
         “We don’t need to do this. I want to find a way to make it right.”

         
         “Oh, we’re going to make it right, Frank. Exhibit one is a video. Let’s watch.”

         
         The TV on the table flashed to life.

         
         Frank attempted to turn his head to the right to plead with JD, only to find himself staring down the dark barrel of the revolver.

         
         “Watch the TV, Frank.”

         
         Frank gulped and stared at the screen.

         
         “This was one of the first cases featured on Trial TV. It didn’t receive the same attention as OJ or Scott Peterson did, but they show it in law schools now. Not your part, of
            course. Who wants to watch a fat, bald lawyer sweating his way through a trial? They want to see the prosecutor, Colm Truesdale.
            What did the paper call him?”
         

         
         “The Artist,” Knox said.

         
         Frank glanced down and to the left. He could see only the man’s boots, which were twice the size of his own shoes.

         
         “That’s right, ‘The Artist,’” JD continued. “But that’s a lie as well. Artists create. Colm destroys.”

         
         On the TV, Assistant District Attorney Colm Truesdale rose from behind the prosecutor’s table. Tall and broad-shouldered, the fit young prosecutor exuded Southern charm wrapped in a disarming smile. He gazed at the jury box, not saying a word but already working his magic. 

         
         “See how he’s connecting with each jury member, making each one believe they’re the most important person in the room. Those
            dumb jurors—the ones you handpicked—are playing right along.”
         

         
         “I’ll start by simply saying thank you”—Colm broke the silence, and a few jurors nodded politely—“for your willingness to
            do such a difficult, challenging, even excruciating job, but one without which we would have no justice system. During these
            past two weeks, you had to hear and see things you won’t . . . you can’t forget. If there had been any way to spare you from
            having to bear witness to this depravity, this perversion, we would have. But I would respectfully remind you, as hard as
            it was to watch and listen, imagine having to live through it. Imagine the pain, the fear, the isolation this child endured.”
         

         
         “What hypocrisy!” JD screamed. “Truesdale used that child to garner sympathy while you sat there and said nothing. You did
            nothing.”
         

         
         Frank sobbed and lowered his gaze.

         
         “Pay attention!” JD shouted.

         
         Knox’s huge hand seized Frank’s head and jerked it back, forcing Frank to stare at the TV.

         
         Colm continued. “Now, you get to give that child a chance to be heard, listened to, and believed. This is where the power
            changes. This is where you give the powerless a voice. The defendant is no longer in control. You are.” Colm paused and met
            the eyes of each juror in turn.
         

         
         “Listen to the silence, Frank. His silence was more powerful than anything you said.”

         
         “I know it was hard to hear the things done to that child and not be moved. The pictures made us turn away in disbelief and
            disgust. But we had to show you what was done.”
         

         
         “Do you see what’s happening? Colm’s practically climbed into the jury box with them by saying ‘us.’ Look at juror seven! She’s in love with him. She can’t take her eyes off him. Why didn’t you move for a mistrial? Why didn’t you object or try to switch her out for an alternate juror?” 

         
         Tears rolled down Frank’s cheeks.

         
         “Stop crying, Frank. You should have shed those crocodile tears during the real trial.”

         
         “My work here is finished,” Colm said. “I feel powerless to adequately convey what she endured—it was nothing short of murder,
            the murder of a child’s innocence.” His voice rose to a crescendo at the words murder and innocence.
         

         
         “Here it comes! The nail in the coffin, Frank.”

         
         “In just a moment, when the defense attorney is through, you will retire to the jury room, and then the judge will send all
            the exhibits back to you. One of those exhibits will be State’s Exhibit Number Forty-Two. A simple ink pen. You may be wondering
            why we, the prosecution, introduced this simple ink pen from her bedroom into evidence. Amid the teddy bears, the stuffed
            animals, and all the pictures of Cinderella and Snow White, was this little pen. It’s the pen she used to write in her journal,
            asking, ‘Why? Why is he doing this, God? Jesus, please make him stop.’ I want you to use this same pen to write your verdict.
            As you each sign your name to the verdict form, honor her courage, honor her innocence, and give her the power she didn’t
            have . . . use this same pen. Give her what she begged for—peace, mercy, protection; but most of all, justice. Give her justice
            by writing your name under the word guilty.”
         

         
         JD slowly clapped. “Masterful. Now it’s your turn. Let’s see how you did.”

         
         Frank shook his head and closed his eyes.

         
         “No, Frank. You’re going to watch.” JD shoved the barrel of the gun under Frank’s chin and pushed up. “Let’s see what our
            mother’s life savings got her.”
         

         
         On the screen, dressed in a suit straining at the seams, Frank Hastings mopped his sweaty forehead as he strode uncomfortably
            back and forth in front of the jury box.
         

         
         “What are you doing?” JD asked. “You look like a lazy gym teacher lecturing the kids in detention. Look at the jurors’ faces. Number four has his arms crossed. Number nine is leaning back in her chair. And seven? That green-eyed devil loves Colm but can’t stand you. She’d been taking notes all trial, but she put her pen away. Not just down, Frank, away—cap on and laid off to the side.”
         

         
         On the TV, Frank began his closing argument. “Members of the jury, let me explain a simple term—circumstantial. While you did hear a number of so-called facts, you have to ask yourself one question: Do they add up?”
         

         
         A gunshot rang out as a round struck the TV.

         
         Frank shook uncontrollably and his ears stung.

         
         Smoke poured out of the large hole in the screen.

         
         “Apparently, they added up pretty quickly. How long was the jury out? Less than thirty minutes. That’s not even long enough
            for a smoke break.”
         

         
         “I’ll give you the fees back! I’ll do an appeal. I’ll petition the court that I was unprepared. I’ll do anything you want!”

         
         “You’re worse at defending your case than when you defended Larry. But if you’re serious about helping, there is something
            you can do. Left- or right-handed?”
         

         
         “Right-handed,” Frank replied, terrified.

         
         JD cut the rope that bound Frank’s right hand to the chair. “You’re going to write down everything you just said. You’re going
            to write that you didn’t adequately prepare for the trial, that you and other attorneys conspired to defraud clients of their
            money . . .”
         

         
         Frank chewed his lip. If he didn’t do it, they’d kill him. He still hadn’t seen their faces, so they may let him go. Frank’s
            hand shook as he hurriedly transcribed what JD had said.
         

         
         “Okay, it’s done now.”

         
         “Not yet. Write ‘I’m sorry’ and sign it.”

         
         Frank wrote the words and signed his name.

         
         The giant Knox grabbed Frank’s arm and tied it back to the chair.

         
         “Open your right hand,” JD said.

         
         “I did everything you said. Let me go,” Frank sobbed.

         
         Enormous fingers tightened on Frank’s neck, and Knox clutched Frank’s right wrist.

         
         Frank opened his fingers, and to his amazement, with a gloved hand, JD placed the revolver in his grasp.

         
         “Pull the trigger,” JD said.

         
         With Knox pinning his wrist to the arm of the chair, Frank could only point the gun straight ahead at the wall.

         
         Frank whimpered and pulled the trigger.

         
         The gun fired. Smoke burned Frank’s nose, and his ears rang.

         
         JD reached out and removed the gun from Frank’s grasp.

         
         “Please don’t do this. Imagine the trouble . . .”

         
         “Why would we get in trouble because a crooked lawyer decided to blow his brains out?”

         
         “No, please.”

         
         “If it makes you feel any better, you’ll soon have company. Your law partner, the judge, even Colm Truesdale, will be joining
            you. Any last words?”
         

         
         Frank Hastings sobbed one last time.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         I pull my ringing phone from my pocket but choose not to answer it. Instead, I wait and listen to the voicemail.

         
         “Hey, Colm. It’s Mae. I wanted to check up on you and see how you’re doing. Please give me a call when you can. Love you.”

         
         Like the good therapist she is, she knows it’s time to talk. But while I love her, I’m not in the mood to talk—even to my
            sister-in-law. Not now, and especially not here.
         

         
         Located on the edge of Spartanburg, on a clear day you can see the Appalachian Mountains straining above the horizon. Quite
            a view for a cemetery. Today, I know something beautiful is out there, but I can’t see it. It’s a gray, cold, rainy November
            afternoon. Aside from the weather, it’s a serene place. Right beside an old church surrounded by hardwoods born before any
            of the people lying here. I’m sitting in my car debating whether to get out or not. Maybe the rain will let up. In the meantime,
            I note the cruelty of nature—especially in autumn. It used to be my favorite time of the year. Beautiful days with crisp mornings
            and chilly evenings as bookends. Everything conspires to remind you of life. The temperature, the colors, the holidays, how
            can you not be hopeful in autumn? But it’s a façade. Autumn is death masquerading as beauty.
         

         
         The rain lets up enough to convince me to at least try. I make my way along a curvy path weaving between the graves as a gust
            of wind catches my umbrella. We are so careful to honor the dead by not walking over graves. We don’t mind walking over people
            when they are alive, but death changes all of that, I guess. There’s another car parked in the distance. Must be the groundskeeper.
            Who else would be here on such a bleak day?
         

         
         I don’t want to be here, but I need to tell her I’ve made my decision, and it’s final. My resolve hardens as my fingers tighten around the two bouquets of orchids in my hands. 

         
         At the end of the high row of bright green boxwoods, I freeze. It wasn’t the groundskeeper’s car I saw—it was Bethany Barnett’s.
            The elderly woman standing at the end of the path appears even smaller beneath the large umbrella she carries. Her thin back
            is hunched, and she grips her jacket tightly together with her free hand to ward off the chill. Facing away from me, she bends
            over and brushes some leaves off the granite tombstone before her.
         

         
         It’s been five years since the trial. I’m a little ashamed I have not kept in better contact with her, but there’s always
            another file, another family, another loss. I try to slip back toward my car, but her shoulders shake and the sound, it’s
            the sound that draws you in. The sound of unabated grief. For me, it was a weak murder case assigned to me early in my career.
            To her, it’s the only case that matters . . . and the sound of grief pulls me toward her. Time doesn’t change anything. Closure
            is a myth created by those who haven’t suffered loss.
         

         
         So, I march forward.

         
         “Oh.” She steps back. “I didn’t know anyone was here.” Mrs. Barnett’s umbrella rocks back and forth as she dabs at her eyes.
            “Colm? You’re so thin I hardly recognized you.”
         

         
         I nod and smile.

         
         She looks at the grave. “I think we’re the only ones who remember them.”

         
         I nod because there are no words worth saying. Presence is usually enough. I glance down at the solitary vase at the base
            of the tombstone and hand her one of the bouquets of flowers.
         

         
         Fresh tears rim her eyes.

         
         I take a deep breath as we stand in silence for a moment.

         
         “I slept last night,” Mrs. Barnett whispers. “Do you remember? Do you remember how bad I was?”

         
         She reaches out a hand twisted by time and toil, takes mine, and squeezes it.

         
         “Yes, ma’am, I remember you were having a little trouble sleeping.”

         
         “Little trouble?” She sighs and strokes the back of my hand with her thumb. “I was dying. You saved me.”

         
         Overwhelmed by emotion, I want to pull my hand away but don’t. She’s probably right. When I first met her, she looked like
            she hadn’t slept in weeks, because she hadn’t. It was over a month since her husband and grandson went missing. We knew they
            were gone, but you don’t step on people’s hope—not until you have to.
         

         
         “I don’t think their bodies would have ever been found, and I know it never would have gone to trial if it hadn’t been for
            you, Colm.” Mrs. Barnett squeezes my hand tighter. “I would be wondering what happened for the rest of my life.”
         

         
         “Mrs. Barnett—”

         
         “It’s the truth . . .” Her lip trembles, and her voice trails off.

         
         I angle my umbrella to the side and drape my arm over her shoulders. Rain dampens my hair and drips down the lapels of my
            suit. Even if I hadn’t met Mrs. Barnett, I would have pressed forward with the case. Henry Barnett was a seventy-five-year-old
            man still working his farm. He took his young grandson with him to sell some tools to someone they met online. They never
            came home.
         

         
         I’ve felt what she’s gone through. Death is constant, but it is not equal. There’s a difference between death strolling up
            to the front door of your life, knocking gently, and saying, “Take your time, say your goodbyes, and safeguard your soul,”
            and death kicking in the front door of your life—with no warning, no time to prepare, no time to make amends with those you
            love, no time to whisper a prayer of forgiveness or say your goodbyes. Like a thief in the night.
         

         
         “Thank you,” Mrs. Barnett says, breaking my train of thought as she stares up at me. “I pray every night God will continue
            to use you mightily.”
         

         
         I swallow my cynicism long enough to say, “Your courage inspired me to work harder. Would you like me to walk you back to your car, Mrs. Barnett?” 

         
         “No. I think I’ll stay a few more minutes.”

         
         Making my way back down the path, the rain let up a bit. When I reach the fork in the path, I stop. They trimmed back the
            bushes, and I can see the tombstones in the distance. They look small from here.
         

         
         My wounds haven’t healed. I can’t do this today. I should have known. This is as close as I can come. I place the bouquet
            of orchids on the nearest tombstone and walk back to my car. I rationalize it’s better this way, but it’s not rationalizing
            so much as running away.
         

         
         I look out through the rain-covered windshield. If it weren’t for me, they wouldn’t be here. No flowers or apologies can absolve
            me of my guilt. They’re here because of me.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         “Pick up your phone!” Judge Martin Weber shouted at his dashboard as he sped down a winding stretch of back roads bordered
            by barren fields on either side. Well past the peak of foliage season in the high country of South Carolina, the towering
            oak trees cast dappled sunlight onto the asphalt.
         

         
         “Thank you for calling Cutz for All,” Rachel’s voicemail answered. “Sorry I missed your call.”

         
         Martin angrily jabbed the disconnect button and stomped on the gas. His Audi’s V6 engine thrummed as he passed an old, rusted
            Ford F-150 truck. The farmer behind the wheel flipped him off.
         

         
         Judge Weber returned the gesture, but with his car’s tinted windows, what was the point? He exhaled loudly and eased his foot
            off the gas, trying to calm down. Why was Rachel ghosting him? Maybe she was busy. She did have a kid, after all, and was
            dealing with that jackass of an ex-husband.
         

         
         Martin ran his fingers through his peppered gray hair. He stared at his plugs in the rearview mirror. He was self-conscious
            and thought it looked like “planted corn,” but Rachel was a hairdresser and swore she could barely tell.
         

         
         Martin jammed on the brakes and pulled into the gravel parking lot. He almost drove past it—the cutz for all sign was hung on the side of the house, so you didn’t notice it until you were right on top of it.
         

         
         The parking lot was empty, but he pulled in sideways, taking two spaces. Rachel had converted this simple mobile home she
            once shared with her ex into a hair salon, although she still lived here, too. Her bedroom was in the back, but it had been
            a while since he’d gotten either the haircut or the post-haircut rendezvous.
         

         
         The bell above the door chimed as he slipped inside. The salon’s interior was surprisingly spacious. The walls were lined with mirrors, reflecting the bright fluorescent lighting. A new salon chair, still wrapped in plastic, sat beside a worn brown leather one. 

         
         The door to her small office on the left was partially open. “One sec!” Rachel called out. “Be right with you.”

         
         “Take your time.” Martin shut the front door and stood there.

         
         Rachel’s high heels clicked off the linoleum.

         
         Martin rubbed the back of his neck. How could he tell a woman was upset just by the way she walked?

         
         Rachel marched into the room, stopped with her hands on her slender hips, and stared at him like a gunslinger about to draw
            down. Her gorgeous long blond hair draped across her shoulder and flowed down her apron and over her breasts until it reached
            her thin waist. Twenty-six, she looked like a runway model.
         

         
         “We’re closed, Martin.” Rachel’s red lips frowned. “Get out.”

         
         Martin worked up his best good ol’ boy grin and turned his palms up like a beggar asking for a handout. “Talk to me, darling.
            What is it you think I did?”
         

         
         “Are you serious? Where do you want me to start?”

         
         “If it’s about the implants, I was only kidding. You’re perfect . . .”

         
         “No, Martin, it’s not about what you think I should or should not do to make your sex life more enjoyable. You lied to me,
            and it’s over.”
         

         
         Frankly, Martin didn’t remember much about Friday, their last night together, but he wouldn’t let that stop him from winning
            the argument. Before he became a judge, Martin was one of the best trial lawyers in the area. “I can explain. It’s a marriage
            in name only.”
         

         
         “You lied about it.”

         
         “That’s why I am here, baby. To apologize.”

         
         “You don’t even remember what you did.”

         
         “No, no, you have it all wrong.”

         
         “You made a fool out of yourself because you were drunk and acting like an idiot.”

         
         “Okay, I drank too much. I will . . .”

         
         “It wasn’t just drinking, Martin.” Rachel’s manicured eyebrows knit together. “When we were at the club and you came back
            downstairs, you were a different person, and not in a good way. I told you I don’t do drugs, and I certainly don’t date married
            men who do.”
         

         
         “I don’t do drugs, Rachel, and I object to your accusation.”

         
         “This isn’t a courtroom, Martin. You aren’t the judge,” Rachel spit back. “Who do you want me to believe, you or my own eyes?”

         
         “Give me another chance—”

         
         “I went through all this crap with my ex. Do you even remember the bouncers carrying you out? I had to drive you home, and
            then you started whining about what your wife was going to think. That’s when I realized you’re not divorced.”
         

         
         “It’s just not official yet.”

         
         “Have you filed?”

         
         “Well, no but . . .”

         
         “So, it’s not final because it hasn’t even begun, Counselor!”

         
         “It’s Judge! And that’s something you would be wise to remember.”

         
         “Yes, mainly because you brag about it all the time.”

         
         “I’m sorry I acted that way. I’m sober now. And I really care about you, Rachel. I do.”

         
         “You care so much that you had me walk three and a half miles back to the club to get my car?”

         
         “Why didn’t you call a car service?”

         
         “Because you thought your wife would figure out I drove you home. You didn’t want a record of me calling an Uber.”

         
         “I am so sorry. Let me make it up to you. Let me take you somewhere nice. How does a week in Paris sound?”

         
         Rachel shook her head and slowly walked forward. “Look, I liked you when we first met. But you’re married. You’re inconsiderate.
            You’re condescending. And I don’t need that in my life again. I have lived it once, and I will not live it again.”
         

         
         “One more chance. Let’s take this trip—just you and me for seven days in ‘The City of Light.’ I already booked the flights. We’ll be back by Thanksgiving. You fly out on the seventh and—”
         

         
         Rachel crossed her arms. “Why would you book different departure dates for us?”

         
         “I’m leaving first to ensure everything’s ready for your arrival.”

         
         “What a load of crap. You’re worried your wife will drive you to the airport and find out about us. Martin, I’m done with
            this. It’s over. Go home to your wife. Go to France. I don’t care. Just leave here and don’t come back.”
         

         
         The muscles in Martin’s jaw tightened. “You might want to rethink that. Remember, you need me, sweetheart.”

         
         Rachel scoffed.

         
         “I have friends in the family court.”

         
         “I never asked you for anything, Martin.”

         
         “Now, who’s lying?” Martin stomped forward.

         
         Rachel stepped back and slid a rollout cart between them. “I don’t want this to get nasty.”

         
         “Give me another chance. You owe me that.”

         
         “I don’t owe you anything.”

         
         “You’re still fighting your ex for sole custody, aren’t you?” Martin grinned. “I could help you with that. Or not.”

         
         “Are you threatening me, Martin?”

         
         “I wouldn’t call it a threat, Rachel, I would call it sound legal advice.”

         
         “Call it whatever you want.” Rachel lifted her chin. “But could you say that again—a little louder, please?”

         
         “Say what?”

         
         “The part about a judge either helping or hurting—say it clearly, too!”

         
         Martin lifted an eyebrow. “Are you recording me?”

         
         Rachel’s glare softened. “Listen, Martin. I don’t want to hurt you, but I’m not going to let you use me or my child as leverage.”

         
         Martin tried to swallow, but his mouth was so dry he couldn’t. His gaze darted around the room like a bird caught in a cage.
            What if she had recorded everything? If Tiffany heard it, she’d take him for all he had. Or leak it to the press. What if
            she gave it to the Commission on Judicial Standards? His large hands balled into fists.
         

         
         Gravel crunched outside as a red sedan pulled into the parking lot. He recognized Shauna Phillips, from the business consortium,
            behind the wheel. She was talking on the phone and parked facing the street.
         

         
         “I have no idea what you’re talking about. You’re clearly a disturbed woman who needs help.” Martin marched to the door, shoved
            it open, and thundered down the steps.
         

         
         He got into his car and sped away. His hand shook as he opened the center console and fished around for a belt of brandy.
            The metal cap snapped as he opened it, and he drained the nip in one go. The liquid burned like the rage building inside him.
         

         
         “This is blackmail. She can’t . . .” Martin threw the empty bottle into the back seat. “Oh, but she can.”

         
         The truth slammed him between the eyes. South Carolina is a one-party consent state. Legally, she could record him, and he
            could do nothing about it. Regardless, the Commission and the Disciplinary Board would not be applying recording consent laws
            to his judicial standing.
         

         
         Over and over, he smashed his hand against the steering wheel.

         
         That recording could never see the light of day.

         
         As he drove, Martin panicked his way into a plan. He’d talk to Bob Hughes in family court and get Rachel full custody, but
            before Bob signed off on any deal, he’d get Rachel to give him the recording.
         

         
         He pulled into his driveway, opened the last door of his four-car garage, and eased into the bay. Entering the house, he tossed
            his keys on the counter and headed for his office. He grabbed a tumbler, uncorked the whiskey decanter, and poured himself
            a double, neat.
         

         
         Footsteps sounded in the hallway.

         
         Tiffany’s smile disappeared when she saw the drink in his hand. “You’re starting early.”

         
         Martin took three giant strides and slammed the office door. He had enough problems to contend with. The last thing he needed
            was to deal with her incessant questions and accusations. He had to focus on getting his hands on that recording. He could
            play hardball, too, and there was no way he’d let some trailer trash bring him down.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         In the middle of my fourth set of wide-grip pull-ups, which get harder with each birthday, my phone vibrates on the workout
            bench. I drop down on the concrete floor, walk over, and read the incoming text.
         

         
         SHERIFF’S DEPARTMENT REQUESTING ASSISTANCE. POSSIBLE HOMICIDE AT 151 ENDER ROAD.

         
         I wipe my phone screen with my shirt and set it back on the bench. I was the “on-call” prosecutor tonight. You shouldn’t need
            a prosecutor if you have the right detective at a crime scene—not for a garden-variety homicide.
         

         
         I catch myself at the mere thought of the phrase “garden-variety homicide.” There’s nothing commonplace about working these
            cases. Even thinking that way confirms I’m right to resign tomorrow.
         

         
         I should have done it before while I was out on leave, but as assistant district attorney, I owe it to Cindy Porter, the DA,
            to give my notice face-to-face. She’d been a great boss and was more than accommodating with my extended leave. And Cindy
            was more than my supervisor—she was a friend.
         

         
         Welcoming the excuse to get out of this house, I jog up the stairs to the bedroom, towel off, and pull on a fresh shirt and
            pants. I’m out the door and punch the address into the GPS on my phone, and it comes up with a listing for a beauty salon.
            The map says twenty-one minutes. I’ll see if I can do it in fifteen. Regardless of how fast I get there, the victim will be
            dead, and nothing can change that. Homicide prosecutors can’t save anyone.
         

         
         As I drive around the corner, I glance at my house in the rearview mirror, and the pain slices through me again. As I see
            my reflection, I don’t even recognize the person staring back at me anymore. I pity what he has become.
         

         
         I turn out of the neighborhood onto the main road and speed up, heading for the outskirts of town. The winding back roads of Spartanburg at night paint a haunting image. The dim streetlights cast an eerie glow on the bare, twisted tree branches, like skeletal fingers clawing at the black sky. 

         
         I shudder as I take Route 29 and pass Oakwood Cemetery. As a kid, we all knew it as Hell’s Gate—the most haunted place in
            all of South Carolina. Now that I’m grown, the place still scares me. But tonight, I’m not running away from the imaginary
            ghosts of my boyhood, I’m heading toward real evil.
         

         
         Of course, I shouldn’t be going to any crime scene. I should have left. I should have turned in my notice weeks ago when I
            made up my mind. But that’s a different kind of death—professional death. My job, my calling, being a prosecutor. Of all the
            people who should be able to bounce back quickly from a death, it should be someone who has been surrounded by it. The best
            prosecutors can put themselves in the shoes of the victim. They take on the fear, the pain, and the grief because it makes
            you a better advocate. Now that I have the best empathy of all, I lost all desire to use it.
         

         
         I’m still a quarter of a mile away, but I don’t need GPS anymore. The blue and white emergency lights of a half dozen vehicles
            are up ahead. There’s an ambulance, too, but the lights are off, another reminder that there’s no use hurrying.
         

         
         My throat tightens as I slow down. I really didn’t want to do this anymore. I don’t even know if I can do it anymore. I put my hazard lights on and power down the window. This is your job, Colm, I tell myself—at least for one more night. You owe whatever or whoever is inside that mobile home your best tonight.
         

         
         A deputy nods as I pull into the parking lot and park behind Sheriff Lloyd Fuller’s cruiser. It’s easy to pick out the sheriff’s car because everything is bigger. Sheriffs want you to know who the boss is before you even have to ask. The emergency lights are taller, wider, and brighter. The front grill has been painted gold to match the color of the star on the hood, not the traditional black of a mere deputy. All the trappings for the one person least likely to ever need them. And of course, there is the sheriff lloyd fuller printed so large along the side it looks like a campaign sign. In essence, it really is. A lawful form of an in-kind campaign
            contribution.
         

         
         The EMT crew is speaking to an older woman sitting on the bumper of the ambulance. She’s cradling a bottle of water in her
            shaking hands.
         

         
         I cross to the stairs and notice the open box of booties and gloves on the steps. I slip on the shoe protectors and a pair
            of latex gloves. While I’m trying to pull on the second set of gloves, a tall man in his late twenties appears in the doorway
            and stares down at me.
         

         
         “What are you doing?” he asks.

         
         “Double-gloving.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         I glance at the gold detective shield on his belt. “To avoid cross-contamination, DNA transfer, and so I can remove and replace
            the outer set if I need to.” I rattle off the textbook answer, wondering if he’s testing me or if he really doesn’t know.
         

         
         Sheriff Lloyd Fuller’s wide frame fills the doorway behind the man. Lloyd is five foot five but wears cowboy boots with two-inch
            heels and lifts. “Colm? I’m surprised to see you. What brings you out?” Lloyd nudges the young detective aside.
         

         
         “You texted me, Sheriff.” I climb the steps and shake his hand.

         
         Lloyd’s face barely conceals his mixture of surprise and displeasure. The sheriff tolerates me because I make his office look
            better than it is, but he doesn’t like me because I remind him how his office really operates.
         

         
         “Actually, Sheriff, I contacted the DA’s office, and Mr. Truesdale is on call.” The young detective nods. “Travis Hendrick,
            sir. I’m lead detective on this.”
         

         
         Lloyd’s lips purse together, and his cheeks redden. He looks like he’s either going to start cussing, or lay into Travis,
            or both.
         

         
         “Well, for better or worse, Detective Hendrick, you got me,” I say as I wink at Sheriff Fuller. “Happy to help if I can. Tell
            me what you got.”
         

         
         Lloyd’s phone rings. “I’ve got to get this. I’ll let Hendrick take it from here.” He shoots Travis a look that says, “We’re going to have a conversation about this later,” and passes me on the stairs as he puts the phone to his ear and walks away toward his cruiser. 

         
         I turn back to Travis. “Where is Detective Denton? I thought he ran point on new homicides?” I ask, trying to sound naïve,
            but actually a little defensive for my old friend and frequent collaborator, Rick “Bones” Denton.
         

         
         Travis gives a one-shouldered shrug. “I asked the same thing. The sheriff said Captain Denton was full up on casework. I’ve
            heard a lot about you, Mr. Truesdale.”
         

         
         “Colm is fine. So, tell me what we have?”

         
         Travis reaches into his jacket and takes out his phone. He pulls up his notes app. “The victim is Rachel Simone. Age twenty-six.
            Mother of a two-year-old boy. She lives and works here. There’s a bedroom in back.”
         

         
         Memories crash into my heart, and panic rips through me. “Where is her child?”

         
         “He’s all right. He’s not here.”

         
         I stuff my hands into my pockets to hide the fact they’re shaking, trying, without much success, to drive the memory of finding
            my little Jaci out of my mind.
         

         
         “Rachel’s ex-mother-in-law was watching him today. Helen Greer. She’s the one over with the paramedics. She’s having chest
            pains, so they’re checking her out. She was babysitting, but when Rachel failed to pick up the baby, she took the boy to the
            neighbors, came out here, and found the body.” Travis backs up and points at the end of the room.
         

         
         I step into the room and freeze. Two crime techs in full white suits are processing the scene. A camera flash gleams off the
            mirrors around the room, setting off stars in my eyes. A lifeless, beautiful young woman lies on the floor outside an open
            door that appears to lead into an office. I walk forward, careful to step well outside the pool of drying blood surrounding
            her body.
         

         
         “The register was closed, and there’s still cash in it,” Travis says. “It’s not looking like a robbery.”

         
         “Maybe,” I say. “I wouldn’t rule anything out yet. Sometimes people take other things of value, aside from the victim’s life.”

         
         “No one has touched the body. Her ex-mother-in-law said she only opened the door and ran back out.”

         
         The victim is on her side. A wide gash is visible on the left side of her neck. From the amount of blood, I suspect the wound
            severed the carotid artery. I’m not a doctor, but I’ve seen enough bodies to be a halfway decent forensic pathologist.
         

         
         Long, thick strands of blond hair have been cut from her head and tossed around the room—some clumped in the blood. A partial,
            large, bloody shoeprint is visible on the side of her face.
         

         
         “The killer stomped on her head,” Travis states the obvious. “From the size of the print, it’s a man’s shoe. Look at her chest.”

         
         A pair of scissors is embedded in Rachel’s chest. I crouch down and scan the floor around her. Travis continues to speak,
            but I’m only half listening. The person I want to talk to isn’t available, but I ask her anyway.
         

         
         Who did this to you, Rachel?

         
         Why here?

         
         Why that weapon?

         
         Why so many stab wounds?

         
         Why did he step on your face?

         
         Why cut your hair?

         
         A strand of her bloodied hair is matted to her forehead. Beauty is no defense against death.

         
         Travis points at the scissors jutting out of Rachel’s chest. “The killer had to use a lot of force to do that.”

         
         While Travis states the obvious, I’m looking for what is hidden. What would she tell me if she could? Her body can still testify, even if her voice has been vanquished. What did those brilliant blue eyes see while they still had life? Even a few hours after she stopped breathing, those eyes are already turning opaque—the color of death. 

         
         The camera flash gleams off the blood, but nothing bounces off her eyes anymore. It flashes again, and a tiny circle of gold
            sparkles in the pool of blood on the floor.
         

         
         “Come here, quick. Get this shot. I see something.” I snap to get the tech’s attention, focusing on the spot on the floor
            and pointing.
         

         
         The two techs move in unison. One keeps taking pictures while the other finds what I am pointing to and uses long, sterile
            tweezers to lift a broken gold clasp.
         

         
         Travis chews his lip.

         
         Rachel wears a necklace and a few rings on her fingers. Her left arm is bent at an odd angle, and the blood near her hand
            is smeared on the floor.
         

         
         The tech must notice it, too, because he’s focused his lens on Rachel’s left wrist and clicking away with his camera.

         
         “Is someone from Ardell’s team on the way?” I ask Travis.

         
         “Who?”

         
         “Ardell Sharp.”

         
         “Dr. Sharp? The medical examiner? Yes, sir. They should be here soon.”

         
         An EMT knocks on the door and calls in. “Travis? Hey, Travis?”

         
         Travis hurries over, and I hear him whisper, “It’s ‘Detective’ in the field. What do you need?”

         
         The EMT rolls his eyes as I roll mine. “Sorry, Detective,” he says, drawing out each syllable for an uncomfortable length
            of time, “Mrs. Greer is ready to give a statement.”
         

         
         I glance at the bloody shoeprints heading away from the body and toward the back room. I should follow them, but you only
            get one chance to listen to the raw recounting of eyewitness testimony, so I follow Travis.
         

         
         As I pass the sink, I notice an appointment book lying flat on the counter. The name “Shauna Phillips” is written in black and circled in red, with a heart next to it. Shauna’s name is the only one on it. At 3:30 p.m., she had an appointment with Rachel for a complete hair treatment. I pull out my pen and lift the corner of the page up. Shauna was the last person listed—the last customer ever. 

         
         After following Travis outside, I remove my gloves and booties and head to the ambulance. Helen Greer stares at her feet as
            she speaks with Travis.
         

         
         “I knew something was wrong, but I thought maybe her car battery died again. I called, and she didn’t answer. I tried Macon,
            but he didn’t pick up either.”
         

         
         “Who is Macon?” Travis asks, his thumbs hovering over his phone.

         
         “My son. He’s the father of Rachel’s baby. They’re in a custody fight so . . .” Her lips press together, and her words trail
            off.
         

         
         I place my hand on her shoulder. “It’s okay, ma’am. Take your time.”

         
         “I couldn’t get hold of Macon, so I took Henry to my cousin Liddy next door and headed straight here.” Helen covers her mouth
            with her hand. “What am I gonna tell that little boy?”
         

         
         I expect Travis to write something down, but he doesn’t.

         
         “When was the last time you spoke with Rachel?”

         
         “When she dropped off Henry this morning. About seven o’clock. You don’t think she was laying there all day, do you?” Fresh
            tears wet her lashes and roll down her cheeks.
         

         
         Headlights sweep across the parking lot as a pickup truck races in, sending gravel flying like shrapnel.

         
         A bear of a man drops down from the truck and hikes up his pants. “Where’s Rachel?” he bellows as he heads toward the house
            and not his crying mother.
         

         
         Helen stands up, knocking her bottle of water off the ambulance bumper. “Don’t you go making things worse than they are, Macon!”

         
         I jog over to cut him off, with Travis coming up behind me. I’m six foot two, but Macon is at least three inches taller and
            looks to outweigh me by fifty pounds. I sure wish Bones had caught this case and had my back right now.
         

         
         “You can’t go inside.” Travis steps in front of Macon with his hand raised like a school crossing guard.

         
         Macon stops, but he doesn’t even glance at Travis. He’s staring daggers at me. “Truesdale.” His deep voice drops to a low
            growl. “Try telling me I can’t go in my own home.”
         

         
         “You can’t right now,” Travis said. “Why don’t you come over to your mother so we can talk.”

         
         Macon steps forward so we’re nose to nose. He reeks of beer and tobacco.

         
         I recognize him now. He didn’t have the beard when I prosecuted him for assault a few years back.

         
         “Will you stop acting the fool!” Helen hollers as she runs up behind me.

         
         I turn to motion for her to stay back, knowing there’s no reasoning with a drunk.

         
         Helen’s eyes widen, and I realize my mistake a split second before Macon’s right fist slams into my jaw.

         
         The parking lot lights sparkle brightly as I stagger backward. It’s a nice right cross, but I stay on my feet.

         
         Travis, another deputy, and one of the EMTs wrestle Macon to the ground. Helen starts wailing, more police come running, and
            everyone is shouting as I lean against the pickup and try to regain my focus and check for loose teeth.
         

         
         Above all the noise, I hear Macon crying. He tries to scream, but the anguish inside him has closed his throat so tightly
            his voice is a whisper as he glares at the black sky and calls out, “Why?”
         

         
         It’s the best and worst question in all of life. And yet we can’t stop asking it, screaming it, and sometimes praying it.
            But all too often the answer is just silence.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 5

         
         Martin rolled and stretched, his body hanging precariously over the side of the couch. Groaning, he slid away from the edge.
            The sudden movement soured his stomach and brought a blinding pain to his head. Shielding his face with his hands, he opened
            one eye. The early-morning sun streamed through the blinds into his office.
         

         
         He rubbed his hand over his face and immediately pulled it away. His palm and fingers were sticky and stained with a dried
            crud. Running his tongue over his teeth, his lip curled. His mouth tasted like something had died in it. Grabbing the back
            of the couch, he sat up, his foot bumping the empty whiskey decanter on the floor lying on its side. He put his head in his
            hands and stared at the carpet, trying to get the room to stop spinning.
         

         
         He grabbed the bottle off the floor and stood up. He needed to do something about Rachel’s recording—if she actually had one.

         
         Glancing around the floor for the decanter’s stopper, he saw it lying on the bar. He shuffled toward the guest bathroom.

         
         Twenty minutes, four Advil, and a long, hot shower later, Martin was dressed and headed into the kitchen. Feeling like an
            intruder in his own house, he snuck to the cabinet and grabbed a travel coffee mug. He couldn’t remember a thing after going
            into his office.
         

         
         Footsteps sounded in the hallway, and his son, Lucas, jogged into the kitchen. “S’up, Dad.” Lucas yanked open the fridge,
            grabbed a water bottle, and stared at his father.
         

         
         Martin glared at his son. Lucas was the spitting image of him at eighteen. Six feet, with a trim runner’s body and thick brown
            hair, he was a good-looking kid with no manners. “Is that my shirt? It is my shirt. Put it back.”
         

         
         Lucas pulled on the red and white jersey. “I’m going out with the crew to watch the game at O’Lindey’s.”

         
         “I don’t care if you’re playing in the game, put it back.”

         
         “Yah, yah,” Lucas said in a way that told Martin the kid had no intention of obeying, then headed over to a cabinet and took
            out a protein bar.
         

         
         “Give me one of those.”

         
         Lucas tossed the bar to Martin, who managed to catch it.

         
         “Where did you go last night?” Lucas asked.

         
         Martin froze. “What? I didn’t go anywhere.”

         
         Lucas took a big bite of the protein bar and flashed a smug grin. “I beg to differ, Your Honor. I heard you leave, and your
            car is blocking Mom’s car in the garage. She’s letting me borrow her car today. Do you want me to move yours?”
         

         
         Martin blanched. Did he go out last night? No. With how much he drank, he would have been out of his mind to drive.

         
         “Dad? You zoned out. Do you want me to move your car?”

         
         Tiffany came into the kitchen, looking ready to seize the day. Her new pixie-cut brunette hair framed her heart-shaped face.
            She worked out and was still quite athletic for someone closing in on fifty.
         

         
         “Are you going out?” Tiffany asked.

         
         “Yes. I’ve got a few issues to deal with at work.”

         
         Tiffany’s smile faded.

         
         Lucas’s phone rang. “Dude! Hold on.” He looked at his mom. “You cool with me taking the car? I need it all day.”

         
         “Have fun.” She handed him the keys but stared at Martin. “There’s no place I need to go.”

         
         “You’re the best, Mom.” Lucas snatched the keys from her hand, kissed her cheek, and hurried toward the stairs. “We’re all
            set, dude. I’ll be leaving in, like, fifteen minutes.”
         

         
         “Where did you go last night?” Tiffany asked.

         
         “Dealing with a lot at the courthouse.” Martin snatched his car keys from the hook by the fridge. “I just needed to clear
            my head.”
         

         
         Tiffany opened her mouth, but Martin didn’t give her a chance to respond. He yanked open the door to the garage and jerked it closed behind him. 

         
         His golf cart took up the first bay of the garage, followed by the Jet Skis and Tiffany’s BMW convertible. However, his parking
            space was empty.
         

         
         Martin swore and pressed the button to open the garage door.

         
         The chain clanked, and the door rolled up. His Audi was parked outside at an angle, blocking Tiffany’s BMW. He nervously circled
            the car, checking the bumper for any damage, bushes, or bicycle parts. Relieved that he found none, he opened the door and
            wrinkled his nose at a metallic odor. A half-empty pint of whiskey lay on the passenger seat. He grabbed it and walked briskly
            back to the garage, holding the bottle down by his leg in case Tiffany was watching out the window.
         

         
         He lifted the trash can lid and stopped. Dropping the lid back down, he put the whiskey bottle in the tool cabinet on the
            top shelf in the back.
         

         
         Martin returned to his car. The engine started right up, and he grabbed the steering wheel. It was sticky. Martin scowled.
            He’d deal with it later. Right now, he needed to get over to the salon and get that recording from Rachel.
         

         
         Martin backed out of the driveway. He glanced in the rearview mirror. Tiffany and Lucas were standing in the kitchen watching
            him go.
         

         
         If that tape ever got out, it would cost him everything. He wouldn’t let that happen.
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