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    For my wife, Valentina, in whom I discovered that I finally got it right. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Divorce isn’t such a tragedy.  Nobody ever died of divorce.” 
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    “My husband and I never considered divorce… murder sometimes, but never divorce 
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 PROLOGUE 
He sat at the table, patiently.  At first glance, he appeared like any other ordinary person, unless you looked a little bit further.  Then you could see that he was different than most people.  Oh, he could put on the charm and act like everyone else.  But this time, he was staring – an intense, unwavering fixation that made you want to look away, run away.  

   “You’re pretty brave, you know?”

   “Either way, this has to be settled.”

   There was a darkness in his eyes – an emptiness so deep that if you were unfortunate enough to catch his gaze, you also caught a chill.  Those eyes kept staring ahead – two ebony pools with no reflection; an endless void, a black hole.  

   “This isn’t a game, you know.”

   “I know that better than anybody.  You need to call this off, immediately.”

   His lips curved upward, as if to form a smile which turned into a sneer.  He clenched his fists tightly until his knuckles began to turn red.  He was a professional.  Being a professional meant not only being skillful at what he did, but also being careful about whom he did it for.  And who he did it to.  He didn’t like to make mistakes of judgment.  

   “You’ve really got guts, I’ll give you that.”

   “When the stakes are as high as this, you have to.  So, do we have a deal?”

   “There’re no refunds.  That’s a rule.”

   “You can keep the money.  I consider it well spent.”

   He leaned forward across the table, his reptilian eyes still staring forward, expressionless and empty.

   “Did you bring the termination fee?”

   “Yes. It’s all there.”

   A black bag was placed on the table.  He opened it and thumbed through it, his eyes all the while fixed.  Then a malicious, sardonic grin spread across his lips.

   “Then I suppose the contract is terminated.”     








  
 




 CHAPTER ONE 
Lawyer Brent Marks squirmed in the chair in front of his desk, ran his hand from his forehead through the front of his dark brown hair, and turned his attention to the stack of bills that had piled up.  After years and years paying his dues through caseloads of divorce and petty criminal and not so petty civil cases, he thought he had finally come to a point where he could concentrate on important issues – cases with broad social implications.  But, sometimes life throws you a curve ball and you have to reinvent yourself.  Brent had to do just that after two of those socially important cases threatened not only his ability to practice law, but also his freedom.  Now it was back to the garden variety cases that brought in the green; at least for the time being.

   Brent hated divorce cases, but as a lawyer in private practice in a small city, although they were the types of matters that drove an attorney mad, they also paid the bills.  Through over 25 years of practicing law, Brent had learned that, short of a death in the family, a divorce is perhaps the most life-altering experience in human relationships.  The lucky ones lived long enough to see their partners die.  The unlucky ones had at least one divorce which, depending on what point in time it occurred, could destroy your financial as well as your emotional life.  He used to have a box of Kleenex on his desk just for the initial consultations.  When Brent’s legal assistant, Melinda, announced his latest client, Brent sighed.  

 Come on, Brent.  You can do this!

   He got himself together and stood up to meet the client, smiling and extending his hand as the man walked through the door of his office.  He was tall, slender, and well dressed in a Navy blue sport coat and grey slacks.

   “Robert Taylor.”

   “Brent Marks.”

   They shook hands, and Brent invited the man to sit down.  He took a seat in the wooden chair in front of Brent’s desk and surveyed the collection of diplomas Brent had displayed on the wood paneled walls.

   “I understand you’re interested in filing for a dissolution of your marriage.”

   “That’s right.”

   “Let’s start with your questionnaire, first.  Getting the statistics all in one place makes it easier for both of us.”

   Taylor handed Brent the four-page form that he had filled out in the waiting room.

   “Thank you.”

        Brent focused on the paper which contained all the statistics of Taylor’s married life.  An initial meeting between attorney and potential client was always a two-way street.  Brent had to sell himself to the client while, at the same time, sizing him up to determine not only if he could pay the bills, but also whether he found the case, and the client, acceptable.  The client had to see an aggressive advocate in Brent, but Brent could not be so aggressive as to compromise his ethical principles.  To Brent, the lawyer/client relationship was a very personal one, and although he had taken cases before that he had regretted taking, he had a pretty good sense for whether there would be a good match and tried to follow it at all times.

   Brent knew right away that Robert Taylor was the type of client who could pay the bills.  He was a local dermatologist and cosmetic surgeon who had done very well for himself.  What he couldn’t figure out was whether or not he was going to be on the “right” side.  Of course, there’s never a right or wrong side in a divorce case, but given the human capacity for hate, the breakup of a legal relationship so tied to emotion often brought out the worst in people.  If there were children involved, Brent would never be a part of using a custody or visitation battle for any type of financial advantage.  And he had a sense of equity and fairness that would not allow him to advocate any position he found repugnant.

   “I see you have no children, but your marriage was about ten years long.”

   “Yeah.  Do you think I’ll get stuck with a lot of alimony?”

   “You do have some exposure, but not necessarily to long-term support.  On the one hand, your wife is a lot younger than you.  On the other, she wasn’t working during the marriage.  Of course, it’s up to the judge, but, in my opinion, it won’t be permanent support.  Does your wife intend to get a job or go back to school?”

   Taylor grinned.  “I think she intends to do what she’s best at – sitting on her ass, getting her nails done, and going shopping.”

 This is going to be a fun one.

 “What troubles me is that you don’t have a prenuptial agreement.”

   “What can I say?  I was in love.”

   “Falling in love can be like walking a tightrope – exhilarating but dangerous.  A prenup is like a safety net.”

   Taylor fidgeted in his seat.  “I know.  It’s just not very romantic to shove a contract in front of your fiancée before you pop the question.”

   “I understand completely.  Brent went back to the form.  You’re going to have to divide your pension plan, because it looks like it’s all community property.”

   Taylor gulped and winced.  “That’s going to hurt.  I’ve got it invested in all kinds of stuff.”

   “It’s part of starting over.”

   “It just doesn’t seem fair, you know?  I work my ass off and she gets to live off the ruination of my financial life.”

   “Again, that was 100% preventable.  But, we will deal with it.”

   “What about the house?”

   Taylor had a nice spread in Montecito with a hefty mortgage that was easy for him to handle with the income from his investments, but when half of them disappeared, it was going to be tough to hold onto.

   “That was purchased during the marriage as well, and you’re both on title.  You can make her an offer to buy her out, or you’ll have to sell it and split the proceeds.”

   “She says she’s never leaving it.”

   “Then, that’s another thing we have to contend with.  But you’ll get through it.  There is life after divorce.  My mentor, Charles Stinson, used to say, ‘Now you can start paying for it with money instead of blood.’  Tell me a little about your wife.  I like to know who I’m dealing with.”

   Taylor took a deep breath, thoughtfully.  “She fooled me.”

   “What do you mean?”

   “What I mean is that she comes off to everyone as this nice, sweet, charming girl.  But in reality that’s all a charade.  She’s more like the witch with the poison apple."

 Another witch.

 One of the reasons Brent couldn’t stand divorce cases was because they were so emotionally charged.  Love – or whatever it was between two people – seemed to immediately turn to hate upon the breakup.  Remove the emotion from the issues and they would be simple to solve.  But you could never remove the emotion.  You had to find the key to it and render it inutile.  Sometimes that was a pet or a piece of personal property that wouldn’t bring $100 at a garage sale that was the coveted object the couple was fighting over.

   “So you thought she was a princess and then she turned out to be a witch?”

   “Yes.”

   “After ten years?”

   “She’s very good at what she does.  She’s a calculating, conniving narcissist who’s a master of manipulation.  She knows that men want women, and she knows how to use that.”

   “So, she charmed you with sex?”

   “No, the sex was never really that good.  She always acted like a poor, hurt little girl with tons of sex appeal but no real sexual skill, or even interest.”

   “Then what was it?”

   “She was fun.  The life of every party.  The one who walks into the room and everyone looks at her.  I was… I was taken by her.”

   “Do you have a picture?”

   Talyor took out his iPhone and fumbled with it until he found a picture.  He handed the phone to Brent, and Brent examined the photo.  To him, she looked like a normal, curly brown-haired, green-eyed girl; perhaps a little on the homely side – nothing special, and certainly not beautiful.

   “I know.  She’s not really a looker, right?”

   Brent nodded, subtly, and handed back the phone.

   “But she acts like it.  And she also behaves like she’s got blue blood and takes bubble baths in champagne.”

   “Does she come from a rich family?”

   Taylor snickered.  “Her dad’s an alcoholic auto mechanic from Mobile, Alabama, and her mom’s a failed theater actress.”

   “And what does she do?”

   “She pretends to be an actress, even though she hasn’t even done enough acting to be a wannabe.  But she’s a real Academy Award-winning manipulator.  Have you ever been close to a narcissist?”

   “None in the family, but I have bumped into a few during the course of my work.”

   “She fits the classic pattern.  Self-absorbed, devoid of empathy for other people.  Absolutely no maternal instinct.”

   With no children in the picture, Taylor’s wife could be a psychotic hooker who hung her red light on the lamp post of their Montecito street and the family law judge wouldn’t care.  A marriage was like a business, to the court.  It was all about settling the affairs of that business.  The emotions were only relevant to the parties themselves, and the attorneys who had to find a way to deal with them so that they never reared their heads in a courtroom.  

   Brent always had a rule that there were no emotions allowed in business.  To open that Pandora’s box is merely to invite disaster and defeat.  But each marriage was not only a legally binding relationship, but an emotionally charged stick of C4 explosive that could explode and eradicate everything around it.  It was the most important arrangement that a man and woman casually did, usually without thinking it through.

   “Look, Dr. Taylor, what it will eventually come to is sitting down with your wife and her attorney, whom you’ll probably have to pay for, and working out some kind of an agreement you can both live with.”

   Brent was usually part salesman and part counselor in a family law consultation; but perhaps his distaste for divorce cases came out subconsciously with an effort to drive them away.

   “I could probably save a lot of money just by bumping her off.”

   Brent looked up at Taylor seriously, but he could see that he was joking.

 Heard that one before.

   “I assume that was a joke, Dr. Taylor.”

   “Of course.  I wasn’t serious.  Looks like the real joke is on me.”

 








  
 


 CHAPTER TWO 
Amy Taylor didn’t want a divorce.  She was perfectly happy with the way things were.  A nice big house in Montecito, where she put on the best parties for the top of Santa Barbara’s elite, summers in Capri, and weekly trips to Beverly Hills for strolls down Rodeo Drive to check out the latest sales at the chic boutiques as well as Neiman Marcus and Saks Fifth Avenue.  So she had hung on to her marriage with Robert as long as she could, carving a comfortable place within it for her that had become easier and easier as time passed by.  The last few years were even better than the first seven, because she had all the perks that came with being married to a rich doctor, but didn’t have to service his sexual needs any more.  She had complained to Robert that she was a light sleeper, and after she had interrupted and deprived him of his sleep on a regular basis to “stop him from snoring”, he'd finally moved into one of the guest bedrooms so he could get enough sleep to survive his work days.  

   That made it easier to avoid his sexual advances.  After a while, it seemed like he had just given up.  But occasionally there came the arguments, which she had learned to deal with by laying the ‘you don’t really love me’ guilt trip on him.  That usually ended with him giving up.

 “Really, Robert, all you think about is sex.”

   “Well, when you don’t get it, you tend to think about it more.”

   “I thought you were a man.  Not just a dick owner.”

 Amy was good at playing the poor, under-appreciated, all-you-want-me-for-is-sex object, while, at the same time, never actually having sex.  After some time, it became less and less a part of their lives, and she was relieved.  But now he was talking about divorce.  She had to be proactive to save her way of life.  Something had to be done. 

   When Robert Taylor walked in the door after a long day of shoving needles into wrinkled faces at the clinic, Amy was right there to greet him with a big smile.  That smile used to warm his heart.  Now, it looked precise and scripted and it repulsed him. 

   “Hi, honey.  How was your day?”  She hugged him, and Robert repelled as if he had been touched by a snake.  The pseudo-British in Amy’s accent was her amelioration of her natural Southern drawl, which she had invented to sound more aristocratic.  She had taken out the y’alls and curved the edges of it, making it sound more English than Southern American.  The sound of her voice now grated on Robert’s ears.  But worse than that was the way she had addressed him as honey.  He was taken aback.  He swallowed, looked to the left and to the right, nervously, then back at her.

   “It was fine, how about yours?”

   “Good.  I was thinking about having a party next Saturday.”

   Robert loosened his tie and sloughed off his jacket.  Amy took both of them from him, like a dutiful and doting wife.

   “Party?”

   “Yeah, it’s your birthday.  Did you forget?”

   “I guess I did.  And what’s with the ‘hi honey’?”

   Amy made a pouty look with her lips.  “Really, Robert, we’ve lived together for ten years.  You expect me to turn off my feelings just because you announce you’re thinking about a divorce?”

 Well, if you actually had any feelings, probably not.

 “Go ahead and have your party.”

   The smile came again and went just as quickly, without involving her eyes.

   “It’s for you.”  She paused, then attacked as Robert walked away. “Honey, I tried to do some shopping today, but none of the credit cards worked.  It was embarrassing.”

   Robert stopped in his tracks and turned around.  “Amy, we have to talk.”

   Amy considered Robert, curiously.

   “Why don’t we talk over dinner?”

   “You made dinner?”

   Again the canned smile.  “Why don’t you clean up and join me?”

***

Dinner was a deadly quiet event, with just the clinking sounds of metal against porcelain.  Amy tried to make small talk; anything to avoid the two thousand pound elephant in the corner.  Robert picked at his salmon steak, scattered the flakes on his plate, and then put the fork down.

   “What’s the matter, don’t you like it?”

   Robert looked up at her from across the long, black sixteen-seat dining table which had been hand selected by Amy for her cozy dinner parties.  He thought of the scene in “Heaven Can Wait,” where Warren Beatty was seated at the same type of table, light years away from Diane Cannon and Charles Grodin, and laughed to himself about it.  He cleared his throat.

  “No, it’s fine.  I’m just not very hungry.  And, like I said before, we need to talk.”

   “Okay, talk.”

   She leaned back in her chair, crossed her legs, and fixed her wide eyes on him, feigning interest, with her head slightly tilted.

   “Amy, we can’t pretend we’re not getting a divorce.”

   “I’m not pretending, Robert.  I don’t want a divorce.”

   “So, you think this marriage is good for us?”

   “Is this about sex?”  She said it with a tone of defiance.

   Robert looked at her in disgust.  He grimaced and pulled at his ear in frustration.  But then he realized that, at last, he was just as repulsed by the thought of having sex with her that she probably always was about having it with him.

   “No, sex has nothing to do with it.”

   “A marriage shouldn’t be only about sex.”

   “Amy, it’s not about sex.  I don’t want sex.  And especially not with you.  I just want out.”

   Amy gaped back at Robert, with wide open eyes and pouty lips.  She sucked in a gulp of air.

 Great, here comes the fake crying.  

   “Don’t start with the crying.  I don’t buy that act anymore.”

   “I’m not acting.”

   “You can’t tell me that you like things the way they are.”

   “Actually, I do.”

   “Look, it’s not up for discussion.  I’m going to be fair with you, but don’t push me.”

   “Fair?”

   “Yes.  I’ll put money in your account every week until you get a job and get on your feet.  You’ll have to learn to live on a budget.”

   “What about the household budget?”

 Here it comes.  The cash register.  Cha-ching, cha-ching.

 “I’ll take care of that.  You just take care of all your own needs with the money I give you.  Nails, hair, everything.  And you need to  concentrate on getting work.”

   She shot him a gelid look.  “Robert, you know I’m an actress.  It’s not that easy to get a job.”

   “Then sign up with an agency, like you did before.”

   “That was for extra work, to get my SAG card.”

   “Look, I don’t care what kind of work you do.  Just find some.  And we have to put this house up for sale.  I can’t afford to buy you out of it, and with these extra expenses, I’m not going to be able to hold on to it.  And speaking of expenses, we’ve got to cut some out, starting with those huge car payments.”

   “You don’t mean my car?”

   “You don’t have to drive a Bentley, Amy.  I’ll get you a Mercedes or something, pay cash for it, and it’ll get us out of the debt.”

   Amy started sniffling and sobbing.  

   “I can’t do this, Amy.  Please just face reality, for once.”

   Robert put down his napkin, rose from the table, and left.  As soon as he was out of the room, she stopped crying immediately.

 This will definitely not do.






  
 


 CHAPTER THREE 
Amy posed on the puffy settee in her bathroom,  admired herself in the full length mirror, and  leisurely brushed her hair as part of her extensive grooming routine.  She spent hours in the bathroom every day, working on her complexion and coiffure, and a little more time on her wardrobe, picking out the perfect outfit and shoes.  She put down the brush, got up, and paced through her enormous walk-in closet where she selected a pastel green Chanel dress from the new collection and paired it with a yellow blouse and matching scarf.  By about 4 p.m., when most people were counting down the time remaining at work, she was ready to start her day.  

   Amy had no intention of leaving her home or giving up her car, and she was not leaving anything to chance either.  Robert owed everything to her.  Since she had been with him,  he had established himself as the foremost dermatologist and cosmetic surgeon in Santa Barbara.  She had dressed him for success and made sure that he was at the top of Santa Barbara society.  Within the first five years of their marriage, his income had shot into the high six figures.  It couldn’t have been done without her.  There seemed to be nowhere to go but up, back then.  But now Robert appeared to be weak and in decline.  It was time to settle accounts, but not in the “fair” way he had suggested.  He had taken her youth at the tender age of 24 and now was threatening to ruin it all without the slightest intention of paying her back.  She would not lose everything she had worked so hard to get.  He had to pay her back.  It was incumbent upon her to take action to protect herself.  First, she called up a couple of her divorced acquaintances to find the nastiest, most ruthless divorce attorney in Santa Barbara County.  She would declare war on Robert and she would fire the first shot.  

   Her first meeting was with Betty Hansen.  Betty had taken her husband for millions.  Of course, it helped in that effort that she had kids.  They always brought in an extra chunk of cash in a divorce, plus guaranteed the mother the family home which, in this case, was a huge estate in Montecito.  Amy couldn’t ever stand the thought of the little buggers.  Just imagining the disgusting things coming out of unmentionable places during the birth process made her skin crawl.  So, she had always observed strict birth control, and for the past two years had the best kind – abstinence, at least with her husband.

   She met Betty for tea at the Tydes Restaurant at the exclusive Coral Casino Beach and Cabana Club, right on the ocean side of the Santa Barbara Biltmore Hotel.  Betty had scored the family membership there as part of her divorce settlement, a $300,000 value.  Plus she had also stuck her husband with the annual dues obligation in addition to the child support and alimony.  Amy left her Bentley with the valet and found Betty sitting on the veranda.  She spread her arms widely as she approached Betty, her scarf flapping behind her in the wind, and gave her a big phony hug.

   “Hello, Betty, how are you, dear?”

   Betty smiled with fallacious sincerity, as if on cue.  “I’m just fine. How are you, darling?”

   Amy sat down and immediately started to sob.

   “Oh, Betty, I’m not well at all. Robert wants a divorce.”

   “No!  You poor dear!”

   Betty reached into her Hermes Birkin crocodile skin bag, withdrew a travel pack of Kleenex, and peeled one off for Amy.  She took it and dabbed the faux tears from the corners of her eyes, sniffling.

   “Yes.  Things haven’t been that great lately between us, even though I’ve been the perfect wife.  Just between you and me, Robert’s been drinking a lot and last week he attacked me.”

   “Attacked you?”

   Amy pulled her Chanel scarf away from her neck and leaned over the table toward Betty.

   “See?  This is where he choked me last week. And it’s not the first time.  I’m afraid of him, Betty.  I don’t know what to do.”

   “I had no idea he was so violent!”

   “It’s something I don’t talk about.  He always says that he’s sorry, and I always forgive him, but lately it’s gotten worse and worse.”

   Betty was appalled.  To think that the doctor she and all her friends had trusted to do their tummy tucks, boob jobs, blepharoplasty and Botox was such a cad!  She shuddered to think that the architect of her artificial femininity was a violent misogynist.

   “Now, don’t you worry.”  Betty put a comforting hand on Amy’s wrist.  “I’m going to take care of you.”

   She withdrew a business card from her purse and slid it across the table.

   “You just call my lawyer, dear.  He’s the best in Santa Barbara.  Mean and ruthless, but he’ll get the job done all right.  He’ll castrate that wife-beating husband of yours.”  

   Betty flipped over the card.  “And on the back of it I wrote the number of a man who specializes in making problems go away.  I’m not recommending it, darling, but if the heat gets too hot, it may provide an alternative.”       








  
 


 CHAPTER FOUR 
Brent packed up his laptop, walked out of his private office, and handed over his notes on the Taylor case to Melinda in the reception area.  She was the only one in the world who could decipher his handwriting, which seemed to be a mix between hieroglyphics and that weird prescription language doctors used.  That skill and the fact that he could dictate only the important things on some of the simpler forms and leave the rest of the details up to her made her invaluable to him.

   She was a genuine blonde, with sky blue eyes, who looked more like a fashion model than a paralegal.   Brent had lived long enough to have made a collection of eight track tapes, but not long enough for a collection of 45s.  Melinda, on the other hand, had never seen the day a will had to be retyped by hand on a typewriter if the client made a minor change. She was stunning to look at, so Brent always tried not to.  He had a rule not to mix his personal and professional lives.  Not only that, but there were laws against such things.  Besides, he had just come out of a rough breakup and wasn’t ready for any kind of relationship.

   “It’s a simple petition, so I just wrote it out by hand.”

   She looked down at the notes, then back up at him, her luscious blue eyes smiling.

   “Yes, I see it’s encrypted.  You’re lucky to have me. Not even the FBI could crack this code.”

   Brent chuckled.  

  “Do you think it’ll be contested or uncontested?”

   “Too early to tell, but from the description Taylor gave me of his wife, I’d be surprised if it was uncontested, at least at this stage.”

   “Okay, I’ll knock it out for you before I go home and you’ll have it on your desk first thing Monday morning.”

   “Great, thanks.  And have a good weekend.”

   “You too.”

   Brent had spent several years’ worth of weekends with his ex-girlfriend, Angela.  Now all that was over and weekends, as well as what to do with all his free time, had to be reinvented.

 I wonder what I’ll do this weekend.  Oh, well.

 The thought was soon quelled as Brent descended into the Harbor Hills development on the way home.  The view of the harbor looming above his street took up the entire windshield, reminding him that there wasn’t any need to plan anything but a weekend of relaxation because there truly was “no place like home.”  The split-level house on the hillside perched above the Santa Barbara Harbor was his sanctuary, a place where he could get away from it all without leaving town.

   When Brent opened his front door, he was greeted immediately and affectionately by his orange and white cat, Calico, who rubbed her body against his leg, purring like a machine gun.

   “Did you miss me or were you just hungry?”

   The answer was revealed when the cat executed a sortie to the kitchen and began to mew in front of her bowl.

   Brent followed the cat’s path into the kitchen.  “You’re a cat, not a dog.  Cats aren’t supposed to be that hungry.”

 At least, they’re not supposed to let on to it.

   Brent opened up a can of cat food, mixed it with some kibble, and scooped it into Calico’s bowl.  Then he made himself a cup of mint herbal tea and took it out onto the balcony.  He warmed his hands around the steaming mug and sipped as the late afternoon gave way to evening.  He watched the light show as the sun lazily dipped below the ocean horizon, leaving behind its rare and fleeting impressionist masterpiece in a palette of yellows, reds, and burnt oranges which illuminated the clouds and burned a fiery path on the surface of the water.  Brent watched as the radiance subsided, leaving behind a pink sky which turned cobalt blue, and once again the line between water and sky became defined.  Through all the economic crises and his recent current personal ones, Brent had still managed to hold on to this little haven with its mood-calming harbor view.

***

Robert Taylor’s birthday party was a disaster.  Like everything else she had ever done for him, it was just an excuse for Amy to have fun, and she had the most fun when she was showing off.  He endured the dinner and its orchestrated toasts in his honor, then stood around and jiggled the ice in his glass, smiling politely to guests as Amy hob-snobbed with her group of gaggling, gossiping women, coiffed and caked and garbed in all the famous designer logos.  He thought of escaping to his room when another doctor he knew well enough to dislike approached him with a big phony grin on his face, but leaned against the wall and accepted another pour from the waiter as he listened to the pompous clown pontificate.  The fool droned on as Robert scanned the room and observed the fruits of his labor: the liposuctions, rhinoplasties, and breast enhancements that had paid the down payment for the house, and the smooth lasered and Botoxed faces and duck lips that paid the mortgage payments every month.

   Thankfully, Amy had invited a few people he could actually get along with, so he hung out with them and matched their birthday toasts, two for one.  By the end of the night, he was sorely inebriated.  He avoided Amy as much as he possibly could, which was easy because she was busy showing off.  Robert knew the party was not really for him.

***

At about 4 a.m., Taylor’s eyes popped open wildly as he was rousted from his bed by three uniformed policemen, at gunpoint.

   “Hands where we can see them!  Now!"

   Taylor thought he was having a nightmare.  He looked up at the two cops in horror.  One was shining a flashlight in his eyes with his left hand, his right stretched toward Taylor’s face, with a 9 mm Beretta at the end of it.  

   Taylor opened his mouth to speak, but his voice caught in his throat.  He was bombarded with blinding light and constant screaming.  

   “Hands on your head!  Now!”

   “Hands where we can see ‘em!”

   “Don’t move!”

   When he showed his hands, a third cop grabbed them and pounced on his chest.  As he choked and gasped for air, he felt the cop pulling at his arms and the cold metal of the handcuffs slicing into his wrists.  His head was light and still spinning from the alcohol, and he choked with the urge to vomit.

   “Are you Robert Taylor?”

   “Yes, yes.”

   “Where’s your clothes?”

   “What?”

   “Your clothes!”

   Robert turned his head toward the dresser.

   “In the dresser over there.”

   “Have you been drinking?”

   “Of course I’ve been drinking.  We had a birthday party here.”

   One cop cautiously approached Taylor’s dresser, as if he still was (or ever had been) some kind of threat, or he expected to find a bomb between the folded shirts.  He riffled the  underwear drawer, throwing a pair of jockeys and socks onto the bed, and pulled some  jeans and a T-shirt out of another drawer.  The cop on Taylor’s chest removed himself and pulled Taylor into a sitting position, with his legs hanging over the edge of the bed.  The other two still had their guns on him.

   “Put on the clothes.”

   Taylor struggled with getting a leg into his underwear without the free use of his hands.

   “What’s going on here?”

   “What’s going on is that your wife has been attacked.  She called 9-1-1.”

   Taylor was frozen in a stupor.

   “Attacked?  By whom?”

   “She says you did it.  Put your pants on, Mr. Taylor.”

   “Me?”  Robert stared ahead with a glazed expression.

   “Says you tried to kill her, Mr. Taylor.  You want to tell us what happened?”

   Taylor kept struggling with his clothes, putting first one and then another foot into his pants.  Then he just looked at the shirt, wondering how they expected him to put it on with his hands cuffed behind his back.  Two of the cops were now writing furiously in their notebooks.

   “I don’t know what happened.  She threw a birthday party for me, and I went to bed.  That’s it.  If someone hit her, it wasn’t me.”

   “We didn’t say anyone hit her.”

   It was then that Taylor realized that he had better use the “L” word or this was going to go south pretty far, pretty fast.

   “I probably should talk to my lawyer.”

   As if on cue, the cops folded away their notebooks, grabbed Taylor, and dragged him out of the room, shirtless.  They pushed him down the stairs and into the elegant marble foyer, where a distraught Amy was standing there, black streaks on her face.  She had cried through her mascara.  She was being attended by two paramedics, and was holding an ice pack against her head.  She looked at Taylor with a betrayed expression of ‘How could you do this to me?’  Then, as they were shoving him out his front door, he turned his head back to look at her in disbelief.  The corners of her lips turned up ever so subtly.  It was a look he knew all too well.  The look of satisfaction.

***

Brent had planned to spend Sunday morning in bed as long as his cat would allow it.  But at about 9 a.m., his peace was broken abruptly by an “emergency” phone call from Melinda.  As was their procedure, she monitored the messages from the office from time to time, sending him updates by email, but occasionally there were the urgent ones that needed immediate attention.  This one was from Robert Taylor.  He had been removed from his home the day after his birthday, arrested for an alleged assault on his wife.  For Brent there was no such thing as an emergency for a lawyer.  If you landed in jail, a bail bondsman was your best bet to get out quickly.  

  “Don’t they get it? Lawyers don’t have emergencies.  Doctors have emergencies.”

   “I know, boss, but he’s really distraught and he needs to talk to you.” 

   The whole episode reminded Brent of why he had escaped from the dramatic arena of family law years before.  But Taylor was a good client, and a paying client, which made his emergency Brent’s emergency too, so he advised Melinda to put him through to his cell phone the next time the call came in.

 Have a nice weekend.  Right.  








  
 


 CHAPTER FIVE 
On Monday morning, Brent met Robert Taylor in the holding cells of Judge Burt Hendron’s courtroom, as he had promised him on the phone.  Melinda had arranged for the bail bondsman to wait for them in court.  Robert was dressed in a blue jail jumpsuit, sitting on the other side of a thick glass panel window.  Brent sat down on the free side, smiled, and pointed to the black phone on the side of the wall with his left finger as he picked it up with his right hand, and Robert picked up on his end.

   “What happened?” 

   “That’s just it.  I don’t know.  Amy hosted this birthday party for me at the house.  I kind of avoided her all night.  Oh, she was toasting and congratulating me during the dinner, but after, I just hung out with some friends and tied one on.”

   “I’m going to need their names, but I’ll get those later.  Did they see anything?”

   Robert shook his head.  “No, there was nothing to see.”

   “When did it happen?”

   “When did what happen?”

   Brent held up several pages of staple-bound paper.

   “I’ve got the police report from the Assistant D.A.  It says here that you screamed, ‘I’ll kill you, bitch!’ and hit her in the head with a hammer.”

   “What?”

   Taylor looked incredulous, and his expression was a little comical, given his physical appearance.  His five-o-clock shadow had gone all the way to midnight and his hair had that ‘just got up’ look, more tossed than a Caesar salad.

   “Look, there’ll probably be a deal offered.”

   Robert raised his free hand in a restraining gesture.

   “No deals.  I’m not guilty.”

   Brent didn’t know whether he could believe Taylor or not, but not guilty was the magic word he needed to hear.  At an initial arraignment, you only had two choices: You could either plead not guilty and go on to trial at a future date or plead guilty and work out some kind of a plea agreement with the prosecutor.

   “Okay, that’s all we have to say in there.  I’ll try to get you out of here without posting bail, but we have the bondsman out there just in case.”

   Brent hung up and went back into the courtroom.

***

To the lawyers who appeared before Judge Burt Hendron, he was affectionately known as “Uncle Burt.”  He had a round face and a mixing bowl haircut with blondish-grey bangs, and he often smiled with only his lips, which made him look so much like a “happy face” emoji that it was tough to take him seriously when he was in a good mood, which was usually.  Uncle Burt invariably started every sentence with ‘Well now’ and finished them with ‘Okay, fine.’  That was just his character.  In reality he was a smart man and a good jurist who was well liked by the attorneys who appeared before him.  

   Brent took a seat in the front row of the busy courtroom, which was packed with the dregs of humanity and their relatives.  Addicts always down on their luck, alcoholics charged with varying degrees of drunk driving, and, sitting among the prisoners in the jury box, Robert Taylor, dermatologist, accused of domestic battery on his wife.  Uncle Burt took the bench and called the court to order, then proceeded to run through the calendar, taking the pleas and plea agreements with his monotone ‘well nows’ and ‘okay fines.’ He called attorney-represented cases first, so it didn’t take him long to get to Taylor’s.

   “Well now, we’re going to call the case of the People of the State of California versus Robert Taylor.  Okay?  Fine.  Counsel, please state your appearances.”

   “Brent Marks appearing for Robert Taylor, Your Honor, who is present in custody and waives further reading of rights.”

   “Sandra Brown for the People, Your Honor.”

   “Well now, Mr. Marks.  To the charge of violation of section 273.5 of the Penal Code, willful infliction of emotional corporal injury, how does your client plead?”

   “Not guilty, Your Honor.”

   “Okay, fine.  Waive time for trial?”

   “So waived, Your Honor.”

   “Okay, fine.  We’re setting now for September 2, is that all right with you, Mr. Marks?”

   “Yes.”

   “The People, Ms. Brown?”

   “Yes, Your Honor.”

   “Okay, fine.  Well now, as to the matter of your client’s release.  We discussed this in chambers and I think it is appropriate to release him on his own recognizance, on the condition that he stipulate to an order that he stay at least 100 yards away from the victim, Amy Taylor.  Is that acceptable?”

   “Yes, Your Honor.”

   “Okay, fine.  Upon signing your conditions of release, Dr. Taylor, you will be booked out of the jail and free to go.  Next is the matter of People of the State of California versus Walter Bradford.  Counsel, please state your appearances.”

   Brent nodded to Taylor, who acknowledged the nod and hung his head.  His journey into the legal abyss was just beginning.








  
 


 CHAPTER SIX 
When Brent got back to the office, his work (and Robert Taylor’s woes) were rapidly piling up.  He had already received a motion for a restraining order and an order to kick Taylor out of his own house.  Amy Taylor’s lawyer was Donald Wilinsky, a pompous old fart who practiced only family law.  Almost nobody could stand him, and Brent was no exception.

 That was quick.  Well, Amy beat him to it.

   Brent had once served Wilinsky when he was on the toilet in the men’s restroom at the courthouse.  He hadn’t planned it that way, of course.  Brent had a court hearing with the unpleasant egomaniac, and was holding the papers in his hand to serve him in the courtroom, when he noticed him outside in the corridor, going into the men’s room.  He hung outside for a couple minutes, waiting for Wilinsky to come out, but it didn’t happen, so he just took advantage of the opportunity.  What else could he do?  Brent went in, saw that only one stall was occupied, and no sign of Wilinsky.  It had to be him, and he was in the middle of a fine intimate symphony.  Brent rapped on the door of the stall.

   “Mr. Wilinsky?”

 A voice echoed from inside. “Can you give me a minute?”

   Then, Brent slid the papers to him under the door.

   “These are for you.”

   Brent wondered for a second if he should share this tidbit with his client for the sake of full disclosure, but Wilinsky was never one to compromise on anything, anyway.  He had a habit of staying in each game until the final fight.  

   Whether or not they got along was immaterial.  This was going to be a war regardless of the pleasantries.  Since Amy Taylor had set the rules for this engagement, Brent would have to call in his own big guns.  He called his investigator and friend, Jack Ruder.

 “Hey, Jack, it’s me.  You busy for lunch?”

   “No, I’m free. What’s up?”

 “Got a job for you.”

   “You got another capital case?”

   Jack’s voice sounded energetic and hopeful.

   “Not exactly.”

   Brent met Jack at Los Agaves, where they professed to serve genuine Mexican food.  Brent was sitting at a corner booth when Jack walked in.  He suppressed a laugh when the cook’s eyes widened and mouth dropped as if he had seen a ghost, and then disappeared.  Jack’s perpetual cop look must have scared him off.  Jack waved to Brent,  walked over to him, shook his hand, and sat down.  

   “I hope there’s someone here who can make our enchiladas, Jack.  I think you scared off the chef.”

   “What?” Jack was dressed in his standard plainclothes uniform, as if he had never retired from the FBI and gone into the private sector.  A steamy cloud with the smell of fajitas coming out of the kitchen indicated to Brent that the cook must have decided to hang in.

   Their waitress was a dark-haired beauty who made both Jack and Brent do a double-take.  Brent ordered in Spanish; part of the perks of his Spanish heritage.  As the waitress turned to place the order with the kitchen, Brent watched the sway of her short skirt, then turned back to Jack.

   “Why don’t you ask her out?”

   “What?”  Brent looked back at the girl and then at Jack.  “No, no, I’m not ready yet.”

   “You have to be ready sometime, Brent.  You can’t live happily ever after with your cat.”

   “You can’t live happily ever after with anyone.”  Brent stared ahead in pensive silence.

   “Have you heard from Angela?”

   Brent shook his head and looked away, his hand on his chin.  “Not since that last time.”

   The waitress soon came back with a warm smile and two ice cold Coronas with lime.  She set them on the table.

   “Muchas gracias.”

   “De nada.  Voy a volver con las fajitas.”

   “Muy bien.”

   The waitress left, turning her head and glancing back at Brent with a sparkle in her eye.

   “So what is ‘not exactly’ a capital case?”

   “A divorce case.”

   Jack grimaced.  “You want to hire an ex-FBI agent for a divorce case?”

   “I know, I know, but I haven’t exactly been able to be picky about my cases lately, and you might find this one really interesting.”

   Brent related the story to Jack in an attempt to reel him in.  Jack listened, impatiently.  The waitress came back with a sizzling platter of fajitas and placed it on the table, along with a bowl of homemade flour tortillas.

   “Gracias.”

   “De nada.”  After she left, the conversation turned back to the case.  “If she really hit herself with a hammer, you could be dealing with a very dangerous personality.”

   “Taylor claims she’s a narcissist.”

   “That would fit the profile.  Narcissists can be prone to violence.  They’re known to have no feelings of empathy.  They’re also relentless in the pursuit of their goals.”

   “Which in this case is to keep her current life unchanged.”

   “At your client’s expense.”

   “So, will you take the case?  It’s got a generous budget.”

   Jack regarded Brent reflectively.  “It sounds interesting, not to mention lucrative, but what exactly would you want me to do?”

   “I was thinking of general surveillance, see if anything pops up.”

   “You know, Brent, sometimes I think you would have made as good a detective as you are a lawyer.”








  
 


 CHAPTER SEVEN 
Jack waited in his car, outside the grounds of the Montecito mansion of Robert and Amy Taylor.  The house was set back from the road, on a long drive lined with palm trees, so it was difficult for him to monitor anything but comings and goings, and there hadn’t been any since 7 a.m., when he had set up shop.

 Oh well, a lot of people get paid for sitting around and doing nothing.

   Finally, by the late afternoon, Amy Taylor’s blue Bentley Roadster pulled out of the drive and Jack pursued it from a distance.  At Coast Village Road, Amy hit the 101 southbound and exited at Summerland.  She pulled into the parking lot at Lookout Park, exited the car, and trod down the long asphalt ramp toward the beach in a pink Bebe athletic suit with matching pink Prada sneakers.  

 She’s going jogging?

   Jack got out of his car, grabbing his sweatshirt and his camera.  The afternoon fog had already started to roll in.  He  took a vantage point from the top of the cliff, from where he could see Amy walking the beach down below, and pretended to take pictures of the coastline, panning his telephoto lens until it was trained right on her.

   The air was damp from the incoming fog which swirled in the sky like clouds of misty white smoke.  Amy strolled down the beach, but then she abruptly stopped and sat on a rock.  Jack clicked off a couple of pictures and noted the time.  Joggers and people walking their dogs passed her by.  She sat there for quite some time, but Jack was determined to sit it out.  A jogger in a plain grey hoodie and grey sweat pants approached her and slowed his pace, coming to a rest on his knees, panting.  Jack clicked off a couple of pictures, and, as he did, he caught her speaking to the man.

 They know each other.

 He snapped off more photos, trying to capture the face of the guy (which Jack could see through the lens, but to capture it on film was almost impossible because of the light).  The hood cast a dark shadow over his face.  They spoke for a while as Jack snapped away.  Then the two hugged and the man jogged off in the same direction he had come from.  Amy waited a beat, then went back to the ramp.  

 How strange. It couldn’t be an affair.  If they came to meet, why wouldn’t they leave together?

 Jack slung his camera over his shoulder and trotted down the ramp, passing Amy as she was starting to climb back up.  He walked the beach, looking for the man in the hoodie.  He knew that, at the same time, he was losing track of Amy, but their rendezvous seemed to be more than just a chance meeting between acquaintances.  The man had been of average height, and there were a lot of guys in grey hoodies and sweat pants on the beach who met his description.  It was as if the guy had studied this beach and the people on it just to fit in.  

 But that’s impossible, isn’t it?

   Jack gave up, went back to his car, got in, and waited while he watched everyone who came up the ramp, until the sun went down.  The hoodie guy was not one of them.

***

Robert Taylor was on time for his five o’clock appointment.  When Brent saw him this time, he wasn’t in his jail blues, but he looked completely deflated; no doubt from the entire experience of incarceration.  Brent met Robert in the anteroom and motioned him in.

   “Robert, come on in.”

    Robert thanked Brent and went ahead of him inside the office, taking a chair.  Brent sat across from him and folded his hands on the desk.

   “I asked you to come in so we could prepare for the hearing next week on the restraining order.”

   Robert regarded Brent inquisitively.  “What are our chances?”

   “Well, that’s not easy to say.  Usually these things are worked out.”

   “What do you mean by ‘worked out’?”

   “In a criminal case, like the one you’ve been charged with, the standard of proof is what they call ‘beyond a reasonable doubt’, which means that the prosecution has to prove, beyond any reasonable doubt, that you willfully inflicted corporal injury on Amy.  And you have a right to a trial by jury, whose decision has to be unanimous.”

   Robert nodded, indicating that he was following.

   “But in the hearing on Mr. Wilinsky’s motion for a restraining order and exclusive possession of your house, the standard of proof is called a ‘preponderance of the evidence’, which means that all they have to prove is that it’s more likely than not that you’re a danger to Amy, and the judge is the one who decides.”

   “No jury?”

   “No jury.  And it’s all done very quickly.  The idea is to prevent any potential violence from happening.  You’re not likely to win in a contested hearing.”

   Robert looked up in surprise.  He scratched at his ear.  

   “Why am I not likely to win?”

   “The standard of proof is low, and the judge has a tendency to go with the accuser, unless you can show him that she’s completely out of line.”

   “Why can’t we?”

   “Because it’s her word against yours.  The judge’s objective is to keep you two apart.  And, in the criminal case, you’ve already agreed to stay away from her as part of your terms of release from jail.  It’s almost a foregone conclusion that she will win.”

   “So, I’m screwed is what you’re saying?  She’s going to get the house?”

   “It looks like she’ll get possession, yes, but you’re already out of the house.”

   “For how long?”

   “Until the divorce is settled or comes to trial.”

   Robert frowned.  He his head slumped down.  He was a man who already looked defeated.








  
 


 CHAPTER EIGHT 
The dark early morning of the court hearing, Jack sat a vigil outside the Taylor’s Montecito spread.  The road was dark and quiet, with hardly any vehicle traffic, and the only light was supplied by a lamp post (which Jack deliberately avoided parking under so as not to be seen himself) and a half moon glow in the night sky.  

   At about 3 a.m., a white car putted slowly down the road, going in and out of the long drives of each estate.  As it approached, Jack could see it was the newspaper delivery man, because he saw him shoot a couple of papers to the houses ahead of him which fronted the road.  Jack watched him turn into the Taylor’s drive and didn’t pay much attention to him.  He couldn’t understand the reason why Brent had requested the surveillance on Amy, but the client was paying well and stakeouts were as familiar to him as the junk food that kept him going while on them.

   Jack didn’t time the paper boy, but it seemed that he had been at the Taylor’s place a little too long.  

 Figures anyway, he’s very slow.

   Finally the white car emerged from the driveway and turned right, continuing its snail’s pace down the road.  After a while, it came back, passing Jack, and he snapped a few pictures of it, including the license plate, just in case.  The rest of the night was uneventful.  Jack remained at his post, phoning Brent at about 8:30 a.m.

   “She still hasn’t come out.”

   “Stay on it until our case is called.  She’s probably just running late.  Robert says she’s late to everything.”

***

Since Brent knew that most "stay away" requests worked out with agreements for mutual restraining orders, and Robert was already bound by one in the criminal case, as distasteful as the prospect was, he resolved himself to try to work out an agreement with Wilinsky before court.  Brent sat in the row of chairs in front of the gallery as the time trickled away, watching Wilinsky chatting up the court clerks.  Finally, as it crept closer to 9 a.m., he approached the round man in the three piece suit with the chain stretched tightly across the vest where it rested against his ample belly.

   “Can we talk for a second?”

   Without answering, Wilinsky frowned, perturbed.  “Sorry, girls, but duty calls.  We’ll finish later.”

   The two clerks gave him a courtesy smile of relief and Wilinsky made sure to take the lead out of the courtroom, still not saying a word.  Once outside in the corridor, he stuck a cigarette in his mouth and it dangled in his lips, moving with each word he spoke.

   “Mind if we go outside, so I can have a smoke?”

   It was more of an announcement than a question.  Brent nodded and followed Wilinsky out the exit, keeping an eye on his watch.  Wilinsky paused in the garden next to a dirty chrome ash tray stand which was stubbed with what must have been hundreds of cigarettes and which emanated that offensive burnt ash tray smell.  He lit his cigarette, drew in a massive drag, blew it out, emitting a nimbus of smoke, then stuck the cigarette back in his mouth.  It flapped up and down around the yellow stained hairs in his grey beard as the smoke drifted into Brent’s face.

   “So, what did you want to talk about?”

   Wilinsky’s pompous attitude was wearing thin on Brent.  Of course he knew what Brent wanted to talk about, but he also knew he had all the advantages and must have been relishing his position.  Brent hesitated.  He just wanted to punch him in the nose and go back into the courtroom to lose.

   “I thought we could work out a mutual restraining order.”

   Wilinsky sucked in another drag, harrumphed, puffed out a mushroom cloud of obnoxious smoke and grinned.  “You’ve got as much chance of winning in there as finding a pair of balls on a Brahma bull.”

   Brent retorted, without skipping a beat:  “Not having ever looked for a bull’s testicles, I’ll have to take the word of someone with experience.”

   Wilinsky smiled a mouthful of tobacco-stained teeth and hacked a phlegmy cough as he held his cigarette off to the side.  “Of course, if you were to stipulate to what the obvious outcome of the hearing would be…”  He inhaled another shot of smoke and blew it out.  

   “Let me guess.  A one-way restraining order against my client and an order giving your client exclusive possession, plus fees?”

   Wilinsky grinned again.  He took his last puff, sapping his cigarette to the nub.  “I see you’ve finally learned something about family law.”  He leaned over and stabbed his cigarette out in the ash tray, looking up at Brent, the smoke coming out with his words.  “So, we have a deal?”

   Brent regarded him for a moment, without considering the offer.

 This guy is an asshole.  Let him work for it.

   “Nope.  Let’s duke it out and see what happens.”

***

Nine o’clock came and went.  By 10, Wilinsky had already requested to be put on the bottom of the calendar, and had gone outside to phone his client five times and to smoke five more cigarettes.  Brent took his turn and called Jack.

   “What’s going on out there, Jack?”

   “Nothing.  She still hasn’t come out.  Want me to go knock on her door?”

   “God, no.  If she doesn’t show up, we win.”

   Brent came back into the courtroom and took Robert Taylor out into the corridor.

   “What’s happening?”

   “Nothing.  Amy hasn’t shown up and her lawyer’s getting nervous.”

   Robert made a face.  “Typical Amy – always late.  What happens if she doesn’t show?”

   “We win the hearing by default.”  Robert smiled.

   They went back into the courtroom, and this time it was Wilinsky who approached Brent to talk.  "Can we go outside?”  he asked, as he popped another cigarette into his mouth.

   “Sorry, I don’t smoke.”

   “Very funny.  Just in the hallway, then.”

   Brent nodded and followed him out.

   “What’s on your mind?”

   “Would you agree to a two-week continuance with an extension on the TRO?”

   Brent smiled.  “Why Donald, I’m surprised you would ask that.  I think you have just as much chance getting me to agree to that as finding a pair of balls on a Brahma bull.”  

   Brent smiled and Wilinsky nodded.  “Have it your way, Marks,” he replied, as he turned and waddled toward the exit.

   “Have a good smoke.”

   At 11 a.m., Judge Perkins called the Taylor case again.

   “Counsel on Marriage of Taylor, please come forward and state your appearances.”

   “Donald Wilinsky for the Respondent and moving party, Your Honor.”

   “Brent Marks for Petitioner and opposing party.”

   “Mr. Wilinsky, this is your motion.  Are you prepared to go forward?”

   “Your Honor, I still cannot reach my client. I would request a two-week continuance with a continuation of the temporary restraining order.”

   Judge Perkins looked around his still-crowded courtroom and frowned.  “Mr. Wilinsky, if your client cannot even communicate with you, it appears that she’s not interested in this case.”

   “Your Honor, if you could just continue it until after the lunch break…”

   “The motion is dismissed without prejudice, Mr. Wilinsky.  If your client wants to pursue this, she can refile.”

   Brent and Wilinsky both thanked the judge.  You thanked the judge when you won, and you thanked him when you lost.  Such was courtroom etiquette.  As he and Robert left the courtroom, Brent flashed a smile to Wilinsky, who shot back a dirty look and hit the doors with another cigarette in his mouth.

 








  
 


 CHAPTER NINE 
Robert Taylor shook Brent’s hand and left the courthouse with one less worry on his mind.  His appointment calendar had been cleared through the afternoon, so his next order of business would be to confront Amy and see if he could persuade her to listen to reason.  He called her cell phone, got her voice mail, and left a message.  Then he called the house.  This time he got only a voicemail.  He left a brief message, then hung up and decided to go knock on the door.

   Robert knew that he was running the risk of violating the restraining order, but he just had to go there.  He slid into his grey Maserati Grancabrio and fired it up, listening to the satisfying purr of the motor as he pumped the gas pedal.

 There’s no way I’d give up this car or anything else for that bitch. She’s getting what she deserves.

   Robert peeled out of the parking lot and headed home.  When he turned into the driveway, he saw Jose, the gardener, pruning the juniper bushes that bordered the palm-lined private road.  Jose waved and Robert waved back.

 Too late to turn back now.

 Robert pulled up into the circular, tile paved courtyard and parked in front of the fountain.  He exited the car and went to the tall front doors of the Tuscan estate.  He rang the doorbell and waited and waited, but there was no answer.  So he drew back his fist to knock, and, when he did, the door creaked open.  He poked his head inside.

   “Amy?”

   Robert pushed the door open further and stepped in.

   “Amy, are you home?”

   His voice trailed off and echoed through the house.  There was no music and no sounds of any kind that he could hear.  He ventured into the foyer.

   “Amy?”

   Robert climbed the marble staircase to the second floor, and walked the plushly-decorated corridor to the master bedroom.  The bedroom door was ajar, and he slipped in.

   “Amy?”

   He saw her in bed.  It looked like she was asleep.

   “Amy, it’s me.”

   He came closer, and then stopped dead in his tracks.  Amy was in bed, but she wasn’t sleeping.  Coming closer, he could see her dilated pupils –blank black pools, surrounded by a thin ring of green.  They seemed to be staring at the ceiling and her lips were open, her surprise frozen in time.  There was a hole in her forehead and her pillow was littered with blood and grey matter, which looked like a mixture of bloody vomit and rice.  

   Robert panicked.  He wanted to run, but the doctor in him bent over Amy and checked her carotid artery for a pulse.  

 Nothing.  She’s really dead.

 He pulled out his cell phone and called Brent.

   “Pick up! Pick up!”  Robert clenched his teeth.

   “Law office, may I help you?”

   “Yes, I need to speak to Brent Marks. It’s an emergency.  This is Robert Taylor.”

 “Just a moment, Dr. Taylor.”

   Robert was sweating.  His knees were uncontrollably shaking.

   “Brent Marks.”

   “Brent, it’s Robert.  Amy has been shot.”

   “Shot?  Is she alive?”

   “No, she’s not.”

 “Where are you?”

   “I’m here at the house.”

   Robert went to the window, pulled back the curtain, and looked out.

 “So you were the one who found her?”

   “Yes, yes.  What do I do?”

   He paced back and forth in the front of the bed, looked back at Amy, and then away again.

   “You shouldn’t be there.  There’s a restraining order.”

  “I know, I know.  That’s why I called.”

 “Has anyone seen you?”

   “The gardener saw me pull up.”

 “Did he see you go into the house?”

   “No, no.”

 “Is anyone expected there?”

   “The maid.  She’ll be back tomorrow.  Today’s her day off.”

     “Al right, listen carefully.  I can’t advise you to break the law, and if this goes to court, I can’t knowingly let you falsely testify, but I can outline your options.”

   “Okay, okay.”

   “You can call 9-1-1, and stay there until the cops arrive, and you’re certain to be arrested on the spot.  Once you open the door to them, you’re consenting to a search of yourself and the house without a warrant.  Plus, you’re in the house in violation of a restraining order.  You’re there, she’s there, she’s dead and, quite frankly, you have the strongest motive I know of.  Or, you can go out the way you came and get into your car and leave and come straight here and we’ll figure out what to do together. By leave, I mean leave everything the way you found it. Either way you decide to go, expect the cops to be asking questions.”

   “What do I tell them?”

   “That’s the easy part.  Nothing.”   








  
 


 CHAPTER TEN 
Brent disconnected from Taylor and called Jack right away.  

   “Hi, it’s me.”

   “Hey.  How’d it go in court?”

   “We won.”

   “That’s great!  You weren’t expecting that.”

   “Yeah, well we won by default.  Amy Taylor didn’t show up.  When did you leave her place?”

   “At around 11, right after you called me.”

   “Did you see anything unusual last night?”

   “I don’t know.  Why?”

   “Can’t tell you yet.  Think.”

   “Only the newspaper guy.”

   “That’s it?”

   “Yeah.”

   “Tell me about him.”

   “Well, he was super slow.  Crawled to each house like a turtle in his old car.  It took him a while going in and out of the Taylor place.”

   “That’s it, nothing else?”

 “Nope.  When can we…”

   “I’ll call you back on it.  I probably will need your help.”

   Brent disconnected and instructed Melinda to clear his appointments for a meeting with Robert Taylor.

***

Robert was nervous and jittery.  It seemed that his knee was bouncing up and down by itself.  Brent considered him carefully, sizing him up, looking for clues.  

    “The most important thing you have to know, Robert, is that you have the absolute privilege not to say anything that may be held against you.”

   “But I have nothing to hide.”

   “The cells of death row are filled with guys who had nothing to hide.  Besides, you do have something to hide.  You were the one who found the body.”

   “So, what do I do?”

   “First of all, you don’t answer any questions unless I’m with you.  When they turn on the heat, just use the word, ‘lawyer.’  I’m happy to cooperate but I can’t talk without my lawyer present.”

   “Okay.”

   “Second, it’s a double-edged sword.  If you don’t cooperate, they will see you as a suspect.  On the other hand, if you do cooperate, they’ll probably see you as a suspect anyway and anything you say will be construed in a negative light with all inferences against you.”

   Robert put his palms on his temples and rested his elbows on the desk, as if to contain the contents of his brain.

   “It sounds impossible.”

   “It’s not going to be easy.  Anything you say, whether you think it’s exculpatory or not, is going to be processed with an end to putting you behind bars.”

   “So, what do I say?”

   “First, you’ll tell me your story.  If I think it’s not credible, there’s no way they’ll think it is. In that case, you may decide to exercise your right to remain silent.  And remember what I said.  I won’t put you on the witness stand if I think you’re not telling the truth.  Remember what happened to Martha Stewart when they thought she was lying to the cops?”

   Robert nodded and rubbed his palms together, nervously.  Then, he went over his entire story in detail.  When he was finished, Brent asked the critical question.

   “Technically, you don’t have to tell the police anything, but there’s a matter of the physical evidence.  As the body deteriorates, critical evidence can be lost.  Also, I know where that evidence is, and, as a member of the Bar, I have an obligation not to allow it to disappear.  At the same time, I cannot betray your confidence.  I can’t tell them how I know unless you consent.”

   Robert shook his head.  His face, ashen, dropped into his hands.

   “Sounds like an unsolvable puzzle.”

   “It can be, but that’s what lawyers are for – to solve puzzles.  My investigator had your house under surveillance all last night.  He can verify you weren’t there all night, and I can verify you were in court until at least 11 a.m.  Unless she was killed right before you got there, we may be alright.  But the time of death must be determined as soon as possible.  So, what do you say?”

   Robert looked up.  His face was pale as death and he looked weak.

   “Go ahead, I guess.”

   “Okay, I’m going to call my investigator, Jack Ruder.  Jack’s a retired FBI agent and can help us talk to the cops.  It’s not going to be easy, but it’s kind of like ripping off a Band-Aid.  Painful for a minute, but it has to be done.”

   Brent called Jack and filled him in on what he needed to know; everything except Robert’s location, which was protected by the attorney –client privilege.  

***

Jack placed a phone call to Roland Tomassi, the head detective of the Santa Barbara Sheriff’s Homicide Department.  

   “Rolly, hi, it’s Jack Ruder.”

 “Hey, Jack.  What’s the good word?”

   “Um, I’ve got some business for you.”








  
 


 CHAPTER ELEVEN 
Jack made his way back to the Taylor place, pulled into the long drive, and parked his car away from the house..  Tomassi and his team of forensic specialists had just shown up, in three plain white Ford Crown Victorias along with three black and white patrol cars, each with two deputies.  

   Tomassi looked like he had just come back from a party, instead of the Sheriff’s station; either that or he had forgotten to iron his clothes.  He shook his pant leg and straightened his tie as he swaggered to Jack’s car.  Tomassi had always reminded Jack of Nick Nolte, especially with his gruff voice.  Jack knew better than to get out of the car just yet.  Tomassi leaned up against Jack’s window.

   “Hello, Jack.”

   “Hey, Rolly, nice haircut.  You look really distinguished.”

   “That’s what they say when you’ve got grey hair.”

   “No, it’s still brown.  Just grey at the burns.”

   “Never mind the hair.  Wanna join the party?”

   “Of course.”

   “All right.  Just hang back and observe.  Don’t touch anything.”

   “I won’t.”

   Tomassi opened Jack’s door and handed him a pair of blue cloth booties to put over his shoes to protect the crime scene from contamination.  Jack took the booties and nodded.  They walked back together to the forensic team, who were waiting in front of their cars, holding their respective kits.  The deputies had taken up a perimeter around the house, and two were at the door.  Jack nodded and smiled.

   “I’m impressed.”

   “Thanks.  Where’s your client, by the way?”

   “I don’t know, actually.”

   Tomassi smirked. Their eyes locked in a strange, uncomfortable intimacy.  “I’ll bet Brent Marks knows.”

   “Take the Fifth.”

   When they got to the door, Tomassi donned his booties and turned to Jack.  

   “I’ll just be a minute.”  

   Tomassi pulled out his piece, and went inside with the deputy, who was holding a shotgun.  After about ten minutes, they reappeared and invited Jack and the forensic team to come in.  Tomassi gave some short instructions to his personnel, then went upstairs, inviting Jack to go with him.

   The photographer and videographer went in first, working in tandem, taking wide angle and close-up shots of the body and the crime scene as they had found it.  Tomassi sketched the scene on his pad as they worked.  Jack hung back in the corridor, observing.

   Tomassi’s blood spatter and trajectory expert, Bill Reilly, also carefully sketched the scene and began taking measurements with a handheld laser device on a monopod, meticulously recording the body and its position on the bed in relation to everything else in the room.  After he was finished with the bed, he stepped back to let Tomassi take over while he calculated the dimensions of the room.

   Tomassi slipped on his surgical gloves, approached the bed, and leaned over it to examine the body.  Jack followed, keeping his distance.  Amy seemed to have a surprised look fixed on her blank, wide-eyed, open-mouthed face.

   “Looks like she was shot in her sleep.”

   “No struggle.”

   “You say you had this place under surveillance last night?”

   “That’s right.”

   “I take it you didn’t see your client.”

   “Not unless he was throwing papers.”

   Tomassi looked back at Jack, eyeing him.  “What do you mean?”

   “I mean the only one who came in or out of the driveway last night was a guy throwing papers.”

   “You get the plates?”

   “And photos.”

   “Okay, I’ll…”

   Tomassi stopped in mid-sentence as he looked to the doorway.

   “Dr. Perez is here.  Let’s hang back while he does his thing.”

   “Hello, gentlemen.”  Dr. Ignacio Perez, the Coroner, entered the room and nodded as he snapped his rubber gloves onto his chubby hands and motioned for his assistant to take the body’s temperature.  Both Tomassi and Jack acknowledged him and stepped back so he could perform his initial examination.

   Perez would do a thorough autopsy of the body back at the morgue.  His purpose here was to examine it at the actual crime scene and come up with some preliminary conclusions for Detective Tomassi.  Dr. Perez studied the entrance and exit wounds.  Then he lifted up the sheet and looked underneath it at Amy’s naked corpse.  He put down the sheet and addressed Tomassi.

   “Of course, I won’t know until I perform the autopsy, but it looks like a clean single shot to the forehead.”

   His assistant handed the doctor a clipboard, which he glanced at through his bifocals.

   “Looks like the time of death was approximately between 3 and 6 a.m.”

   Jack and Tomassi looked at each other and simultaneously blurted out, “The paper boy!”

   “I’m going to need those pictures sooner than I thought.”

   “No problem.”

   “Like, right now.”

   “I have them downloaded to my laptop.”

   “Do you have your camera?”

   “It’s in the car.”

  “Good.  Bring it in. I’ll pull them straight off the card.”

   “I assume you won’t be needing her anymore, Detective?”

   “No, no, you can take her.”

    Dr. Perez and his assistant bagged up Amy’s  body and took it away, and the photographers made another round of the room now that the body had been removed, documenting everything, followed by Reilly, who took more measurements.

   Jack went downstairs to get his camera as Tomassi’s forensic crew worked the bedroom for physical evidence, taking fingerprints of every surface of the room and blood and tissue samples from the bed.  There was a bloody indentation in Amy’s goose down pillow, which had exploded, its feathers mixing with the bodily tissues like a macabre collage.

   Bill Reilly examined the bed and pillow, making measurements first with his handheld laser and then by hand, noting them both electronically and on his steno pad.  There was no such thing as overkill in working a crime scene.  Every detail had to be documented.  Jack came back into the room and Tomassi held him back with a restraining gesture as Reilly studied the bed.

   “I concur with the Doc’s one head shot theory.  Let’s find the bullet, shall we?”

   After the blood and tissue samplers had taken and catalogued their specimens, two assistants carefully removed the pillows and sheets, which revealed a small tear in the mattress.  Reilly made some more measurements as Tomassi looked over his shoulder.  They pulled back the mattress together and Reilly and Tomassi bent down to look at the other side of it while Tomassi held it above their heads.

   “There’s no exit, Bill.”

   “That means the bullet’s got to be in the mattress.”

   “Consistent with a low-caliber weapon.”

   They set the mattress back down, Reilly took some more measurements, then called the photographer and videographer over while he dug around inside the mattress.  He held up a bullet in his gloved hand.

   “Found one bullet.  Probably a .22.”

   “The neighbors are light years away, but we’ll have to interview them.  Henley, Scott, you do the honors.”

   Deputies Henley and Scott left and the team finished up, leaving only Tomassi and Jack in the bedroom that Amy Taylor had worked so hard to rid of men.

   “Looks like your paperboy’s a pretty good shot, Jack.”








  
 


 CHAPTER TWELVE 
Tomassi left his team working the crime scene so he could follow the hottest lead, which was now in Jack’s possession.  He sat with Jack at the dining table and loaded the contents of Jack’s memory card onto his laptop.  He slipped the card out of the reader and held it up, shaking it a bit.

   “I take it you have no objection to me holding onto this?”

   Jack shook his head.

   “I appreciate you turning over this evidence, Jack, but you’ve got to stay out of our way.”

   “It’s my investigation, too.”

   Tomassi looked sternly at Jack, as if to say ‘Oh, really?’, but he didn’t say anything.

   “I’ll stay clear, don’t worry.  Can I come with you when you talk to the paperboy?”

   Tomassi flashed another look at Jack, which almost burned a hole in him.

   “Okay, okay; just asking.”

   “Just let me have him first.”

   “Go ahead.”

   “And make sure your guy stays where I can find him.  We’re going to want to talk to him.”

   “You can reach him through me or Brent.”

   Tomassi packed up his laptop and motioned for two deputies, who came right over.

   “Got a job for you guys.  Jack, thanks for stopping by.”

 Cue for my time is up here.

   Jack nodded and waved to Tomassi, who was already on the way out the door with the two deputies following.  Before he left, he hung back and took a small tour of the house, which was decorated with opulence.  Rich, French-style classic furniture combined with modern accessories and walls adorned with expensive-looking modern art.  

 Must have set the doctor back to dress up this place.

***

Tomassi opened his car door and sat on the front seat, leaving the door open, and reached for the radio.  He called in the plate number from the photos that Jack had taken, and after a few minutes of waiting, Dispatch returned a name and address: “1997 Nissan Sentra, California license plate 3169 Adam Charles Frank is registered to a David Tinsdale, 52A West Arrellaga Street, Santa Barbara.”

 Tomassi called for Santa Barbara P.D. to assist him and took off with the two deputies in tow.  When he pulled up on Arrellaga Street about two houses down from number 52 about ten minutes later, he was joined by a Santa Barbara P.D. black and white with two uniformed officers.  

   The neighborhood had seen at least a quarter century of Santa Barbara history, but it had not worn it well.  52A was a duplex, with a chest-high chain link fence, overgrown dead Bermuda grass in the yard, and faded and chipped paint on the outer walls. Tomassi breeched the swinging gate, which was barely hanging on its hinges, and, flanked by the two deputies, stood at the side of the front door, which faced the street, and knocked. The two SBPD uniforms took a place on the lawn, within viewing distance of the front door and windows.  

   “Mr. Tinsdale?  Santa Barbara Sheriff’s office.  We need to talk to you.”

   Tomassi could hear rustling inside the apartment.  He knocked again.

   “Mr. Tinsdale?  Santa Barbara Sheriff.”

   A young man with wild hair and beady little eyes, who looked like he had just gotten out of bed, answered the door.

   “Yes?  Can I help you?”

   “Are you David Tinsdale?”

   “Yes.”

   Tinsdale’s hand was shaking.  He looked visibly nervous, like he had just seen a ghost or something.

   “Do you own a blue 1997 Nissan Sentra?”

   “Yes.”

   “Mr. Tinsdale, were you on East Mountain Drive in Montecito between 3 a.m. and 6 a.m. this morning?”

   “I’m there every morning.  I’ve got a paper route that starts at about 3 a.m.  That’s on my route.  What’s this about?”

   “Do you know a woman named Amy Taylor?”

   “No, I don’t.  Are you going to tell me what this is about?”

   “Mrs. Taylor lived on East Mountain Drive, Mr. Tinsdale.  She was murdered this morning between 3 and 6 a.m.”

   “Whoa, whoa!  Wait a minute!  You can’t think I had anything to do with that?  I’m only the paperboy.”

   “Mrs. Taylor’s house was under surveillance.  Your car was the only one seen going in and out of the Taylor property during that time.”

   Tinsdale turned pale, like all of the blood had just drained to his feet.

   “Do you own any firearms, Mr. Tinsdale?”

   “No, no I don’t.  Look, all I know is a guy paid me $500 to take my route.  What was I going to say?  I’m usually the one who has to pay when I want someone to take over my route.  Who wants to throw papers at three in the morning?”

   Tomassi took his hand off his gun and whipped out his notebook, flipped open the worn black leather cover, and thumbed to a blank page.

   “You claim that somebody paid you $500 to take your paper route?”

   “Yes, yes, that’s what happened!  I have the money right here, want to see?”

   Tomassi scribbled in his pad.  “Yes sir, we’d like to see it.”

   “It’s in my wallet, right on the table here.”

   Tinsdale reached for his wallet, and was about to pull out the bills when Tomassi held up his hand.

   “I’ll take care of that, Mr. Tinsdale.  Our crime lab team will need to take prints.  We’ll also need yours.”

     He picked up the wallet with his thumb and forefinger, like he was picking up something undesirable, and popped it into a plastic bag being held by one of the deputies.  He then went back to taking notes.

   “Now, where were you when you were offered this money?”

   “At Denny’s on State Street.  A bunch of us guys get together there for coffee after we wrap our papers, just before we go on our routes.”

   “And this man just came up to you and asked you if he could take your route?”

   “Yeah.  I thought it was kind of strange at first, but, I figured, what the hell. I can use the five hundred, so I said okay.”

   “You weren’t afraid he would steal your car?”

   “That piece of shit has 320,000 miles on it.  Plus, I have insurance.”  Tinsdale peeked over Tomassi’s hand at his pad.  “Are you saying this guy killed someone?”

  “That’s what we’re investigating, Mr. Tinsdale.  What did this guy look like?”

   “Well, he had black hair, like it was dyed, or…”  Tinsdale’s eyes rolled toward the ceiling.

   “Could it have been a wig?”

   “Yeah, yeah, maybe.  And he had a black mustache and a beard.”

   “Height and weight?”

   “Oh, I’d say he was about six foot or maybe a little under, about 200 pounds.  He was in pretty good shape.”

   “Age?”

   “He had to be in his forties, at least.  Hard to tell with the beard.”

   “And you never thought: Why would this guy be wanting my car?  That maybe he intended to use it to commit a crime?”

   Tinsdale looked to his left and then down, nervously.  

   “I didn’t think about it.  Five hundred bucks is a lot of money.”

   “Do you mind if we come in and have a look around?”

   Tinsdale was now weak in his knees.  He hung onto the doorknob for support.

   “Don’t you guys need a warrant or something for that?”

   “If that’s the way you want to play it, we can come back with a warrant, no problem.”  Tomassi was pretty good at police bullying.  Tinsdale didn’t even have to open the door to them in the first place, and now he was going to let them run all over his house.

   “No, no, it’s okay, come on in.”

   Tinsdale stepped aside, and Tomassi and the two deputies trampled in.  

   “Do you mind if we take a look at your car, too?”

   “Go right ahead.”

   Tomassi called his head of forensics, who was just finishing up at the Taylor place, and asked him to come over to sweep Tinsdale’s car.  He gladly obliged.  

   Over the next hour and a half, Tinsdale’s life was turned inside out, and on his mind the entire time was the question of where he would be sleeping tonight – at home or in the Santa Barbara County Jail.






  
 


 CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
When Jack started following the trail that led to David Tinsdale, the man had already been prodded, trampled, examined and cross-examined by Tomassi and his forensic team.  His car had been swept thoroughly for evidence, and he and his entire house had been searched, but he was pleased that the cops had actually left without taking him with them.  When Jack rapped on his door, he was in no mood for further interrogation.  Tinsdale asked for his badge, and Jack withdrew his I.D. holder and flashed his PI license, which just happened to be in the clear plastic pocket above his retired FBI I.D.  Tinsdale’s eyes bugged out when he saw those three letters: F-B-I.

   “I told the police detective everything I know.  Can’t you guys get it from them?”

   “We don’t actually work together.”

   Tinsdale let Jack in and reluctantly repeated his story, which left Jack no better off than when he had started his investigation.  After leaving Tinsdale’s house, Jack called Tomassi.

 “Have to shut down on this one, Jack.  Your guy is still a suspect.”

   “My guy doesn’t have black hair, a mustache or a beard.”

 “You’re close enough to Hollywood to know about wigs and fake facial hair, Jack.  We’re going to need to talk to your guy, pronto.”

   “Brent Marks said he can arrange that if you’ll agree to a ‘free pass.’”

   “What’s a free pass?”

   “We’ll make him available for questioning, but you won’t arrest him.”

   “I can’t promise you that.”

   “Oh, well.”

   “All right, all right.  We don’t have enough for a warrant yet, plus only Marks knows where he is, right?”

   “Right.”

   “We’ll agree not to swear out a warrant for his arrest before the interview.  After that, we’ll see.”

   “Fair enough.”

 “And we’ll want to fingerprint him and test his hands for powder.”

   “Of course.”

 “Can Marks have him down at the station in half an hour?”

   “He’s standing by.  I’m sure that’s no problem.”

 “Good.”

   Jack disconnected and called Brent to make the arrangements.

***

Brent and Robert arrived together at the Santa Barbara Sheriff’s Office on Calle Real, which also happened to be the location of the Santa Barbara County Jail.  Brent parked his blue Jaguar F-Type in the parking lot and exited the car with Robert.  Inside the Sheriff’s Office, they passed through the security station metal detector and then they were directed to the booking room, where Taylor was fingerprinted, photographed, and his hands checked for gunshot residue.  

   Tomassi came out and motioned them to follow him to his office.  They walked behind him past the banks of grey desks busied with police men and women shuffling paperwork, clacking away at their computers, and answering phones.  At the back of the room there was a small glass-walled office with Tomassi’s name on the door.  There, he gestured them to enter and sit.

   Robert squirmed in his seat as Tomassi stared him down, getting a reading.  Everything he said in the room would be scrutinized for veracity and, of course, used against him in the investigation.  The blinds from Tomassi’s window cast a levered shadow on Brent and Robert, like a scene from an old Bogart film.  Brent could see the dust drifting through the air from the exposed sunlight through the slats.

   “Dr. Taylor, I understand that you and your wife were recently separated and that you’ve been having some problems.”

   “That’s right.  I’ve filed for divorce and she counter-filed.”

   “And you were under a restraining order not to go within 100 yards of your wife, due to an assault incident that happened at your house two weeks ago.”

   “Alleged assault,” Brent interjected.

   Robert hesitated and looked at Brent, who nodded.  “Yes, that’s right.”

   “Yet, in violation of that restraining order, you went back to your house yesterday, is that correct?”

   “Wait a minute, Detective.  Alleged violation.”

   Tomassi frowned.  “Whatever.”

   “Yes.  I needed to talk to her.”

   “About what time did you arrive?”

   “It was a little before noon, right after court.”

   “Did anyone see you?”

   “The gardener.”

   “What happened when you arrived at the residence?”

   “I rang the doorbell and waited.  There was no answer, which I thought was strange because I knew she was home.”

   “How did you know your wife was home?”

   “Well, I knew she hadn’t shown up in court, so I looked through the window of the garage and saw that her car was there.”

   “Then what did you do?”

   “I knocked on the door.  That’s when I discovered it had been left open.”

   Tomassi regarded Taylor with skepticism.  He continued, with a cool and calculated voice.

   “So you went in?”

   “Yes.”

   “And you disarmed the alarm system?”

   “No, it wasn’t armed.  And I couldn’t even if I wanted to.”

   “Why not?”

   “Because Amy changed the codes.”

   “How do you know that?”

   “She told me.  She changed the locks, too.”

   “Can you verify that?”

   “I suppose I could have if I had tried my key.”

   “Did you?”

   “No.  Like I said, the door was open.”

   “Do you own any firearms, Dr. Taylor?”

   “No, none.”

   “Where were you between 3 a.m. and 8:30 a.m. this morning?”

   “From three to six, I was sleeping.  At 7:30, I headed for the courthouse and met with Brent before court at a little before eight.”

   “Can anyone verify that you were sleeping between three and six?”

   “I sleep alone, Detective.”

   “Do you have a black wig?”

   “No.”

   “A costume mustache?”

   “No.”

   “Beard?”

   “No.”

   The interrogation went on for approximately 90 minutes.  Finally, Tomassi laid out the ground rules.

   “We could hold you here for 72 hours, Dr. Taylor.  But we’ve made an agreement with your attorney that you would be available to us whenever we need you.”

   “Yes, of course.”

   “And we could hold you for violation of the restraining order, on your own admission.”

   “Technically, you can’t, because his admission puts him at the house when she was already dead.”

   Tomassi shot Brent a look, but otherwise ignored his comment.

   “But, as I said, we made an agreement with your attorney that you would cooperate.  So, here’s how it’s going to go.  We will continue our investigation, and either me or the D.A. will be in contact with you through your attorney.”

   “That’s fine.”

   “And we’ll need to search your apartment, unless there’s an objection.”

   Brent shook his head, indicating none.  

   “We’ll want a written waiver on that.”

   Brent nodded to Tomassi.  “Sure, no problem.”

  Tomassi wrapped up the meeting and shook hands, unsettlingly, holding Robert’s firmly for an extra second while he bore straight into his eyes with a searing look.

   “We’ll be in touch, Dr. Taylor.”

   Brent touched Taylor’s elbow.  “Can you wait for me outside while I talk to the detective?”

   Taylor nodded and left the room.  Tomassi looked at Brent with a frown.

   “What’s on your mind, Marks?”

   “Well, if all is clear with the powder test and the search, and I’m sure it will be, is there any need to continue to consider my client as a suspect?”

   “Oh, I don’t think he shot her.”

   “Well, then?”

   “This murder has all the markings of a contract hit.  I think he hired someone to do it.”

 








  
 


 CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
Brent silently walked with Robert to the car.  Once they were inside, he turned to Robert.

   “They think you hired a killer to take out your wife.”

   Robert’s eyes opened wide.  “They think I what?”

   Robert looked like he was in shock.  He shook his head.

   “What’s next?  Death row, like you said?”

   “I’ve heard you say at least once that you would be better off if she was dead.  And another time you talked about "bumping her off.”

   “Everyone says stuff like that.  I didn’t mean it.”

   “Is there anyone else you may have told that kind of thing to?”

   “No!”

   “Think carefully.”

   “No, there’s nobody.”

   “You had a joint checking account with your wife.  I saw it on your family law questionnaire.”

   “But I closed it out when you told me to.”

   “Okay, but before that, were there any large sums of money drawn off it?”

   “I don’t know.  My accountant handles that.  What do you mean by large?”

   “Anything from five to fifty thousand.  In cash.”

   “I can’t imagine that.”

   “Well, check.  You can be sure that they will.”

***

Jack called Tomassi right away after Brent filled him in.

   “Rolly, you really think our guy hired a killer to bump off his wife and then was stupid enough to go over there to see if she was really dead?”

   “I know that part sounds too stupid, but criminals have been known to do dumber things.  Look, we’ve got a .22 caliber lightweight weapon, probably used with a silencer device, a precision shot, nobody heard or saw anything, she was killed instantly before she had a chance to wake up from her dream.”

   “That doesn’t mean my guy did it.”

   “Who else has a motive?  We’ve already talked to people who said your guy told them he should ‘bump her off.’  When we get his bank records, we’ll know.”

***

Jack convened an emergency meeting with Brent at Sonny’s Bar & Grill, his favorite hangout on State Street.  When Brent arrived, the first shift of business people who were just getting off work were loosening up, having drinks and snacks.  They would be replaced as the evening turned into morning by the night shift, a more hardcore group composed of alcoholics, pickup artists and chicks looking for action.  The speakers were blazing a medley from Depeche Mode, who was shouting out ‘Shout’.

   Jack was in a corner booth, and waved 
Brent over when he walked in.  Brent approached the table, shook Jack’s hand, and sat down across from him. Then he cupped his hand over his ear, leaned toward Jack as if he were straining to hear him, and raised his voice.

   “Why do you like this place for meetings when you can’t hear anything?”

   “Good to see you too, Brent.”

   Jack was beaming.  The waitress set down two beers.  Jack took his mug by the handle and held it up and Brent followed suit.

   “To the Taylor case!”

   They clinked mugs and both took a pull on their respective draughts.

   “You’re actually happy it turned into a capital case, aren’t you, you cop in… uh…”  Brent caught himself when he noticed Jack was still suited up.  “…Cop’s clothing?”

   “Don’t get me wrong, dude.  This is a terrible crime.  But it’s also a puzzle and the puzzle is a pleasure.  Don’t tell our client, but I think this case may be the biggest challenge of my career.”

   “So how can I help?”

   “For one thing, stay out of the way.”

   Brent shook his head and grinned as if to say what?

 “To crack the case, I have to find the killer, and whoever he is, he is one dangerous son-of-a-bitch.  I don’t want you getting hurt or killed.”

   “Jack, you hurt me.  Where would Holmes have been without Watson?  Joe Hardy without Frank?”

   “I’m not saying don’t help me.  Just don’t get as involved as you did the last time.  That almost got your ticket punched.”

   “I hope you didn’t forget that the last time was also the time I saved your sorry ass.”

   “Of course not.  That guy was a freak, and he left me for dead, but this guy is a pro.  When he leaves you, you’re dead for sure.”

   As the speakers blurted out Depeche Mode’s FreeLove, Jack and Brent finally kicked back and enjoyed the oxymoronic moment of tranquility.








  
 


 CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
When the police had finished with the Taylor house, they released it and Robert Taylor moved back in, much to the chagrin of Detective Tomassi.  But before Robert had a chance to unpack his suitcase, Brent Marks and Jack Ruder were at his door.

   “Can we come in?”

    “Sure, come on in.”  Taylor pulled the door open and moved aside as Brent entered.  Jack lingered outside.

   “The police are ahead of us in this investigation and Jack has to walk the scene to get up to speed.  You coming in, Jack?”

   Jack remained on the porch, detached from them, in his own world.  “Not just yet.  I’ve got to get a feel for it.”

   Jack imagined himself standing where the killer must have stood, and swept the area with his eyes.  He took out his stop watch and flipped it on, then he donned a pair of surgical gloves.

 Here, he probably jammed the GSM cellular communicator for the alarm system before he went in.   

 Jack examined the front door lock.  It was a standard door lock with deadbolt.  A pitiful choice for the builder to make on a house like this when an extra $100 would have made it as secure as the White House. 

   So two little picks and he’s in.  15 seconds each.

 Jack walked in the door, turned to the left, finding the alarm system panel.

 This thing is probably squealing, so he disarms the annunciation system.  Another 10 seconds.

 Jack looked around the foyer, and looked up the stairs.  Robert stood by Brent, in awe of Jack, who seemed not even to notice them.

   “What’s he doing?”

   “He’s in the killer’s head now, walking the scene up to the murder, and timing it.”

   Jack climbed the stairs quickly and quietly and took a visual inventory of the upstairs bedrooms.  He paused to glance  at his stopwatch.

 Another 20 seconds.

 He entered the bedroom, reached for his gun, and quickly and quietly walked up to the bed (which was now just a frame without the mattress) like a tiger approaching its prey,  took a firing stance, aimed his gun and pretended to fire.  Robert and Brent watched from the corridor.

 Thirty seconds to take aim, fire, verify, and leave the room.

 Jack ran out of the room as Brent and Robert moved away.  He bounded down the stairs and out the door, pausing to leave it ajar just a bit, got back into his car, drove to the end of the driveway, and stopped.

 Thirty-five seconds; add another fifteen for driving up.  That’s a total of 95 seconds.

   Jack came driving back up to find Robert and Brent waiting in the courtyard.  He exited the car, smiling.

   “What’s he so happy about?”

   “He’s got a feel for the case, it seems.”

***

As Tomassi and the Sheriff’s Department narrowed their investigation and tightened the vice around Robert Taylor’s neck, Jack was busting his case wide open.  He had asked Taylor to provide him with all of his financial records.  It was called "following the money".  Jack held an after-work meeting with Brent at his office.

   “So, what did you find out?”

   “Plenty.  For one thing, there was a life insurance policy.”

   “Life insurance?”

   “Yeah, but they were both beneficiaries on the other – pretty typical, plus our guy is rich anyway.  He doesn’t need to off his wife to sit on a pile of cash.  But, look here at their joint checking account.”

   “Jack, I didn’t know you were an accountant.”  Brent looked down at the spreadsheet Jack had prepared on the bank statements and back up at Jack.

   “I’m not, but I know I can interpret these things better than you can.”

  Brent smiled.  “It’s true that a lawyer’s not too good at using the left brain.”

   Jack pointed to the figures with his pen.  “Let me spell this out this for you.  See these withdrawals coming out in cash?”

   “Yes.”

   “They began about the same time Robert filed for divorce.  Before that there were no cash withdrawals.  And look at the size of these: five thousand, ten thousand, fifteen.  All written to ‘cash’ and signed by Amy Taylor.”

   “And?”

   “And?  Don’t you see?”

   “A lot of wives deplete the bank account when their husbands tell them they want a divorce. It’s the first thing their lawyers tell them to do.”

   “Yeah, but hit men also get paid in cash.”

   Brent looked up at Jack with a smile.  “You’re saying that Amy was pulling out cash to hire the killer.”

   “Bingo.  Not Robert.”  Jack flipped a couple of pages.  “See these sheets?  There’s no unusual activity in Robert’s business account.  His spending patterns are all consistent, going back about a year.”

   Brent slapped the papers with his hand.  “Jack, you’re a genius!  This means that Robert didn’t hire his wife’s killer.  Amy did.”

   “But why would she take out a hit on herself?”

   “Maybe Robert was supposed to be the target and something went wrong.”

 





  
 


 CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
“So she hired the killer, then what?  Changed her mind?”  Jack’s look was quizzical.

   “And the killer took her out to eliminate loose ends.”

   “Well, it’s a theory, and it’s all we have to go on now.  The lead from the newspaper boy is stone cold.”

   “So where do you start?”

   “At the best place to always start – the beginning.  I’m going to see our client.”

***

   Jack had arranged to meet Robert Taylor after work at the house.  When he arrived, he rang the bell and the door was answered by an attractive woman in her early 30s, with dark brown hair and sensual, smoky eyes.  

   “Can I help you?”

   “Yes, ma’am.  Jack Ruder here for Dr. Taylor.”

   The young woman stepped aside and motioned him in.  She was pleasant looking, dressed elegantly in an A-line beige skirt with matching yellow blouse. 

   “Please come in, Mr. Ruder.  He’s expecting you.”

   She pointed with her hand to the living room.  He followed her sway and passed by her into the room, on a drift of sweet perfume.

   “Please have a seat.  Can I bring you some coffee or tea?”

   “Coffee would be great, thank you.”

   She nodded and left as Jack took a seat in the living room and looked around.  Things had already changed since his initial “walk through” of the crime scene.  For one thing, all the pictures of Amy Taylor (and there had been many) had been removed.  It was as if her memory had been extracted from the house along with her body; the house then disinfected of her presence.  But it didn’t have that bachelor look, either.  It was as if another woman had already made a home here.  It was cozy and comfortable.

   The lady came back with a silver tray which she set on the table in front of Jack.  On it were two fine porcelain cups filled with black coffee, on saucers, a silver sugar bowl with a tiny spoon and a matching silver creamer.

   “Your coffee, Mr. Ruder.” 

   “Thank you.”

   “Dr. Taylor will be right with you.”

   Jack wondered if the woman was domestic help or a personal assistant.  She seemed too elegant to be a maid.  She was dressed too well and her fingernails were finely manicured: shiny red, polished to perfection.

   Taylor entered the room, looking fresh and casual.  He approached Jack and offered his hand.

   “Hello, Jack.”

   Jack rose and shook Taylor’s hand.

  “Dr. Taylor.”

  “Please, call me Robert.”

   Taylor sat down on the couch in front of Jack and Jack lowered himself down on the couch opposite him.

   “So what brings you to me?”

   “Well, the only lead I have starts with you.”

   Taylor frowned.  “Me?”

   Jack smiled.  “Yes, but only because all the other leads are stale.  I have to start somewhere, so I put together a set of spreadsheets on your bank accounts.”

   “And?’

   “It looks like Amy was taking large amounts of cash out of your joint account ever since you filed for divorce.  Your accounts don’t show any unusual cash withdrawals.”

   “So then, is it over?  The heat’s off me?”

   “Not exactly.  It’s all about following the money.  If you follow the money, it creates an inference that Amy was the one who hired the killer.”

   Taylor’s eyebrows rose.  “Amy took out a hit on me?”

   “That’s what we think.  But that doesn’t explain her murder.  We think that perhaps she changed her mind, and the killer didn’t take well to that.”

   “So he closed the door, so to speak.  Permanently.  Is that what you think?”

   “Something like that.”

   “Now what?”

   “Well, unfortunately, that’s not enough to convince the D.A. not to seek an indictment.”

   “But they don’t have anything.”

   “They have a motive and, as Brent Marks is apt to say, they can indict a ham sandwich if they want to.”

   “So what do we do now?”

   Jack tried not to exhibit his glee.   “Now?  We find the killer.”








  
 


 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
Bradley Chernow was a former classmate of Brent’s from law school.  Some may think that connection would have made for a solid relationship as they both transitioned into careers in law,  but Bradley had never identified with Brent as a colleague.  He was a night school student who served as a police officer in his day job, and who'd earned his legal degree the hard way.  Brent was a full-time day student whose father had footed the bill.  Their paths had crossed briefly during their legal education when Brent came to work for Bradley, who supervised the free legal clinic where students performed legal work for indigent clients under their lawyer professors’ supervision.

   Chernow had maintained his distance from Brent since graduation.  Brent respected him as a formidable opponent in court, but they never saw each other socially, and had never become friends.  The present was no exception.  Chernow was now the District Attorney for the County of Santa Barbara, and he had taken the Taylor case under his wing for no other reason than that the defense attorney happened to be one Brent Marquez, now known as Brent Marks.

   “I guess you wonder why I called this meeting.”  Chernow stood to greet Brent with a perfunctory toothy smile, but stayed behind his manicured mahogany desk as he extended his hand.  His amber eyes were gleaming, but they were also holding back something.

   Brent shook Chernow’s hand and looked around the room to see what Bradley had to show off.  There were pictures of Brad with the governor, the “governator” before him, and even the president, scattered between his certificates and diplomas and pictures of his children.  “You’ve got an interest in the Taylor case, no doubt.”  

   The lips of Chernow’s smile curved into a serious expression as he slid back into his tall-backed judge’s chair.  

   “When the city’s most prominent face-lifter knocks off his wife, I would say it is a case of interest for the District Attorney, yes.”

   “So then, why the meeting?  You don’t have enough to indict him.”

   “It’s only a matter of time, Brent.  I wanted to offer your client a deal.”

   “A deal?”

   “No capital punishment. Life with the possibility of parole.”

   Brent gave a less than sincere smile.  “I’ll communicate your offer to my client, Brad, but I don’t expect him to be overly enthusiastic about spending the rest of his life in prison.”

   Chernow examined Brent’s expression carefully, narrowing his eyes.  “You believe him, don’t you?”

   “What I believe or don’t believe is irrelevant.”

   “I can see it.  You really think he didn’t do it, don’t you?”

   “Well, to tell you the truth, Brad, yes: I do think my client is innocent.”   

  “Your client is a cold, calculating sociopath, who would have done it himself just for the fun of it.  He even came back after the deed was done for the pure pleasure of seeing it.”

   “And you get all that from what?  It will be interesting to see your evidence.”

   “Oh, you will.”

   “Really, Brad, this whole thing about a contract killing.  It’s kind of James Bond, isn’t it?  Doesn’t happen in real life.”

   “Then how do you explain the bullet in Amy Taylor’s head?”

   Brent’s lip tightened.  Of course, he had no explanation; but neither did Brad.

   “Please do communicate the offer to your client.  As we progress on our investigation, it’s likely to be withdrawn.”

   “As required by the Rules of Conduct.”  Brent rose and shook Chernow’s hand.   “Always good to see you, Brad.”

***

Despite Jack and Brent’s previous run-in with a mysterious online contract killer, Jack knew that murder was not the kind of service you could typically hire over the Internet – even the notorious Dark Web, which was known for its child pornography and drug dealing.  The most obvious place to start, assuming Amy Taylor did as he and Brent had suspected, was to examine the remnants of her own personal life.  For that, Jack needed access to all of her personal belongings, which Robert Taylor had already put in storage in anticipation of giving everything away to charity (or maybe burning it).

   Jack set up shop at the EZ storage unit in Goleta, where he began the unexciting process of uncovering all the dirty details of Amy Taylor’s life by going through all the scraps of it that had been left behind after her death. 

   After hours and hours of sifting through purses, books, and old magazines looking for some kind of clue, Jack hit the proverbial jackpot.  In a stack of magazines, he found a leather-bound book, about the size of a paperback novel, with a brass lock.  It was Amy Taylor’s diary.  Amy had a smart phone which was full of pictures but she was a little on the old-fashioned side.  As a result, she had recorded her most precious memories and thoughts in this journal.  

   Jack snapped the latch open, and flipped through the pages.  They were full with handwritten notes.  Resisting the urge to dive into the diary right away, he set it aside in a cardboard box with other possible clues he had uncovered, including her laptop computer and her iPhone, both of which he would go through before turning them over to TJ, Brent’s computer consultant and resident tech guru.  He wanted to take the computer and the diary home right away to analyze them, but he still had to make a complete sweep of all of her belongings, no matter how tedious, to make sure he wasn’t missing anything.

   By the end of the day, Jack had gone through every purse, shoe, and CD cover, and it was finally time to take his box of clues home and analyze them in detail.  He called Brent on the way home.

   “What’d you find?  Anything?”

   “Actually, yes.  I’ve got her laptop and her phone.  I’m going to go through them myself tonight before I turn them over to TJ.”

   “That’s it?”

   “No.  Amy Taylor kept a diary.”

   There was silence on the end of the line.  Finally, “What’s in it?”

   “I don’t know.”

   “You didn’t look at it?”

   “Not yet.”

   “Jack!”

   “Well, you don’t want the focus of this investigation to be as narrow as Tomassi’s, do you?’

   “No.  All he’s doing is trying to nail Taylor.”

   “Just trying to be thorough.  But what if the evidence leads to our client?”

 “Then we’ve got a problem.  Let’s hope it doesn’t.  When can I see the diary?”

   “I thought you’d never ask.  How about tonight, at my place?  That’ll give me a few hours to go over it first.”

   “Great. I’ll be there right after work.”

***

The prospect of reading Amy Taylor’s diary tugged at Brent’s imagination all day; so much so that it was almost impossible to finish the legal research he was doing on an opposition to a motion to dismiss a complaint in federal court.  People tend to think that lawyers learn everything they need to know in law school.  Little did they know it was a constant learning process.   The law was not an immovable, rigid set of rules you had to read and memorize.  It was constantly changing and evolving from time to time, and required the application of legal principles to an innumerable, almost infinite combination of factual elements, called a case.  By arguing the application of these principles to the facts of each case using logic, a plausible legal argument for or against any position could be made.  Judges then formulated what they thought was the correct answer.

 What a hefty responsibility for a judge.

   When Brent’s mind no longer seemed to function and his brain began seeing the words on the computer screen without processing them, he knew that his curiosity over Amy’s diary had won out.  He looked at the time: 4:30.  It was a little early to close up shop, but he still had to go home and feed his cat before going over to Jack’s place.  He packed up his laptop and said good-bye to Melinda as he headed out of the office.  She caught him at the door.

   “You’re leaving early?”

   “Yeah.”

   “Okay, I just wanted to remind you that the opposition to the 12(b)(6) motion in the Louis case is due to be filed tomorrow.”

   “I know.  I just can’t work on it anymore.  Jack found Amy Taylor’s diary.”

   Melinda’s eyebrows peaked, along with her curiosity.  “A diary?  I’ll bet that’s why you can’t concentrate.”

   “Mims, I think you know me too well.  It’s a good thing you’re not married.  Your husband would be jealous.”

   Melinda made a face.  “Speak for yourself!”

   “Oh, God, I’m sorry.  That’s not what I meant.”

   “I know, I know.  Go ahead.  I’m not going to sue you for sexual harassment.”

   Brent placed his hand on his heart, dramatically.  “I’m very relieved.”

   “But you have to let me see that diary.”

   “In due time, Mims, in due time.”

 








  
 




 CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
Jack’s little antique cottage was set back on San Roque Road.  Halfway between wilderness and civilization, it provided him with just the right balance after a day of tending to tedious details.  But, in the case of Amy’s diary, it was such a delight to uncover this type of clue that he didn’t consider it a breach of principle to be working from home.  

   Brent rang the doorbell at 5:30 and Jack answered the door.

   “Not exactly evening yet, is it?”

   Brent thrust a six pack of Corona in front of him.  “I come in peace.”

   Jack took the pack by the top handle.  “You think one six pack is going to be enough to get through Amy’s entire diary?”

   “I guess that means you found something.”

   “Only if you think that a roadmap for murdering your husband is something.”

   “I have to see it!”  Brent lunged forward.

   “Come on in, then.”  Jack stepped to the side and Brent entered.

   “So, where is it?”

   “You want to look through the whole diary or see what I found?”

   “Both.”

   Jack led Brent to the kitchen table, where Amy’s original diary had been laid out along with two copies he had made with his own notes.  Amy was a prolific writer in her journal.  Almost every day had at least one entry, sometimes two, but most of them were pretty innocuous.  Brent sat as Jack outlined his findings, using his copy with notes while Brent followed along.

   “Here’s the first passage I thought was interesting: Ways to terminate a marriage: 

 
    
    	  Divorce 
 
    	 Death” 
 
   

“Yes, but not quite the smoking gun.”

“No.”

   Jack went to the kitchen while Brent leafed through the diary.  He came back with a bottle opener, a bowl of lime slices, and a bowl of peanuts.  He popped the caps off two bottles of beer and slid a lime slice down the neck of each, then licked his fingers.

   “Looks like it’s going to be a long night.”  

   Brent went through the copies of the pages of the diary that had Jack’s notes but, even though the vetting had already been done for him, he read every line carefully.

   “Here’s another one, Jack:

   “Wilinsky is sharp, but I think this is going to call for more drastic measures.”

 “Hard to imagine more drastic measures than that snake, Wilinsky.”

 “That next one I highlighted was the one I found most interesting.  Look.”

   Brent looked up at Jack, then back at the pages.  “Ah, this must be the mysterious beach guy.”

 Met the contractor at the beach today.

 “Bingo!  Has Tomassi seen this?”

   “His guys went over all this stuff before they gave it back to Robert.”

   “And this didn’t make him flinch?”

   “You know how the police get into an investigation.  When the investigation narrows to one suspect…”

   “They follow only the leads on that one suspect.  Nothing else.”

   “That’s right.  Now what we have to do is find this contractor, they’re not even going to look for him.”

***

The following day, Jack decided to drop in on an old friend at the Santa Barbara FBI field office.  Special Agent Angela Wollard was a former colleague of his.  She was also the former girlfriend of Brent Marks.  Angela was happy to see Jack when he walked in the door, but that soon changed when she found out it was not only a social call.

   “Hey, Angie, how’ve you been?”

   “Jack!  Come on in.”

   Jack had a seat on the grey metal chair in front of Angela’s grey metal desk.  Dressed in a business suit, she looked more like a sexy teacher type than an FBI agent.  Her beauty was impossible to mask with a dull grey suit.  

   “What brings you here, Jack?”  Angela peered at him over her reading glasses.

   “I can’t just come by to see an old friend?”

   “Not you.  There’s always business involved.”

   Jack smiled forcefully.  “You’ve got me.  I came to pick your brain on the Amy Taylor case.”

   “I can’t discuss that case.  You know that.  We’re assisting Detective Tomassi’s investigation.”

   “What about hypothetically?”

   “Hypothetically?”  she smiled.

   “Hypothetically, I can’t discuss it either.”

   Jack ignored her, and barreled on.  “What if I’ve uncovered information that bears on the investigation?”

   “That’s different.  That you’d have to turn over.  But there’s no quid pro quo.”

   Jack set his briefcase on Angela’s desk, popped it open, and lifted out a copy of the marked pages of the diary.  He flipped through it.

   “These passages show that, on this day, Amy Taylor met someone on the beach.  I had her under surveillance that day and took some pictures of her with a man.”

   “Let me see the pictures.”

   Jack pulled out the prints and spread them out on the desk.  Angela leafed through them.

   “Has Tomassi seen these yet?”

   “No.  I didn’t know they may be relevant until I read the diary.  Plus, Tomassi’s got his blinders on already.  He’s only after our client.  I want to find the killer and bring him to justice.”

   “So, you want me to tell you if the database popped up any hits on the killer’s M.O.?”

   “Only hypothetically.”

   “Hypothetically, we’ve published the case study data to our website, so it’s publicly available information.”

   “Care to point it out to me?”

   Angela pulled up the information on her computer screen and turned it toward Jack, who copied down the link.

   “So, you think there’s a match between this case and the Amy Taylor case?”

   Angela looked at Jack with elevated eyebrows, not speaking.

   “Hypothetically?”

   “Hypothetically, yes, we do.  I’m going to need copies of those pictures.  And you should send copies to Tomassi as well.”

   “Will do.  Angie, I want to thank you for this.”  Jack stood up, as did Angela, and they shook hands.

   “For what?  How’s Brent, by the way?”

   “He’s good.”

   “Tell him I said hello.”








  
 




 CHAPTER NINETEEN 
The case in the FBI’s database was eerily similar to the Taylor case.  A woman with a supposedly-abusive husband was killed with a .22 caliber handgun, probably with the use of a silencer.  The husband was convicted of solicitation of murder and conspiracy.  The killer, however,  was never caught.

   Jack went over the list of witnesses in the case.  They were business associates or acquaintances of the husband, who had bragged to them, on more than one occasion, that he had solved his divorce problem “the cheap and easy way.”  He packed up the entire case file and took it to Brent’s office for a brainstorming session.

   Melinda greeted him at the reception area, looking as great as ever.  Jack often wondered why nothing had ever happened between her and Brent.  She seemed to be so in tune with him, not to mention intelligent as well as attractive.  But then, so was Angela.  Melinda was just wrapping up her day at 5 o’clock, and announced Jack to Brent on her way out.

   “Bye, Jack.”  She smiled as Jack waved good-bye and watched her leave the office, locking the door behind her.

   Jack pushed open the door to Brent’s office, which was ajar, and took a seat.  Brent looked up from a pile of files on his desk and smiled warily.

   “What’s wrong with you?”

   “I just can’t get a handle on this Taylor case.”

   “Neither can I.  That’s why I brought the files.  I thought we could go over them, exchange ideas.”

   “That’s a great plan.  From the research I’ve done, it looks like there are more cases of the husband murdering the wife in place of a divorce, not the other way around.”

   “So that makes our case one of the rare ones.”

   “Yeah, if she did it.  What bothers me is that I don’t exactly see that our client is too broken up about her death.”     

   “Plus, it looks like he might have a girlfriend.”

   Brent’s eyebrows collapsed.  “A girlfriend?  He hasn’t even buried his wife yet.”

   “Looks that way.  There was a nice, attractive woman at the house the other day.  She greeted me at the door and served coffee, but didn’t seem to be the domestic type, if you know what I mean.”

   “Check her out.  We’re not like the cops.  We have to follow all the leads, even if they lead to our client.  But before we go chasing him down, what have you got that’s got you so excited?”

   Jack explained about his meeting with Angela and the similar case study that he'd discovered from it.  He spread the case file out on the top of the desk.  Brent studied the case file.

   “Great work.  Why don’t you talk to all the witnesses?”

   “My thoughts exactly.”

   “And I’ll go visit the husband in jail.”

   Jack looked up, surprised.  “I thought you were leaving the investigation to me.”

   “It’ll be easier for me to go into the jail as a lawyer.”

   “Do you think he’ll see you?”

   “Well, if I don’t ask, I’ll never know.”

***

Albert Camden was incarcerated in Avenal State Prison, which was north of Bakersfield off the 5 freeway.  The most efficient, though not very expeditious, way to get there was by car, so Brent decided to go early the next morning.  He packed up his things and headed home.

   Calico was mewing behind the closed door when Brent arrived at the house, and he couldn’t open it soon enough for her.  Brent played jump rope with the cat’s swishing tail as she slinked between his ankles with her motor on full blast.  

 After both the cat and Brent were well fed, Brent relaxed on the couch with Amy’s diary.

 What really happened to you, Amy?   

   As he leafed through the pages of the diary, Calico jumped up on the couch and gave Brent a needling massage with her claws. Brent tried to ignore her as he concentrated on the diary, but then she began to bat at each page as he turned them.

   “You really don’t want me to figure this case out, do you?”

   The cat began licking her paw and cleaning her face with it, an indication that she hadn’t the slightest interest in either Brent’s comments or what he was doing.    

 








  
 


 CHAPTER TWENTY 
The middle of nowhere was probably the best descriptive term Brent could think of for Avenal State Prison.  It was a grey slab of concrete surrounded by security fences and perched on a dusty dirt plot with not a pinch of green in sight.  Brent checked in and waited for Albert Camden in an attorney visiting room.  He knew that his chances of Camden agreeing to see him were not too good, so he had already resolved himself that the boring three-hour drive there and another three hours back could be his only reward for the trip.

   To Brent’s surprise, a plump man with thinning grey hair was escorted into the room and took a seat at the table opposite Brent.  He was dressed in a California Department of Corrections orange jump suit, and was unbound.  The guard closed and locked the door, leaving the man alone with Brent.

   “Thanks for seeing me, Mr. Camden.”

   “I was curious.  What’s this all about?”

   “I’m defending a client in a murder-for-hire case that seems to have striking similarities to yours.  I just wanted to ask you some questions off the record.”

   Camden’s forehead rose and he grinned.  “Doesn’t sound like there’s any advantage to me in doing that.”

   Brent smiled back.  “You’re absolutely right, Mr. Camden.  But, on the other hand, there are no disadvantages that I can think of.  If you really are curious, you may want to talk to me and see where it all goes.”

   “I’m stuck in this shithole for life, but in the fat chance I get parole someday, I don’t want that freak coming after me.”

   “We can speak completely anonymously.  My investigator is an ex-FBI agent and he’s working on catching the guy.”

   “Anonymous, huh?  I have to admit I wouldn’t mind seeing that asshole caught.  I just don’t want to be the one to finger him.  That would be the end of me.  What do you want to know?”

   Brent tried not to look too excited.  “Can you describe him?”

   “He’s about your height, about 200 pounds, in good shape, brown hair.  But his eyes…”  Camden shivered.

   “What about them?”

   “They were cold, empty, you know?  Like a snake’s.  I’m not proud for what I did.  I regret it every day.  But that son-of-a-bitch, I’m sure he enjoyed it.”  Camden looked down at nothing on the table.  “That’s about all I’ve got to say.”

 








  
 


 CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
While Brent was spinning his wheels in Avenal, Jack was having about the same luck with the witnesses in the Camden case.  None of them wanted to talk except Camden’s sister-in-law, who didn’t know anything except that Camden was an ‘abusive husband’ who didn’t treat her sister well, and she wasn’t surprised that he had had her killed.

   Brent arrived at the office the next day weary from the long ride which had raised more questions than it presented prospects.  There was a stack of messages waiting for him on top of an even taller stack of  files, on which Melinda had worked and Brent needed to review.  He started to thumb through the messages.  “Bradley Chernow, Jack Ruder, Bradley Chernow again.”  The phone rang and Brent picked it up.

   “Law office.”

   “Brent?”

   “Yes.”

   “It’s Bradley Chernow.”

   “Brad, I was just looking at half a dozen phone messages from you.  What’s up?”

   “I wanted to find out if you’ve had a chance to discuss my offer with your client.  We’re planning to convene the Grand Jury in two weeks and all bets will be off after that.”

   “No, Brad, I haven’t, yet.  I was just up at Avenal yesterday meeting with Albert Camden.”

   There was an awkward pause of silence on the other end of the phone.  “What does that have to do with my offer?”

   “A lot, Brad.  You know, your investigation seems sloppy.  The Camden lead is one that should have been followed up on.”

   “Our investigation is sound.  Your guy is our guy.  There’s no link to Camden.”

   “I don’t think so, Brad.  I think that the killer in the Camden case and the Taylor case are one in the same, and if Detective Tomassi were to follow up on this, we may be a step closer to finding out what really happened.”

   “The Grand Jury will be a step closer to finding out what really happened.  Please get back to me on my offer before it’s too late.” 

 The essential information having been conveyed, Chernow hung up without saying good-bye.   








  
 


 CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
Saturday marked the day of Amy Taylor’s memorial, which was a closed casket graveside service attended by her grieving husband, several dozen acquaintances of Amy, and, on the outskirts of the group stood Brent Marks and Jack Ruder, who were both panning the crowd for strangers.  Except for the presence of gravestones, the cemetery could have been any park in Santa Barbara, with tall palms and majestic old oak trees, park benches, and a spectacular view of the Pacific Ocean.  If it was possible to enjoy one’s final resting place, then this would be a good choice.

   “I can account for most of these women from Amy’s photo collection on Instagram.  And that one’s the girlfriend.”  Jack gestured with his head toward a woman who was standing in a row of mourners behind Robert.  “And see the guy standing by the tree over there?  That’s Tomassi’s undercover guy, Jack Gregory.”

   “Maybe my speech to Chernow about putting the blinders on got to him.”

   The minister gave a touching eulogy, which was probably one of his most popular models.  Robert didn’t speak, but after the reverend was finished, he placed a rose on top of the coffin and bowed his head.  Then the mourners formed a receiving line, slowly shuffling toward Robert like zombies in a bad television show.  He greeted each one somberly, thanked them for coming, and listened to their awkward sympathy speeches.  There is really nothing that can be said when someone dies, and everyone seemed to say the same things: I’m so sorry for your loss, is there anything I can do? It was such a beautiful service.  Finally the small crowd began to dissipate, but there were a few people on the fringes who did not join the other zombies in the line.

   Jack strained his eyes, watching them in the background.

   “What is it?  Do you see something?”

   “Maybe.  I’ll be back.”  Jack walked off briskly around the thinning group and then behind them.  A man in a brown suit with no tie who had been standing in the back turned and walked away quickly as soon as he saw Jack approach, and Jack gave chase.

   The man ran off behind a large pyramid-shaped mausoleum made of stone, and Brent saw Jack disappear behind him.  The other Jack from the Sheriff’s Department was right behind them, gun drawn.  Robert looked at Brent, mouthing, “What’s going on?” and Brent shrugged his shoulders and went to investigate, at a distance.

   Jack tackled the man around his calves and brought him down hard on the grass, while the other Jack took a shooting stance above the man.  Jack held the man down while he frisked him for weapons.

   “He’s clean.”  Jack lifted the man up, hanging on to his arm with a wrestler’s hold.  He looked at Jack with wild eyes, big and round.

   “Why did you run from me?”

   “Because you were chasing me!”

   “Who is this guy?” asked Gregory as he sheathed his weapon.

   “I recognized him from a surveillance job.  How do you know Amy Taylor?”

   The guy looked at Jack hopelessly.  He was the strong, muscle-bound type who looked like he spent his days and nights working out and even had muscles in his head; a real hulk.

   “I was her personal trainer, okay?”

   “I saw you meeting her on the beach several weeks ago.  She handed you something.  What was it?”

   “The beach?  Oh, yeah.  She was giving me some pictures she had taken, of her, you know?  I’ve got one here.  Can I get it?”  Jack released the man and he reached for his wallet, flipped it open, and showed a print of himself and Amy.  It was evident to Jack, from that picture and the man’s demeanor, that there was more to their relationship than trainer-trainee.

   Jack turned to Gregory.  “You want any more from this guy?”

   “No.”  Gregory walked away just as Brent was approaching.

   “This is the guy from the beach.  Says he was Amy’s personal trainer.”  Jack showed Brent the picture.

   “The hoodie-guy?”

   “One and the same.”  Jack turned to the man, and handed his wallet back to him.    "Sir, I’m going to need your contact information.  I’m sorry I had to chase you down, but until about now, you were a suspect in a murder investigation.”

   The guy reluctantly gave his information and was happy enough when Jack let him go on his way.

   “So, false alarm.”

   “Yeah, but I’d like to know what Taylor knew about this guy.”








  
 


 CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
As time passed by, the Taylor case became quiet and Brent’s workload on it became less and less, although Jack was still on it full time.  Brent advised Robert Taylor that he had not heard anything from Tomassi or Chernow for the past two months, which was a good thing, but that, as far as he knew, their investigation was ongoing.  There was no statute of limitations on murder.

   Brent had been focused on his regular caseload of civil litigation.  Thankfully, he had not taken on any more divorce cases since Taylor.  The Taylor case had become all but a memory until one summer day when Brent received a phone call from Detective Tomassi.

   “Mr. Marks, it’s Detective Tomassi.”

   “Hello, Detective.  What can I do for you?”

   “We need your client to come down and look at a lineup.”

   “I’ll get in touch with him right away.  When do you want him?”

   “He can come at five-thirty.  Please call me back to confirm, because there are some logistics we have to go through.”

   Brent phoned Taylor and arranged for him to meet him at the Sheriff’s Office at 5:30.  Then, he called Tomassi back to confirm, and Jack to ask him to meet him there as well.

***

Brent met Jack in the waiting area.  They shook hands and Jack began to fill him in on what he was able to find out.

   “They got a guy on a routine traffic stop for some infraction, but found a .22 and a silencer in his trunk.”

   “They think it might be the killer?”

   “That’s about all I know.”

When Robert showed up, Tomassi shuffled them into a small room with a two-way glass pane.  On the other side of the glass were five men lined up against a measuring-stock backdrop, each under five numbers.  Brent had been to these lineups before.  To him, every one of the men in the line always looked like a criminal.  

   “Do you recognize any of these individuals, Dr. Taylor?”

   Taylor whispered to Brent.  “They can’t see us, can they?”

   “No.”

   Tomassi repeated himself.  “Dr. Taylor, can you tell me if you recognize any of these individuals?”

    “No, no, I don’t.”

   “Look carefully now.”

   Robert scanned the five.  His eyes seemed to stop on Number Four and then flicked away.  There was something about Number Four that gave Brent the creeps – something about his eyes.  Robert seemed to be uncomfortable, tugging at his collar, and his forehead was beading with perspiration.  He wiped it with his shirtsleeve.

   “I said no, I don’t recognize any of them, Detective.”

   Detective Tomassi gave Robert a cold, hard stare that sliced through him.  “All right, then.  That will be all.  Thank you for coming.”

   Brent walked out with Robert, who apologized that he couldn’t stay and talk because he had to get back to the office.  Then Brent returned to connect with Jack.  He found him in the waiting room, talking with Tomassi.

   “Your client’s lying, Marks.”

   “Everyone always sees what’s in their own interests, Detective.  You want my client to identify someone in your lineup.  He says he can’t.  So, you assume he’s lying.”

   “When we picked the guy up, he had a .22 with a silencer in his trunk.”

   “Did you run ballistics on it?”

   “Yeah; it’s not the gun that killed Taylor, but we think it’s the same guy.  Trouble is, we can’t hold him any longer.  Unless your guy wants to make a deal and talk.”

   “He didn’t recognize any of them.”

   “Yeah, well neither did the paperboy.  Like you said, Marks, everyone acts in their own interests.”  Tomassi flashed a perfunctory smile, shook Jack’s hand, and trudged back to his office.

   An invisible hand reached out, grabbed hold of Brent’s stomach, and wrenched it.  He turned to Jack.  “What if Tomassi’s right?  What if Taylor is lying?”

   “Then, like you said before, we’ve got a problem.  Don’t worry.  It’s impossible to hide a lie.  It always finds a way to show up.  If he’s lying, we’ll find out.”

   “Clients lie all the time, but this one would be a real gold medal one.  See if you can get a picture of the guy they picked up.”

   “Tomassi won’t give it, but I know a girl here.  I’ll get it.  What do you want it for?”

   “I want to show it to somebody.”

 








  
 


 CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
The next day Brent was back at Avenal, meeting with Albert Camden.  Camden entered the visiting cell with a smile of curiosity, which soon faded when Camden sat down and Brent took the picture out of his briefcase.  Camden’s eyes widened when he saw it.  Without saying anything, he got up, turned his back to Brent, walked to the metal door, and began pounding on it.

   “Guard!”

   “Mr. Camden, calm down.  I just wanted to know if you recognized the man in this picture.”

   Camden continued to bang the door.

   “Guard!”  He turned to Brent, eyes wild with fear.  “This meeting is over.”

   “Mr. Camden, I can assure you that anything you say will not be repeated to anyone.”

   Camden’s hands were shaking with palsy.  “I’m not saying anything except that this meeting is over.”

   The guard unlocked and opened the door.  “Our meeting is over.  Mr. Marks is leaving.”

   The guard looked at Marks curiously, then motioned for the door.  

   “Mr. Camden…”

   “Don’t come back here, Marks.  And don’t send any fucking cops to see me.  I won’t talk to anybody, hear me?”

***

The long drive back gave Brent time to reflect and pause.  They found a killer.  It’s for sure the same one who killed Camden’s wife, but is it the same one who killed Amy?  And did Robert hire him or did Amy change her mind and the killer silenced her?

 What had started out as a routine divorce case had morphed into a real moral quandary.  But Brent’s job was not finished even if he ended up with a guilty client on his hands.  He had to see it to the end – whatever that turned out to be.  He popped the hands-free earplug to his ear and dialed Jack’s number.

 “Ruder.”

   “Jack, I just finished in Avenal.”

   “That was a quick meeting.”

   “No shit.  I showed the mug shot to the guy and he freaked out and called the guard.  Said he wouldn’t be talking to anyone, especially the cops.”

 “He obviously recognized the killer he hired.”

   “Yeah, but not necessarily Amy’s killer.”

   “Right, which means we’re back to square one.”

   “I’m beginning to think our guy is not squeaky clean.  There’s something he’s not telling us.”

 “Had that thought all along, buddy.”

   Brent disconnected and stared out at the two lane highway surrounded by  nothing but dirt all around and his car gobbling up white stripes on the asphalt while the sun beat on the windshield mercilessly.  No sooner did he set down his earpiece than his cell phone rang.  He put the earplug back in.

   “Boss, you’ve got an urgent call from Dr. Taylor.”

   “What is it?”

   “He’s been served with a Grand Jury subpoena.”

 “See if he can meet me in my office today.  I should be back around six.”

***

When Brent dragged himself into his office a little before 6 p.m., he found an angry and nervous client waiting for him.

   “Hi, Robert.  I’ll be right with you.  Thanks, Melinda, for keeping the office open.  You can go now.”

   “You sure?”

   “Yes.”

   “Okay.  The subpoena’s on your desk, along with a bunch of phone messages.”

   Melinda packed up her purse, slung it over her shoulder as she got up, and rolled her chair under the desk.  Brent motioned Robert into his office.  He led the way, and waited for Robert to take a seat before he took his own.

   “I thought you were supposed to defend me on this!”  Robert was hot.

   “I am defending you.  But you can’t hide things from me.  The reason why you’re getting this subpoena is the same reason why my job is becoming so difficult.  You recognized that guy in the lineup – didn’t you?”

   Robert’s eyes shifted left and down.  "I recognized him, yes, but it’s not what you think.”

   “Not what I think?  It doesn’t matter what I think.  The cops think that you’re lying!  A convicted lifer just recognized the same guy as the one who killed his wife.  He wouldn’t talk to me, but you’d better start talking or this whole case is going to get away from us.”

   “What do they really have, besides my reaction, I mean?”

   “Nothing, but they’re like bloodhounds.  They’ll keep following the scent and never quit until somebody somewhere, probably you, screws up.”

   Robert shook his head.  “I didn’t kill Amy.”

   Brent put both hands in the air.  “Great start, but if all we have to tell the jury is ‘I didn’t do it’, we’re not exactly in the best position to present a defense.”  Brent shoved the mug shot in front of Robert.  “How is it that you recognized this man, Robert?”

   “I knew that Amy put out a contract hit on me.”

   Brent looked up at Robert, with surprise.  Robert held his palm up in a restraining gesture.  “But that’s all I knew.  I found the guy’s number on her phone and arranged a meeting.  I told him I could pay him three times what Amy was paying just to call it off.  I swear!”

   “So you actually met this guy?”

   “Yes.”

   “What happened?”

   “Well, I’d suspected Amy of having affairs, so I started monitoring her emails and phone.”

   Brent put his chin on his fist, resting his elbow on the desk.  “Go ahead.”

   “So when I saw this odd number on her phone that I didn’t recognize, I thought it was another affair, of course.  I called it, and told the guy who I was.  This usually worked, you know, with the guys.  They usually backed off afterward.  But this guy was different.”

   “How so?”

   “Cold, you know?  Too business-like.  And he gave me the creeps.  He was more concerned with how I got his number than about Amy.  He said it was a very unusual situation.  And I asked for a meeting.”

   “I don’t have meetings.  And I don’t make changes in arrangements.”

   “What arrangement do you have with Amy?”

   “It’s confidential.  But she does owe me money. And I always collect my debts.”

   “How much?”

   “Ten grand.”

   “I can cover Amy’s debt.”

   The stranger on the line laughed.  “That’s a first.  I’d have to charge a termination fee, in that case.”

   “A termination fee?”

   “Yeah.”

   “How much?”

   “Three times.”

   “Three times!  That’s thirty thousand!”

   “Sixty thousand.  She’s already made a ten thousand dollar down payment.”

   “And what’s in all this for me?”

   “A lot.  Everything, in fact.  You can decide if it’s worth it to you or not.  Just get the money.  In cash.  And no cops.”

   “What exactly did Amy hire you to do?”

   More laughter.  “How do I find you?”

   “I’ll find you.”

 “What about the cash?  Your bank records didn’t show that much cash being withdrawn.”

   “I’d been saving up cash for about a year, every day in small amounts, because I knew about Amy and her affairs and I wanted to make sure I had access to cash in case the shit hit the fan.”

   Brent couldn’t believe the story he was hearing.

   “I didn’t know what exactly his arrangement was with Amy, but when I met him, I found out.  That bitch hired him to kill me.  I had to pay him to call it off.”

   “How do you know it wasn’t all a scam?”

   “When I looked into his eyes, I knew.”

    “You know, you’ve already lied to the police.”

   “I know, but I had to.”

   “Why is that?”

   “Because they can’t protect me from this guy.  Nobody can.”   








  
 


 CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
Brent didn’t know whether he could believe Robert or not.  When he had just started practicing law, Charles Stinson, his mentor, placed him on the public defender’s list for parole offenders.  When convicts were released from the prison system on parole, if they violated their terms of parole, they were sent back to the slammer for a year.  Brent was on a list of appointed private counsel who, for a flat fee, would defend the accused violator’s rights at a parole violation hearing.  Most of the time, they were guilty as hell and went back to the slammer for a year.  If the State couldn’t pin the primary charge on them because they didn’t have enough evidence, they would try to prove a parole violation, which was a lesser burden of proof.  There was one parole violation case that Charles and Brent had worked together, because they believed in the client’s innocence so strongly.  He was, they felt, wrongly accused of rape.  They fought for the client all the way, and it was one of those rare instances where they actually won the parole violation hearing and the client went free.  Six months later, while a free man, the client saved himself from a horrific automobile accident but left his wife and children in the car to burn to death.  Was justice ultimately done?  Probably not.  

   Ever since that case, Brent always resisted the urge to believe in a client’s innocence.  As Charles Stinson always told him, ‘You’re not the judge or jury.  It’s not your role to determine your client’s innocence.  It is irrelevant.’  People often asked him how he could defend someone who was guilty.  That was an easy question to answer.  The system was set up with rules – rules that were designed to protect potentially-innocent people.  The prosecution had to follow these rules, and, if they didn’t, there could be no fair conviction.  Brent was the gatekeeper for those rules, which were designed to keep the innocent out of prison.  However, Brent never put a client on the witness stand if he thought he was lying.  This was his own cardinal rule. Any accused had a right to remain silent, but they didn’t have the right to use Brent to suborn perjury.  Deep down inside, Brent still believed Robert was innocent.  But, if he turned out not to be, his job didn’t end there. 

   For Jack, it was a different matter altogether.  Because of the attorney-client privilege, Brent could never repeat the story that Robert Taylor had just told him to anyone.  Jack was working under Brent’s wing, also covered by the attorney-client privilege, so he could tell it to him.  In fact, he owed it to Jack to let him know.  But Jack had the right to step down.  He was an ex-FBI agent and it might not sit right with him if he believed the person he was working for was lying.  Brent had to tell him that Robert had lied to the police, and let Jack decide whether or not he would continue with the case.

   “So you’re not sure if you believe our guy; you think he might be dirty?”

   “I don’t know.  That’s why I wanted to give you a heads up.”

   “If he’s guilty, it’ll come out.”

   “Jack, for a smart guy, you can be really naïve.”

   “Anyway, I’m in it for the long haul.  I’m curious to see how it all works out.”

   “Giving Taylor the benefit of the doubt, what if he did meet with the killer and pay him to call it off?  How does that explain why Amy got killed?”

   “It doesn’t.”

   “You see?  That’s a piece of the puzzle we don’t have.  Somebody’s hiding it from us.”

   “Or it doesn’t exist.” 








  
 




 CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 
Brent wondered why Jack was so curious that he would compromise his principles to stay on the case.  He needed to do his own soul searching on the matter, and the place he did that best was the beach.  Not the beach where sunbathers stretched out on their towels to soak in the sun.  Not the beach where people took their kids to swim and to play.  The hard-to-get-to beach, where the only ones who came out to sunbathe were the sea lions. A place where it was quiet and the only disturbances to the peace were the laws of nature.  Brent parked his car at Shoreline Park, exited, and navigated down to the shore through a trail and some wooden stairs which emptied out on the rocks at the bottom of the cliffs.

   Once he was on the sand, even though the occasional jogger passed him by, he was in another world.  It was a world of different sights and sounds than the one he had left behind, above.  The air was a cool, damp mist that smelled of fish and tasted salty on his tongue.  The sound of the ocean lapping against the beach soothed his conflicted soul, although he thought it ironic that below that seemingly-calm exterior was a wild and savage world where the laws of nature were the only laws that applied.  In that world, it was kill or be killed; the strongest survived and the weakest fell as prey or simply withered away.  There, life and death decisions were constantly made not on the basis of logic, as they were above, with the human law, but by pure force.  It gave Brent pause to ponder why human beings felt they were any better than the dolphins in the ocean or the sea lion bulls who'd marked out their territory on the rocks.  If another bull came near their harem, it was a fight to the death unless he backed down and went away.  No logic, no court battle: just the application of power to ascertain who would be the strongest.  But there was no revenge or repercussions to these fights to the death.  Nobody killed purely for sport or pleasure; only for survival.  Killing for sport and pleasure was reserved to one species on earth: man.

   Brent strolled along the beach, once a bed of rocks that had been pounded into sand by crashing waves throughout the centuries, footed by the cliffs that had been eroded by the ebb and flow of the ocean throughout those same centuries.  Were all the answers to his questions here somewhere, hidden like the ancient mysteries which had been covered by the vastness of the ocean, or was it all just a random sequence of events?  Was there a right or wrong in winning, or was there only winning or losing?

   Deciding whether Robert Taylor was guilty or not was impossible with the information on hand.  It would be easier to pick the leaves off a clover.  Pluck one, he’s guilty; pluck another, he’s not guilty.  Besides, it wasn’t Brent’s role to bring the perpetrator of Amy’s murder to justice; only to defend his client from the State, which, like the creatures of the ocean, was not so discerning as to whom its victim would be, so long as it was fed.

 What happens now?  Brent pondered the question in his mind, over and over, as he strolled, eyes ahead, seeing nothing but what was inside his brain.  

 What if Taylor is guilty?

   What if Jack confirms it?  What then?

   What if I abandon him and he’s not guilty?

 Brent came to the first conclusion: that he could never allow Taylor to testify.  He had already lied to the police.  On the one hand, this would set Tomassi off like a heat-seeking missile, determined to expose Taylor as the guilty party.  On the other hand, if Taylor was guilty, let the chips fall where they may.

   Brent sat down on a pile of rocks with the same questions thumping around inside his head like pinballs in an arcade machine.  He didn’t even notice that time had passed and the sun was beginning to set.  It wasn’t until a misty chill from the ocean air iced his skin that he snapped back into reality.

 








  
 


 CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 
While Brent struggled with his inner and outer demons, Jack focused on the big picture – catching a killer.  He was able to pull not only the mug shot from the man who had posed as Number 4 in the lineup, but his rap sheet as well.  The guy was pretty clean.  And even though he used all three of his names like the pop culture legend attributed to serial killers – Joseph Ray Cavanaugh – he was actually an ex-cop like Jack and (also like Jack) a private detective.  Unlike Jack, Cavanaugh had been dismissed from the LAPD after they suspected that he had a role in a scandal involving organized crime.  He had been suspected of working for the mafia, but they'd never had enough evidence to stick him with anything but some cheating on his shifts, which was enough to can him.  He had no known criminal history, but what he did have – and which was of great interest to Jack – was a local address.  Jack began surveillance on him with the generous blank check budget that had been provided by their client.  He parked his plain white car outside Joseph Ray Cavanaugh’s apartment in Goleta, and waited.  

   For several days, Jack observed Cavanaugh’s comings and goings.  He didn’t appear to live with anyone – didn’t even have a dog, apparently – and he didn’t seem to ever have any guests.  Jack figured he must be a loner.  There appeared to be only one way to catch him: to pose as a client.

***

Brent tried to concentrate on his other cases, but the Taylor case kept gnawing at his conscience.  Not only did he regret having to go back into family law, but he hadn't gotten into law, in the first place, with an eye to defending the rights of criminals – this was not his preference.  Nevertheless, his client deserved the benefit of the presumption of innocence, and Brent never quit a project that he had started.  He always finished, and he resolved to himself that this case would be no different.  At face value (and as a matter of law) Robert was innocent and there was no contrary evidence to dispute that.  He delved into his legal research, determined to treat the Taylor matter as any other case.

   Melinda walked in the office with a stack of files that she had finished working on.  She set them on the desk and looked at Brent with concern.

   “Boss, what’s wrong?  You look like a cub scout who just lost the Pinewood Derby.”

   Brent grinned at the levity and licked his dry lips.  He pointed toward the Taylor file.  “It’s this Taylor case.  I just hope we haven’t taken on a bad guy.”

   “Like you always say, everyone is entitled to a defense.”

   “Yeah, but I don’t want to be known as the wife-killer defense lawyer.”

***

Jack made himself busy preparing his “costume” for Joseph Ray Cavanaugh.  He knew that Cavanaugh, being an ex-cop, would thoroughly check out Jack before accepting such a job, so he made his disguise complete with a driver’s license in the name of Henry Jones, a marriage certificate to Mrs. Henry Jones, and even pictures of himself and “Mrs. Jones” together.  “Mrs. Jones” was long dead, but thanks to Photoshop, she was the tangible object of Jack’s ex-affection and the current object of his ire.  Cavanaugh wasn’t as brash as to advertise his special “services,” but he did have a private-eye shingle out, and Jack was able to contact him for an appointment by calling the number he got off the Internet.  Once he had engineered the trap, all Jack needed to do now was to plant the bait.








  
 


 CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 
Joseph Ray Cavanaugh’s office was a one-room store front on Milpitas Avenue, in the heart of Little Mexico.  Jack knocked on the opaque glass door with the lettering “J.R. Cavanaugh, P.I.” and heard a voice from inside.

   “Come in.”

   Jack walked in to a scantily-furnished office with bare walls that used to be white, sporting angular stains from frames that had shielded the sun from them; probably leftovers from the tenants before Cavanaugh.  Cavanaugh was sitting behind a dusty metal desk with his cowboy boots propped up on it, smiling.  He rose to shake Jack’s hand.  Outside of a police station lineup, he looked like he was Sam Elliot playing a Clint Eastwood role.

   Jack’s hand pressed into the cold and icy (but ample) grip of the man, who drew himself into Jack’s personal space – close enough that Jack could smell his ashtrayed breath and see the grey stubble that had sprouted on his chin.

   “Joe Ray Cavanaugh.”

   “Hank Jones.”

   Cavanaugh released Jack’s hand and sneered.  “Have a seat, Mr. Jones.”

   Jack sat in a wobbly metal chair with a cracked vinyl cushion and gave Cavanaugh his best worried look.  Cavanaugh lit up a cigarette and shook out the match.

   “What can I do for you, Mr. Jones?”  The emphasis on “Jones” was so theatrical, Jack expected Cavanaugh to make a song out of it.

   “Well, I’m having some trouble with my wife.”

   “Why don’t you see a divorce lawyer, then?”

   Jack fidgeted.  “That’s just it.  I can’t afford a divorce.  We’ve been married for twenty years.  I’ve got a retirement pension and a paid-off house.”

   “Say no more, Mr. Jones.  It’s no wonder you’ve sought the services of a licensed private investigator.”

   “But, I thought…”

   Cavanaugh leaned in to Jack, over his desk, and sneered.

   “What did you think, Mr. Jones?”

   “Well, I heard that certain measures could be taken to eliminate the problem – you know, without a divorce.”

   Cavanaugh wrinkled his lip and plucked at it with his finger, like he was trying to pick off some dead skin.  He took a puff on his cigarette.

   “What certain measures would you be referring to, Mr. Jones?”

   “I’m looking for a more permanent solution than a divorce.”

   “You wouldn’t be looking for someone to kill your wife, would you, Mr. Jones?”

   Jack perked up.  He didn’t expect Cavanaugh to be so bold (or so stupid) as to come right out and say it, but he played along in his role, wiped his brow, and smiled nervously.  “Now I think we understand each other.”

   “Oh, I don’t think we do, Mr. Jones.”

   Jack looked at Cavanaugh, puzzled.  “What do you mean?”

   “I mean that murder is illegal.  As an ex-FBI agent, you should know that, Mr. Jones – or would you prefer me to call you Mr. Ruder?”

   Jack, realizing his cover was blown, dropped the act.  “You can call me Jack.”

   Cavanaugh smiled from ear to ear.  It was a wicked smile, with blank, staring eyes, the likes of which Jack had faced down before.  He had a reptilian coldness that passed on to Jack as a chill.  He took another drag of his cigarette and stubbed it out into the ashtray, which was full of them.

   “Look, Jack.  I know you work for Marks and I know that Marks works for that crazy lunatic Taylor.”

   “What were your dealings with Taylor?”

   “His wife hired me to check him out.  Thought he was having an affair.  You know the drill.”

   Cavanaugh kicked his cowboy boots up on the desk again and leaned back with a squeak in his creaky executive chair.

   “Anyway, Taylor found out and came over here in a huff to try to bribe me off the case.”

   “He offered you money?”

   “Yeah, to stop working for his old lady.”

   “What did you do?”

   “I took his fucking money, Jack.  Called it a termination fee.  I got bills too, you know.  He was offering to pay me for a service:  not to tail his ass anymore.  I was happy to oblige.  He even paid off her bill to boot.”

   “Our investigation shows that Amy Taylor hired you to take out her husband.”

   Cavanaugh belly laughed as if Jack had told him the best joke he had heard in ten years.

   “I don’t know what his old lady told him, or what he told you, but you’ve got a wild, fucking imagination.  Hah!”  He slammed his hand down on the desk.

   Jack said nothing; just looked Cavanaugh straight in his snake-like eyes, which squinted and stared him down.

   “Now you listen here, Mr. Jones or Jack or whatever the fuck you want to call yourself. I don’t take kindly to folks coming over here and accusing me of capital crimes.  But I can tell you one thing.  That little missy had it in her to kill a man in cold blood – she didn’t need no help, and neither did he.  He may be this big time, rich-ass doctor, but anyone who’s been in the business like you or me can look that mother-fucker right in the eye and know that he’s a slimy, murderous psychopath who wouldn’t give the pleasure of killing his old lady to anyone but himself.  They were two of a kind.  Now get the fuck out of my office!”

   Jack rose slowly and backed out through the opening in the glass door.   








  
 


 CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 
When Brent told Robert Taylor that Jack had spoken to Cavanaugh, he came unglued, flailing his hands in the air.

   “Do you think it’s wise?  You know that guy’s crazy!”

   “He blew right through Jack’s cover.”

   “That means I’m not safe.  We’re not safe.”

   “He knows the heat’s on him now.”

   “But don’t hired killers have a history of taking out witnesses?  Even young ones, as I recall?”

   “Yes, that’s true.  But I don’t see that the risks are any more now than when they called you in to identify him.”

   “But I didn’t identify him.”

   “No, but he knows you can.” 

   “That’s supposed to make me feel better?”

   Brent made a downward gesture with both hands parallel, as if he were trying to set something straight.  “Look, he knows all eyes are on him right now.  You should be careful, but I don’t think the risks are any higher than they were before.”

   “Do you think they would offer me immunity if I gave him up?”

   “That depends on what you know.”

   “I told you what I know!”

   “They think that you’re the one who hired Cavanaugh to kill Amy.  Anything short of a full confession implicating Cavanaugh won’t buy you anything with them, in my opinion.”

   “So I have to confess to a crime I didn’t commit to get their protection?’

   “If they even offer it.”

   “Or risk having this guy kill me like he killed Amy.”

   Brent was silent.  

   “What about victim’s rights?”

   “To them, you’re not a victim or even a potential victim.  You’re a suspect.”

   Brent paused.  “There is a way to force them to protect you, however.”

   “What?”

   “We could ask for a restraining order against him.  The police would be obligated to enforce an order of the court that he stay away from you.  But that would require at least one overt act, and he hasn’t done anything.”

   “You mean I have to wait for him to make a violent move before I can get a restraining order?”

   “Or an attempt, yes.”

***

The din at Sonny’s was welcome to Brent, for a change.  It soothed the heavy metal that was banging around in his brain.

   “So what do I do, Jack?”

   “You think you’re the first lawyer whose client lied to him?  First off, you have to face the facts.”

   Brent leaned back and took a pull off his beer.  He licked his lips. “But I don’t even know what the facts are.  It would be a lot easier for me if this guy said, ‘look, I did it, I hired this mutant cowboy to off my wife.’ ”

   “Would it?’

   Brent considered Jack a moment.  “I guess it wouldn’t.  But at least I’d know where I stand.”

   “It’s like a chess board where each player is afraid to make a move because it could put himself in check.”

   “Then we have to force them to make a move.”     

   It was like a complicated math problem.  There must be an easy solution; they just had to discover the formula.  They brainstormed as they sipped, trying out different hypotheticals like shoes in a shoe store to see if they could find one that would fit.








  
 


 CHAPTER THIRTY 
Brent tried to concentrate, but it seemed impossible.  Every time the phone rang, he lost his train of thought.  Every time Melinda asked a question, it threw him off.  He felt as if he were just wasting his time, existing without producing anything.  He picked up a file from the “to-do” pile and opened it.  He thumbed through the pages, but the words didn’t seem to make any sense.  It was lunch time, but he wasn’t really hungry.  It was too early to go home, but yet he wasn’t getting anything done at the office.  He had the urge to get on a train or a plane – anything to be anywhere other than where he was at that moment.  The Taylor case had been eating away at his skin, and now it seemed to be consuming his flesh.

   A fatigue washed over Brent as he reviewed a stack of recent work that had been done by Melinda.  He signed letter after letter with a desultory flick of the wrist, not really reviewing every line carefully, as was his usual practice.  Brent pushed the pile of signed letters aside, put his face in his hands, and exhaled heavily.  Then he packed up his laptop and called it an early day.

***

Brent arrived home to less fanfare than usual because Calico was not expecting him at this hour.  It was her nap time, and he usually showed up around six.  Nevertheless, she was happy to see him and made a long, slow stretching motion from her position on the couch and yawned.  Then she jumped off and slinked her way to the front door just as he was pulling it shut.

   “Hello, Calico.  I hope you’ve been more productive today than I have.”

   The cat answered with guttural sounds, another yawn that looked like a baby bird with its mouth open to catch a worm, and a meow.

   “I thought I would just set up outside and try to work from here.  Would you like to join me?”

   Brent went into the kitchen to pour himself a glass of water and took it out to the balcony, where he placed it on the table, along with his laptop case.  He unzipped the case, withdrew the laptop, and fired it up while he took a deep breath of fresh air.  Calico slinked around the balcony, trying to figure out what was going on. 

***

That night, Brent lay in his bed, trying to turn off his mind.  As long as he was thinking, it was impossible to sleep.  He ran the scenarios that he and Jack had discussed over and over in his mind and, as much as he tried to fight thinking about them, he couldn’t clear them.  It was like trying to sleep on the floor in the middle of Grand Central Station in New York at rush hour.  He tried counting from 100 backwards to one, over and over, but nothing worked.  Finally, at about 2 a.m., he gave up and took a quarter of a sleeping pill.

   Brent woke in the pitch black to a figure looming over his body.  The figure was as dark as the night, the outline of a shadow.  It had no face, but he could hear it breathing.  He tried to move, but he couldn’t.  He tried to scream out, but his throat was frozen; nothing would come out.  Brent’s muscles wouldn’t respond to his brain.  A giant surge of adrenalin was cooking his heart, which was beating wildly.  He saw the glint of a shiny metal object and felt its cold steel against his forehead.  Then he heard a tremendous pop and saw a blinding light right before he passed out.

   Brent woke up, wet from perspiration.  His throat was dry and scratchy.  He felt his forehead and all around his face with his hands.  Thankfully, his head was still in one piece.  He threw the blanket and sheets off his body and got out of the bed.  He wasn’t sure how long it had been since the dream – or even if it was a dream.  Calico mewed curiously around his bare feet.  Brent went to his closet and took a golf club out of its sheath.  He walked each room of the house, club raised to strike.  The rooms were bathed in twilight from the not-yet-risen sun and the fading moon.  He checked each door and each window in each room until finally he found himself in the family room downstairs, which backed onto the hillside.  He felt a cool rush of air when he entered the room, and soon discovered its source.  The sliding door was slightly open.








  
 


 CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE 
It was impossible to go back to sleep.  Brent checked the security alarm.  It was not armed.  

 Did I forget to arm it last night?

   He made the rounds, checking the windows and doors again to make sure they were locked, and looked in all the closets.  Brent kept a loaded handgun in the desk drawer of the office.  He had bought it after a too-close encounter with a crazy client.  He vowed to himself to get the same for home, as much as he didn’t like the idea of a gun being within reach.  Having a gun around was a big responsibility.  It was something that was always on your mind.  At the same time, it gave you options.  Potentially deadly ones.  Dream or not, last night had put a scare into Brent, and he didn’t feel safe in his own home anymore.

***

Albert Camden shuffled in the long line at the cafeteria and held his tray up for the plate to be filled.  The trustee slung a ladle full of pale yellow, watery slop that supposed itself to be scrambled eggs, and pronged two dried-up strips of fat that had to be bacon.  He pulled two small pieces of stone-cold white bread toast from the basket and grabbed a plastic pod of fake butter and one of solidified juice that passed itself off as jelly.  

 Ah, another gourmet breakfast in prison!

 Albert kept to himself, mostly, so he avoided the different bands of brothers that congregated at the same tables every day – the Black Guerillas, the Mexican Mafia.  He kept his head down as he passed by each of their tables.  Just as he was passing the tables of the Aryan Brotherhood, one of the brothers, with biceps the size of Albert’s legs covered in shamrock and swastika tattoos, popped up from the table with his tray and slammed into Albert.  Albert fell to the floor, spilling his breakfast.  The gorilla yelled at Albert.

   “Y’all gonna clean that up, and I mean right now.”

   Albert ignored the cretin, and bent down to pick up the remnants of his tray.

   “I’m talkin’ to you, boy!”

   Albert rose with the tray and looked the mutant in the eye.  The big man got in Albert’s face; so close that Albert could smell his foul breath and see the sweat on his nose.  Two guards approached, pepper spray in hand.  “Do we have a problem here?”

   The big man backed down.  “No problem.”

   “Take a seat,” one of the guards ordered Camden.

***

Albert Camden was shook up from the incident in the cafeteria, but he had stood his ground while, at the same time, not challenging the AB brother to a fight, which would have been a death warrant for him.  He hoped it would earn him respect, but the incident had him looking over his shoulder.

   Albert took his turn in the shower room.  He used the small amount of soap he had left to lather up and relished the hot water beating against his skin.  With so much sensory deprivation in prison, a shower was one of life’s greatest pleasures.  As he turned to exit, the big AB homie was standing in front of him, blocking his path.  He would have looked completely naked if it were not for the fact that his body was almost completely covered in tattoos.  

   “What do you want?”

   The naked man didn’t answer, but Albert could see the gleam of the shank in the man’s hand as he rushed toward him.  Albert tried to scream, but as soon as he opened his mouth, it was held shut from behind as two strong arms braced him for the impact.  He saw the man’s huge arm thrust the shank into his abdomen and upward and felt a sharp pressure like he had been kicked in the stomach, followed by intense pain.  Again, he felt a hot gush of fluid – but this time it was coming from inside.  Albert clutched at the shank and collapsed on the shower floor as the brothers walked away, leaving him to bleed out.

***

Brent called the alarm company to meet him before he went off to work.  He wanted to make sure the entire system was checked and calibrated, and that everything was in proper working order.  He called in to the office to let Melinda know he was going to be late.  The cat went about her daily routine as if Brent had already gone to work.  She found a nice, sunny spot in a cozy corner by the big glass wall facing the harbor and curled up into it for a sun bath.

   The alarm crew arrived quickly and checked the entire system.  By the time Brent was ready to leave, they were already showing him how to program his new password.  Right after they left, while Brent was finishing his last cup of coffee, his cell phone rang.

   “Brent, it’s Jack.  There’s been a riot at Avenal prison.  Albert Camden’s been stabbed.  He’s dead.”

 








  
 


 CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO 
Brent figured that he now had the predicate act he needed for the restraining order, so he fired up his laptop and spent the rest of the morning putting together an application against Joseph Ray Cavanaugh.  He would ask for a temporary restraining order right away and a permanent order, after a hearing, to keep Cavanaugh at least 100 yards away from himself and Robert Taylor.  If Cavanaugh violated the order, he would be arrested immediately – that is, if he wasn’t able to kill them first.  Brent didn’t know if Cavanaugh was responsible for the breach in his security system.  In Jack’s words, “If he wanted you dead, you would be already.”  But the incident at Avenal Prison was too freaky for him not to be proactive.   In his declaration in support of the application, he set forth, under penalty of perjury, everything that he and Jack had been able to determine from their investigation, except what was privileged between himself and Robert Taylor.  Next, Brent made the uncomfortable phone call to Cavanaugh himself to give notice.

   “Cavanaugh.”

   “Mr. Cavanaugh, this is Attorney Brent Marks.”

 “Marks?  What do you want?”

   “I’m calling to give you notice that I will be in the Family Law Department of the Santa Barbara Superior Court today at 1:30 p.m. to seek a temporary restraining order and permanent injunction against you.”

   “What’s going on, Marks?  I don’t understand.”

   “The Court will, most likely, grant the TRO, and it will set a hearing for about three weeks.  I suggest you get an attorney.”

   Brent’s hands were shaking when he set down the phone.  He decided to go straight to court after lunch and not to stop by the office on the way.

***

Jack met Brent in court.  He had warned the Sheriff’s Department that Brent was seeking a restraining order against a potential serial murderer, so the deputies in the courtroom were on full alert.  The court had a metal detector right outside the courtroom, and every time it beeped, which happened occasionally as people passed through it, Brent jumped in his seat.  But there was no sign of Cavanaugh.  When the court convened, the judge granted Brent’s TRO by default and set a hearing date.  After the court clerk stamped the restraining order, Brent handed it off to Jack to serve on Cavanaugh.

   “Be careful, buddy.”

***

While Brent was purchasing a handgun and wondering where a safe place to hole up would be until what seemed like a spree of violence had subsided, Jack confronted the demon head on.

   “You packin, Jack?”

   “You?”

   Jack stood in the doorway of Joseph Ray Cavanaugh’s office, staring him down like a gunman in the streets of 19th century Tombstone.  Cavanaugh smiled.

   “You challenging me to a duel, or what?”

   “This is no joke, Cavanaugh.  We know about Camden.”

   “That convict who got iced in Avenal?  Yeah, the cops just hassled me about him.  I had nothing to do with that.  Didn’t even know the dude.”

   “Right.”  Jack regarded him suspiciously, the way he would a used car salesman who was trying to sell him whitewall tires.  He took a step forward.

   “You’re good where you are, Jack.  And leave your hands where I can see ‘em.”

   “You think I came here to kill you?  That’s your line, not mine.”

   Cavanaugh squinted at Jack’s bright outline at the open door, which had let in a generous sliver of sunshine around his shadow.

   “Say your piece and then leave.”

   “Stay away from Brent Marks, and stay away from our client, Robert Taylor.”

   Cavanaugh let out a belly laugh.  “That hurts, Jack.  What makes you think I’m after Marks or your psycho client?”

   “Don’t play games with me, Cavanaugh.”

   “Look, I ain’t playin’ no games.  I’m just as concerned about getting to the bottom of this as you are.”

   The irony of that struck Jack.  “I’m here to serve you with a temporary restraining order.  I’m just going to reach into my jacket pocket to get it.”

   “Go ahead – reach.”

   Jack carefully withdrew the TRO from his jacket pocket and held it out to Cavanaugh, who stepped forward to snatch it from his hand and then quickly moved backwards. 

   “The cops will be there if you decide to come to court on this, so I suggest you retain counsel if you intend to oppose it.”     

   “Naturally.  You know, Jack, we’re not so different, you and I.  You don’t have to get all wormy inside like that when you look at me.”

   Jack knew there was a fine line between cops and criminals, and that Cavanaugh had crossed that line.  At the point he had done that, there had ceased to be any similarities between them.

   He backed out of the doorway, holding his hand up to Cavanaugh, who had a puzzled look on his face.  “All this stops here.”








  
 


 CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE 
Brent sat at home on his balcony, holding his new Glock 34 in his hand and flipping it back and forth, studying its dull metallic black finish and feeling the weight in his hand.  The sheer power of it was heavier than the gun itself.  He never wanted to have a firearm in his house, but now he felt he had no choice.  He had experience with firing guns, and that experience had put him into therapy for half a year.  He had purchased the Glock to keep him safe, but it was only making him sad.  This had always been his harbor view sanctuary; his castle that he could always come to after a hard day of court or wrestling with motions at the office.  Now it was a place he felt he needed to defend; a place where life could be in jeopardy.  How would he be able to sleep?  How long could this go on?

   Just as he was pondering the potential breach of his oasis, the doorbell rang.  In his first defensive move, Brent entered the living room and drifted across the wooden floor silently with his gun, safety off, like a policeman on alert.  He stood at the side of the door and peaked through the peep hole.  It was Angela, another gun-toter.  Brent holstered his weapon, disarmed the alarm, and opened the door.

   “Hi Angie, come on in.”

   Angela smiled and gave him a hug.  Then she backed off, surprised.

   “Don’t ask: Is that a gun or are you just glad to see me?”

   “Very funny, Brent.  Now you’re sitting at home, armed and ready?  For what?”  Angela stepped in.

   “Well, what would you do in my place?”

   “I don’t think I’d be running around my house armed like it was some kind of a war zone.”

        “Would you like to join me for a drink on the terrace?”

   Angela smiled at the memory of the many times they had sat on that terrace, having a drink.    The recall for her was bittersweet.  “Sure, I’m off duty.  But first you have to put your gun in the gun safe.  If anyone tries to shoot you while I’m here, I’ll take care of them.”

   “Your tax dollars at work, huh?”

   “Something like that.”

   “All right, sit down and relax while I put my gun in the safe and fix you a drink.  What would you like?”

   “A glass of red wine would be great.”

   Brent left, and when he returned several minutes later he was unarmed and carrying two large glasses of red wine, which he set on the balcony table.

   “Two glasses of Montepulciano.”

   Angela smiled.  “Very nice.”

   Brent returned her smile and sat down.  He lifted his glass to her.  “To peace.”  The corners of Angela’s lips turned up.  

   “To peace.”  Their glasses, and eyes, met.

   Brent, too, had been affected by the memories of when they were together.  But when trust has been broken, it cannot be repaired like a watch.  Once damaged, it can never be the same again.  So, they both sat quietly, together and separately in their memories, looking out at the ocean, until Brent broke the silence.

   “So, what brings you by?”

   Angela took a sip.  “I just wanted you to know that we’re putting a tight circle around Cavanaugh.  Tomassi’s got a man on your street for protection."  

   “That’s good of him, but from what I know of Cavanaugh, that man on the street won’t do me much good after Cavanaugh has slipped in, offed me, and slipped out.”

   “That’s why I wanted to come over here, Brent.  I can’t tell you what’s happening, but we expect this all to be over very quickly.”

   “That would be a first.”

   Angela frowned.  “All kidding aside, maybe you should try to clear your calendar and get away for a while.  You’ve always wanted to go back to Rome, right?”

   Angela and Brent had spent many quiet days and nights, talking about going to Rome together.  It was Brent’s favorite city in Europe, even over Paris, and he had always wanted to go back there since he had visited it several years earlier.

   “Pack up and go to Rome, instead of packing in my own house?”

   Angela smiled.  “I’ll take care of Calico for you.”  She reached out and put her hand on Brent’s.  It was warm and tender, and it felt good.  “I wouldn’t want anything to happen to you.”

   “I’ll think about it.  Do you want to stay for dinner?”

   “No, thank you. I have to be going.”

   Brent nodded and they both sipped their wine as they watched the sun slip down below the horizon.

 








  
 


 CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR 
Jack staked out Cavanaugh’s office by day and his apartment by night, but he noticed that he wasn’t alone.  Two unmarked units of the Sheriff’s Department had been taking turns monitoring Cavanaugh’s movements all night.  The heat was really on.  Jack took out his cell phone and gave Tomassi a call.

   “Rolly, it’s Jack.”

   “Hey, Jack; how’s it going?”

   “Fine, Rolly. Look, I’m staking out Joseph Ray Cavanaugh and it looks like your guys are all over his ass.  What’s going on?”

   “Well, naturally I can’t admit or deny that we’re out there.”

   “Yeah, whatever.  What’s up?”

   “I can’t tell you.  All I can say is that we’ve got it.  And I also put a man on the street in front of Marks’ house for protection.  You’ll just have to hang tight and let us do our jobs.”

   “All right, Rolly.  And I hope you do have this under control.”

   Jack disconnected.

***

Brent looked out his front window and saw the unmarked car from the Sheriff’s Department.  If he could spot them, surely Cavanaugh could, as well.  Here he was, in a place where he should be safer than anyplace in the world, pacing around with a gun in his hand and wondering if someone was going to come in at any minute and shoot him.  He thought about what Angela had said about taking some time off.  Not only did that feel like running away, but he also felt the need to stay while the whole game was played out.  After all, he was one of its main players.

   Sleep did not come to Brent that night.  Every creak of the house and rustle of the wind outside roused him from bed like a soldier on watch.  Finally, when the sun blasted through the bedroom windows at six o’clock, he was convinced that Angela was right – he couldn’t stay home until this was all over.  He would call Jack and see if he could bunk at his place for a while.  Jack liked cats, so the only factor to consider would be how dead-set against it Calico would be.  He looked down at the sleeping cat on the floor.  

   “Better dead-set than dead.”

***

Brent spent the following week at Jack’s house.  He had Melinda clear his calendar and sent her to work at home until things settled down.  He forwarded all his calls directly to his cell phone.  At Jack’s, he set up shop with his laptop and caught up on all the paperwork and research that had been lagging behind.  It was quiet and comfortable.  The only one who was not happy about it was Calico.  She protested by kicking sand out of her cat box and being a general pain in the ass.  Cats don’t take too well to moving around.  They prefer to stay in one place.  Jack kept long hours, as he still had Cavanaugh under surveillance, but Brent still felt safer there.  At least he could sleep. 

   The peace of mind gave Brent more time to concentrate on his other cases.  After all, the Taylor case wasn’t very active.  The only thing that was active about it were Brent’s worries about Cavanaugh.  He cranked out the work and sent it to Melinda for processing by email.  He could even dictate things and send her the mp4s to type out.  His office had gone virtual.








  
 


 CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE 
As the sun was rising on a Monday morning, Jack watched a convoy of Sheriff’s Department vehicles and the SWAT Team arrive at Joseph Ray Cavanaugh’s apartment.  The door of the SWAT van opened and a mass of armored personnel poured out of it, taking their positions in a perimeter around the apartment building.  Two heavily armed and armored members of the team charged to the front door, followed by a contingent of foot soldiers, two of which carried a battering ram.  Screaming “Sheriff’s Department!” they smashed open the door to Cavanaugh’s apartment and invaded with a massive flow like an intrusion of cockroaches.  

   They rousted the half-asleep Cavanaugh out of his bed at gunpoint.  He didn’t have a chance to gather his thoughts, let alone his gun.  Two of the soldiers subdued, secured, and cuffed him while the others searched the apartment for weapons and signs of life.  Cavanaugh was screaming.  “What’s going on here?”

   “Sir, you can discuss that with the detectives.”  

   The SWAT team gave the ‘all-clear’ signal, and Tomassi and his search party entered.  Tomassi went into the bedroom to confront Cavanaugh.

   “Joseph Ray Cavanaugh, you are under arrest for the murder of Albert Camden.”

   “That’s insane!  I want my lawyer – now!”  Cavanaugh was hissing like a cornered cobra.

   “You will have an opportunity to speak with your lawyer.  First, I have to advise you of your Miranda rights and serve you with this search warrant.”

   “I’m not talking to you, Tomassi.”

   “Suit yourself.”

   Tomassi read Cavanaugh his rights from a card, as he was required to do, and Cavanaugh repeated his request for his lawyer.  Two deputies hauled Cavanaugh off and placed him in a patrol car, which would transport him to the jail for booking.  Tomassi stayed inside with the search team, which had already found a cache of handguns, knives, and automatic weapons.  They were all bagged for evidence and analysis.

   When the SWAT team had left and Cavanaugh had been whisked off to jail, Jack made his way into the apartment.  He flashed his ID to the officers standing watch outside.

   “Jack Ruder to see Detective Tomassi.”

   Tomassi heard Jack from outside and gave the okay to let him in.

   “What’s going on, Rolly?”

   “A prison snitch confessed that the murder of Camden up in Avenal was an AB hit from the outside.  None of the brotherhood is talking, but one of those macho pig-heads claimed credit for the hit.”

   “Isn’t Avenal a minimum-security prison?”

   “So to speak.  I guess one of the minor homies is moving up to the majors.  Anyway, the King County DA twisted the asshole’s arm and offered him life instead of the death penalty.  The guy’s already doing life, so he accepted.  And he pinned Cavanaugh as the solicitor of the hit.  We’ll see what else we can get on him after the crime lab goes over all his guns, but Chernow is guessing he’ll sing.”

   “Against my client?”

   “Who else?”

   “Thanks, Rolly.  Appreciate it.”

   “Nothing you wouldn’t be able to find out yourself.  Hey, how does it feel being on the wrong side of this case?”

   There was an unwritten rule among cops about ex-policemen who went into defense work.  It was called “crossing over”.  Obviously, Tomassi was wearing his real feelings for Jack on his sleeve.  He was a cross-over, a traitor.  He looked Tomassi in the eye.

   “How do I feel?  Well, ‘innocent until proven guilty’ is about the best way I can put it.”

 








  
 


 CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX 
Jack came home, weary and relieved that the stakeout was over, and filled in Brent on the day’s activities.  The first thing that came to Brent’s mind was not going home, but getting back to the office and calling Robert Taylor in for a heart-to-heart.  It was time, once and for all, to define the defense.  Brent asked Jack to be with him for the meeting, which he scheduled for the same day after work.

   Brent went back to the office and settled in while he waited for the afternoon meeting.  Since Melinda was still out, he was on his own, and sorted through the voicemail himself, taking notes and returning calls.  One of the calls was from Bradley Chernow, and Brent called him back right away.

 “Brent, I suppose you know we’ve got Cavanaugh.”

   “I heard.”

 “I just wanted to give you a last chance opportunity to make a deal, before he squeals.”

   “If you thought he would be squealing, I don’t think you’d be calling to offer me a deal.”

   Chernow cleared his throat and continued, as if he hadn’t heard Brent’s comment.  “Your guy pleads guilty to solicitation to murder his wife, no death penalty.  And we work in a deal with the King’s County DA not to implicate him in the Camden murder.”

   “Sounds like both you and the King’s County DA need a corroborating witness.  I’ve got a meeting with Taylor this afternoon, but I can’t make any promises other than I will convey your offer.”

    “This afternoon might be too late.  I won’t be calling you if I’m taking it off the table.”

   “Fair enough.”

   Chernow’s repeated offer was the same as it had always been, which meant that they probably had nothing on Taylor and were just trying to beat the bushes.  He reached for the phone to call Jack to see if he could find out anything.  He told him that Chernow had called again, then asked, “Are you still buddies with the girl at the Sheriff’s Department?”

   “Yeah, and don’t worry, I’ve already asked her, and nobody’s talking.  It might take a few drinks to get something out of her.”

   “Should I put off the meeting with Taylor?”

 “No, I’ll see if I can make a date with her tonight.  We should still talk to Taylor.”

   “Chernow reiterated his offer.  Plead guilty to solicitation of murder with no death penalty if he testifies against Cavanaugh, and immunity with regard to the Camden murder. ”

    “I’m not surprised.  Chances are that Cavanaugh will clam up.  A convict Aryan Brother is not much of a witness absent any corroboration, and he knows that.  He’ll also lawyer up right away, so I doubt if there’ll be any earth-shattering revelations coming from him.”

   Brent’s mind was again stuffed with the intricacies of the Taylor case.  He needed something positive to focus on, something important to do.  Looking through the rest of the messages, he found one that intrigued him.  A little company in Ventura County was looking for representation.  Their product?  A new kind of bulletproof vest made of a composite that was lighter than Kevlar.  They were focused on saving the lives of law enforcement personnel.  Brent could be on the right side of that one.  He called the principal of the company and set up a meeting.

***

Robert Taylor was on the hot seat as he was grilled by Brent and Jack.  They went over his story from Day One, looking for inconsistencies, and Jack chimed in contributing questions.

   “I feel like you guys are interrogating me.”

   “This is nothing compared to what it’s going to be like in the courtroom.  We’ve got to get to the bottom of this, Robert, and neither Jack nor I have ever been satisfied that you’ve told us everything.”

   “Guys, I’m innocent!  I have told you everything.  That whack-job Cavanaugh killed Amy because she backed out of the contract, even after I paid him off, and now he’s killing off witnesses.  I was afraid I was going to be the next one!”

   “There’s one part of our case that doesn’t make any sense, Robert.  Why would Cavanaugh take your money to call off the hit and then kill Amy?”

   “I don’t know!  Maybe it’s because he’s killing all the witnesses.  Can’t you see that?  And instead of protecting me, the cops are trying to put me in prison where that crazy son-of-a-bitch can get to me just as easily as he can on the outside.”

   Brent believed Robert was telling the truth.  That meant that if Tomassi and Chernow didn’t find any corroborating evidence on Cavanaugh, their case against him would fall apart, Cavanaugh would be released from jail, and Robert could very well be his next victim.  After the meeting with Taylor, Brent and Jack tossed it around.  

   “So what should our next move be?”

   “If Robert’s right, it’s going to be tough to keep him safe.”








  
 


 CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN 
The armor company Brent went to see was called Armitrage.  It was formed by David Rubinstein, a scientist who had worked several years developing composite materials for NASA.  His job was to make the space station lighter and, at the same time, not compromise its strength.  While experimenting with the composites, Rubinstein had discovered, by accident, that a material he had created was resistant to projectiles.  Upon leaving NASA, he had perfected the material into an armor that resisted bullets, even armored bullets shot at close range.  Brent visited Rubinstein at the small Armitrage factory in Goleta.

   The factory consisted of a reception area, offices, a large area where an assembly line of machines was set up to create the material and form it into whatever armor was needed, and a ballistics laboratory where the material was tested.  Rubinstein greeted Brent at the reception area.

   “David Rubinstein, Mr. Marks, good to meet you.”

   They shook hands.

   “Good to meet you, too.”

   “Would you like to take a little tour?”

   “Sure.”

   Rubinstein handed Brent a hard hat and invited him into the factory.  Brent followed along as Rubinstein explained the material he had created and the function of each machine.

   “The beauty of the product is that there’s no need to patent it.”

   “Why not?”

   “Because, during the manufacturing process, some of the chemicals we use to make the composite combine into a different substance.  It’s almost impossible to reverse-engineer it.”

   The tour finally ended at the ballistics lab.

   “Would you like to see our product in action?”

   “Yes, I would.”

   Rubinstein stood in front of a thick glass window, where inside was a huge handgun mounted on what looked like a permanent platform.

   “See the target there?”

   “Yes.”

   “That’s our product, a two inch thick piece of Armitrage.  It can be formed into anything that you need armor for.  It’s even effective at absorbing the shock from small bombs, so it would make a perfect bomb blanket.  We’re currently making bullet-proof vests for local law enforcement.  Our product is 60% lighter than Kevlar and it’s water-proof.  Now, watch what happens when I shoot it with this 357 Magnum.”

   Rubinstein disappeared and showed up in the ballistics booth behind the gun on the stand.  He fired it three times, then went to the target, unfastened the product from it, and brought it back to Brent.  Brent held the material in his hands.  The bullets had not pierced it.

   “Our product is not only lighter than Kevlar, but our tests show that it’s much more efficient.  If we had the financing, we could land a government contract to supply armored vests and gear for the armed forces.  Will you help us?”

   “I’d love to.  Can you give me all the backup on the material so I can study it?”

   “I’ll do better than that.  Come on.”

   Rubinstein led Brent back to the office, where Brent signed a non-disclosure agreement and then Rubinstein gave him a pile of written materials and a flash drive with all the backup he would need for his due diligence.  As Brent was thanking him, he said, “Wait a minute,” left, and came back a couple minutes later with two bullet-proof vests.  “Hold out your right hand.”  He put the first one in Brent’s hand.  It was heavy and bulky.  “This is Kevlar.”  He put the other one in Brent’s right hand.  “This is Armitrage.”

   “Wow, what a difference in weight.”     

   ”Imagine a soldier or policeman having to wear the Kevlar vest, and run with it, along with all their other equipment.”

   “Quite a difference.”

   “Here, take it home and wear it so you can see how easy it is to wear.”

   “A few weeks ago, I might have actually needed this.”

   “I’m not saying to test it or anything. We do that here in the ballistics lab.  Just so you get a feel for our product.”

   Brent smiled and took the vest with him.

 








  
 


 CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT 
Robert had hired armed guards to protect him and his new girlfriend in his Montecito estate.  There was one in the main house and another who stayed in the gatehouse Robert had constructed at the beginning of the driveway.  He had also revamped the security system.  It was a state-of-the-art, wireless system that was supposed to be the best on the market.  But all those precautions could not have protected him from what happened next.

   On Tuesday evening, a small black car pulled up to the gatehouse.  When the guard questioned the driver, he said that he had legal papers to serve upon Dr. Taylor.

   “I’m not authorized to open the gates for you, sir.”

   “Then I’ll just serve the papers on you.”  He shoved an envelope at the guard through the car window.  “Either open the gate and have Dr. Taylor come down, or let me in.”

   The guard went back into the shack and called Taylor.  After a few minutes, he came back.

   “I can take the papers.”

   “Thank you.”  The process server backed out and went on his way.

***

Robert called Brent in a panic.  “Amy’s parents are suing me for wrongful death.  Can they do that?”

   “Anyone who has the filing fee can file a complaint in Superior Court, Robert.  A judge once told me that.”

 “What do I do?’

   “Well, you’ll have to answer the complaint.  And you should give some thought to telling the police everything about your interaction with Cavanaugh, because in a civil case, they’ll take your deposition, and you’ll have to either talk or take the Fifth.”

 “I thought they couldn’t use that against me.”

   “They can’t, but it’s not going to look good.”

 “I want to fight this complaint.”

   “Send it to me and let me read it.  If I decide to take the case, we’ll make a game plan.”

 “What do you mean: ‘If I decide to take the case?’ ”

   “Well, it’s a separate case, Robert, like any other.  I’ve got to evaluate it before I make a decision.”

   There was a pause on the end of the line.  Then, “I’ll send it to you right away.”

***

A meeting with Robert was scheduled for the next day.  Brent had examined the complaint.  Amy’s parents had joined together against him to allege that he had caused the death of their daughter.  Their attorney was none other than the famous advocate Donald Wilinsky.  Upon seeing that name, Brent’s initial thought, following the gag reflex, was to reject the case just because of the plaintiffs’ counsel; but he had kept reading it anyway, with an open mind.

   Robert showed up on time and was a little more anxious than usual, which struck Brent as strange.  Why would he be more worried about this civil case than the criminal case?  Sometimes people regarded money with a false sense of importance that made it more precious than life.  Certainly many lives had been lost in the pursuit of it, but was it really more important than your own freedom?

 Robert took a seat, as usual, in front of Brent’s desk.  His hopeful eyes studied Brent’s.  It was an almost comical expression, as if Robert were acting the role of himself.

   “So what do you think?”

   Brent leaned back in his chair.  “I think they have a very good lawyer, that the parents are possible dependent parents of Amy’s, they qualify to sue under the wrongful death statute, and that you don’t want this to go to trial.”

   “Why not?”

   “The standard of proof is different.  All Wilinsky has to do is to convince seven out of twelve jurors that you did it.”

   “But Chernow’s never been able to get that far.”

   “That’s because he has to convince an entire jury beyond a reasonable doubt.  Not only that; but for him, it’s all or nothing.  Wilinsky and his clients just want money.”

   “That’s all they’ve ever wanted from me – that despicable alcoholic and his whore wife.”

   Brent ignored the comment and pressed on. 

   “Considering the fact that they only want money, if you offer them enough of it, the case will simply go away.”

   “I’m not giving them a dime.”

   “Suit yourself.  Are you sure that they’re really her parents?”

   Robert looked puzzled.  “What?”

   “If they’re not her natural or adoptive parents, we can demurrer to the lawsuit and possibly get it dismissed.”

   “I don’t really know.”

   “I’ll have Jack check it out.”

   “Does that mean you’ll take the case?”

   Brent rocked back and forth in his chair.  “I haven’t decided yet.  You know, on the last case, you weren’t very forthcoming with me.  I never want that to happen again.”

   “I promise, it won’t.”

   “That’s good, Robert; but to tell you the truth, if you had told me that you had met Amy’s killer before, I never would have taken the case.”

   Robert’s expression was blank.  “I thought you believed me.  I thought you were on my side.”

   Brent nodded slightly.  “I did believe you, Robert, but the facts you presented me initially were not the real facts.  I can’t work like that.  I’ll let you know what I decide by tomorrow.”

 








  
 


 CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE 
Before Brent went home for the evening, he received an unpleasant call from one of the most disagreeable people he knew.

   “Brent, Donald Wilinsky on one.”

   Brent winced and picked up the phone.

   “Hey, Marks, just wanted to give your client the chance to settle this lawsuit before he gets arrested.”

   “He’s not getting arrested, Donald, because he didn’t do it.  Anyway, I haven’t decided to take the case yet.”

 “What, Doctor Moneybags won’t cough up a retainer?”

   Brent held the phone at arm’s length and stuck his tongue out at it.  “It’s not all about money, Donald – at least not for me.”

   “Well, you’ll let me know what you decide.  We’re ready to talk settlement now.  If this goes to court, I’ll have his balls.”

   “Strange how balls always work their way into every conversation with you, Donald.  I’ll let you know.”

   Brent hung up the receiver and shook off his hand, as if he had been infected with some kind of disgusting virus just by talking to Wilinsky.

   By the end of the day, Jack had checked on Amy’s parentage.  The plaintiffs were definitely her real parents.  There would be no easy way out of the civil case.  

***

Evenings at home never were the same for Brent since the dream.  He avoided taking sleeping pills, which meant that his sleep was constantly broken.  And, for some reason, he couldn’t sleep in his own bed.  He had tried for several nights and finally gave up and took to sleeping downstairs.  The cat continued her routine of sleeping in the bedroom, but would come to Brent in the morning to remind him that it was breakfast time.  His sleeping patterns brought to mind an old television interview he had seen with actress Janet Leigh, where she explained that, after the shower scene in Alfred Hitchcock’s Psycho, she could never take a shower again – only baths.  So vivid was Brent’s dream that he couldn’t sleep in his own room.  Maybe, with time, that would pass.  On the other hand, maybe he would be like Janet Leigh and never be able to sleep there again.

   Brent nestled into the strange bed, listening to the debate in his head over whether or not he should take the Taylor wrongful death case, combined with an ear worm that had hitchhiked on top of that mess, Prince’s Tonight We’re Gonna Party Like It’s 1999.

   Finally, sleep came to Brent in the wee hours of the morning, and without a decent pause for repose, it was suddenly time to start his day.  Doing that on half the sleep he was accustomed to was beginning to throw a heavy fatigue on his shoulders.

***

When Brent got to the office that morning, he was not surprised to learn that Robert Taylor had already called.  Brent had made up his mind, and he made the difficult call to Robert.

   “Hello, Robert, Brent Marks returning your call.”

 “Brent, how are you?”

   “I’m fine, Robert.  I’ve made my decision, and I’m afraid that I can’t take the wrongful death case.  But I can refer you to a good lawyer.”

   There was silence on the other end for a moment; then, “May I ask why?”

   “I just don’t think it’s a right fit for me.  We’ve pretty much put the criminal case to bed – no news is good news – but it wasn’t smooth, and this isn’t the type of case I really want to concentrate on now.”

 “If it’s a matter of money, don’t worry about that.”

   “I considered that, Robert; but no, it’s not about money.  You’re a good client and that’s never been an issue.  The issue has been disclosure.”

   There was another pause on the line; then, “But nobody knows this case as well as you and Jack.”

   “I’m sure Jack will give you the full use of his report in the civil case, and he’ll probably agree to testify.  I’ll make sure to bring the next lawyer up to speed.”

 “All right, I respect your decision, but I still wish you’d reconsider.  I was counting on you keeping the case, because we’re planning on relocating.”

   “You’re moving?”

 “Yeah.  I’m going to sell the house and take an early retirement.  I was hoping you’d be able to come to the wedding before we leave.”

   “Wedding?”

 “Yes.  Susan and I are getting married.  We haven’t announced it yet.”

   “Congratulations, Robert.”

   “You think you can do a prenup for me before I take the plunge?”

   “Sure, Robert, I can do that. I’m sure everything will work out for you.  I’ll  have Melinda email you the referral.”

 “Thanks, and let me know if you reconsider.”

   Brent placed the phone back on the cradle.  “I won’t.”






  
 


 CHAPTER FORTY 
Brent was relieved by his decision not to take the Taylor wrongful death case.  The feeling washed over him like a new beginning and gave him an extra burst of energy.  He felt like he wanted to scrub himself of the Taylor case.  What had started out as a divorce case that he didn’t want to take in the first place had turned into a criminal case – another type of matter he had been trying to stay away from – and he had taken it for money, which made him feel like he had compromised his principles.  From now on, it was civil rights and constitutional law or the bread line!  Brent had seen a lot of human misery in his profession, but there was no need to seek it out; the cases he wanted to take had plenty of it as collateral damage.

   He had also been building up an appeals practice, which was very appealing because it involved legal argument and research, two things which he enjoyed and excelled at.  For Robert’s referral, he made his first call to Richard Hannaford.  Hannaford was a colleague of his mentor, Charles Stinson.  He was still practicing law in his 80s and was better at it than any lawyer Brent had ever known.  Richard loved the law, and he spoke eloquently with every breath.   Nobody could make a legal argument like him.  He would be a fine match for Wilinsky, and he specialized in criminal law.  A wrongful death defense may be right up his alley.  He knew Richard would be back at the office by now, so he picked up the phone and reached him right away.

   “Richard, hi, it’s Brent.”

   Brent paused and wondered if the old man was going senile.

   “Who?”

   “Brent Marks.”

   Richard let out a guffaw.

   “Only kidding, my boy;  how are you?  Not in trouble again, I hope.”

   “No, no, Richard; nothing like that.  I’ve got a client I defended in a murder investigation and now the family of the victim has filed a wrongful death suit against him.  I’m going to decline it, but I thought you might be interested.”

   “Plutarch said ‘the mind is not a vessel to be filled, but a fire to be kindled.’  I’m starting to feel the fire.  Tell me about the case.”

   Brent outlined the entire case for Richard, including his own trepidations about Robert not always being forthright.  Richard was intrigued, and agreed to meet with Robert, so Brent passed the message on to Melinda.  








  
 


 CHAPTER FORTY-ONE 
As the days rolled into weeks, Brent got back into a routine.  The Taylor wrongful death defense was in Richard Hannaford’s capable hands, and Brent no longer had to worry about it.  

   He and Jack even went to the wedding, which was a lavish event at Taylor’s Montecito estate, catered by Patinas, with entertainment by Christina Aguilera.  Brent rubbed elbows at the luxurious reception with the best of Santa Barbara society.  The dinner was as good as any Michelin star restaurant.  He caught Jack by the champagne fountain with a flute in his hand.

   “I didn’t know you liked champagne.”

   “Well, when its Dom Perignon, I make an exception.  Really, it’s just like beer, only sweeter.”

   “Right.”

   “Nice party – great what a big pot of life insurance money can do.”

   “Life insurance?”

   “Yeah, we talked about it when we were discussing motive.”

   “Yeah, yeah, I guess I had just put the Taylor case out of my mind.  Hannaford’s got a good handle on it.  Looks like an early settlement and a clean break for Robert.”

   Brent scanned the grounds.  People were drinking, laughing and dancing.

   “Great party, isn’t it?”

   There was a delay in Brent’s response.  “Huh?”

   “I said, great party.”

   “Oh, yeah, yeah, it is.”

   “And that Christina Aguilera can sure belt ‘em out.  I’m looking forward to hearing her.  I’ve liked her ever since ‘Genie in a Bottle’.”

   “Yeah, me too.”

   “They’re leaving for Paris tomorrow morning, for the honeymoon.”

   Brent pulled at his lip.  “Yeah, Paris is cool.  I love Paris.”

***

The dark figure stood in the doorway silently and then approached the bed with gun drawn.

   “I’m not there, Robert.”

   Robert spun around and saw Brent standing in the living room.  His arm was outstretched, with the gun pointed straight at Brent.  He had a blank look on his face, and, even at that distance, Brent could see those empty eyes.  He had been played for a fool.

   “I can’t sleep there anymore, ever since that night.  Was that a dream, Robert, or was it real?”

   Robert trained his aim on Brent’s heart.  “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

   “You were here, before, in my house, weren’t you, with that gun, in my room?”

   “You have an active imagination.  The question is how we’re going to resolve this situation.”

   “Seeing as you’re the intruder and you’re not dropping your gun, I can see how you intend to resolve it.  Why in the world would you want to kill your lawyer?”

   “You didn’t believe me.”

   “If everyone killed their lawyers because they didn’t believe them, most of us would probably be dead.”

   “It’s nothing personal.  I was just clearing up loose ends.”

   “Camden, too.  He was a loose end, wasn’t he?  So you had him killed, didn’t you?”

   “What do you think?”

   “And Amy?  You paid Cavanaugh the termination fee with the understanding that he would take her out, isn’t that right?”

   “You’re a good lawyer, Brent, but you’ve got that wrong.  I paid him to terminate the contract on me, but I saved Amy for myself.  Hiring someone to kill her would be like watching sex on a porno instead of really having it.”

   Brent immediately felt sick.  Robert had played them all.  He even had Cavanaugh take the fall for it, because all the evidence pointed at him.  No doubt he would be the next jailhouse murder.  Brent gripped the Glock tightly.

   “So, how is it that I’m a loose end, Robert?  Haven’t you heard of the attorney-client privilege?”

   “I’ve always had the feeling that you didn’t believe me.  And then when you didn’t take on the wrongful death case, I knew.  You’re a smart guy.  If there’s a way to sic the cops on me, I knew you’d find it.  Not right away, maybe, but there’s no statute of limitations on murder.”

   “You’re right, Robert.  I can’t say anything to anyone about your case, unless you waive the privilege.  I’d lose my license to practice law, and there’s no way I’d sacrifice that, even if it means seeing you behind bars where you belong.”

   “Look, maybe I made a mistake of judgment.  We can work this out.  Everything I just told you is privileged, right?  No harm, no foul.  The way I see this is that I made a mistake.  We just put our guns away and I walk out of here and we forget this ever happened.  Call it another dream of yours.”

   “Can’t do that, Robert.  Drop the gun, now!”

   Robert’s mouth dropped.  His hand held the .22 stiffly and it was still pointed right at Brent’s heart.

   “Think about it.  You’re holding a loaded .22 caliber pistol on me, in the middle of the night, in my house.  That .22 is pretty deadly when it’s shot at close range, but you’re about 18 feet away from me, and it’s got a silencer on it that’ll slow the bullet down even more.  My chances of survival are a lot better than yours.”

   “You wouldn’t shoot me.”

   “Classic self-defense.  No court would convict me.  In fact, nobody will even charge me.  Drop the gun.  You’ll be arrested for attempted murder, maybe you’ll get a plea bargain for assault.  Hannaford’s a good lawyer.  Drop it, Robert.”

   There was no way Brent could ever murder a man in cold blood.  It was bad enough to kill someone in self-defense, but if it was either him or Robert, it was going to be Robert.  

   Without a further word, Robert fired.  The bullet caught Brent square in the chest, just as he fired four shots at Robert in center mass, the core of his being.  Robert fell dead immediately as Brent also fell to the floor, clutching at the burning in his chest.  He reached behind his shoulder with his left hand and ripped off his bulletproof vest and lay there on the floor, breathing, sweating, and thanking God that he was still breathing and sweating.  






  
 


 EPILOGUE 
Brent crossed the cobblestone road off Via Cavour.  Looming above him at the end of the street, larger than life, was the ancient Roman Coliseum.  When he reached the end, he stood for a while in awe of the  Coliseum, the arch of Constantine, and the Roman forums, once the heart of Roman city life and government, the senate and the courts, and now the burial grounds of Julius Caesar and the entire Roman civilization.  Courts, laws, government; and the entire complex organization of life and death.  Overlooking the forums from the cliffs above was Palatine Hill, once home to the elite, like a Roman Beverly Hills or Montecito.  He imagined the rich basting in their warm baths and donning white linen togas while the farmers, soldiers, merchants and craftsmen toiled in the city below.  

   Brent took a corner table at the Oppio Café and ordered a café Americano.  He kicked back in his chair and looked around him at the bones of ancient Rome rising up into the modern world that had been built on top of it, refusing to be forgotten, but their significance ignored.  The sun was fading on the massive Travertine covered arches of the Coliseum and the shadows it left illuminated by the warm spotlights of the night, in oranges, yellows and whites.  There was life all around him, the present temporary inhabitants.  The grass, the flowers, the trees, the people of all types, walking, speeding by on scooters, bicycles and cars, all with somewhere important to go, but all, ultimately, headed for the same eventual place, whether rich or poor.  All this made Brent wonder what it all was for.  All this organization, laws, possessions, marriages, divorces.  Rome had its laws, it had its politics.  And, in time, everything had been reduced to ruin.  Modern Rome was built on the ancient graveyard of a civilization; a civilization that had endured for a thousand years, now reduced to irrelevance.  He considered how invincible our modern young society purported to be and how it had learned nothing from the downfall of Rome.

   He reflected on the decline of our own way of life.  It had seemed to have reached its zenith and, after burning bright, was now burning out.  The one percent that controlled the government didn’t make excuses anymore – they controlled the mechanism of legal enforcement and considered themselves above the law.  Oh, once in a while they would throw one of their own to the wolves, like Lehman Brothers, just to satisfy the public outcry and make it look like they were doing something, and eliminate some competition as well.  But they had lost the thoughtful purpose originally intended by the founders, who were also elite, to be sure – but they'd had no intention of forming a crime organization, with the victims being the same ones who fed them from the bottom up.

   Brent admired the giant Coliseum towering before him and thought of the gladiators who fought one another to the death while the crowds cheered.  The bygone violent games with all-too-real life consequences brought to mind the video games of the day, with their virtual violence.  The same savage need satisfied with no real bloodshed.  A virtual reality, like the face of modern war that was shown to the people.  Smart bombs hitting targets – and a public anesthetized to violence.

   Brent examined his own life.  He had just taken a life to save his own.  He pondered what must have motivated Robert to pay off Amy’s contracted killer, kill her by his own hand for the pleasure of it, then dance on her grave with the extra riches that her death bestowed upon him.  She was smart, but he was smarter in the end –  or was he?  He ruminated on the meaning of it all.  Living 80 some-odd years if one was lucky, learning to walk, to speak, going to school, getting jobs and working, worrying about everything every day, having responsibilities.  And then, when you’re gone, all those things that were so important are gone too.  Just like Rome.  

   Brent would go back to his life, but what should his role be, as a modern-day gladiator?  What was really important?  Maybe he could help right a wrong or set straight an inequity, so that someone else’s 80-odd years were not filled with misery due to the malfeasance of man to man.  As he sipped the last drop of coffee, he resolved to do just that.

 








  
 


 AFTERWORD 
If you care to read on, I have summarized some of the research I have done for this novel.  If not, I would like to ask you now to please leave a review on the book’s page and to share it with your social networks.  Also, there is an excerpt of the next book in the Brent Marks Legal Thriller Series, if you wish to continue.   Finally, I love to get email from my readers.  Please feel free to send me one at info@kennetheade.com.   I would also like you to join my mailing list for advance notice of new books, free excerpts, free books and updates.  I will never spam you.  Please subscribe by visiting my web site at: https://www.kennetheade.com/free-download/.

  I usually pick an important subject to wrap a story around.  This time, I thought that the subject would be a little lighter, but I was very surprised when I did a little Internet research to find just how common spousal murder was.

   According to a 2014 article in the Huffington Post, at least 1/3 of all women murdered in the United States are killed by their male partners. 

   Now, with the baby boomer generation approaching retirement, according to an article in Saultstar.com, divorces in the after-55 crowd often involve fat retirement funds and paid-off houses, making alternative solutions (albeit insane ones like murder) attractive. Hiring a hitman (or woman) becomes an irresistible and economic alternative for some amoral people who feel that they are trapped in long marriages.  

   The article cites that 3.2% of murders are done on a commercial basis.  Citing straightdope.com, the article states that “most contract killings are carried out by small-time freelancers hired by ‘schlubs.’ The perpetrators in these arrangements are often caught by undercover policemen and FBI agents posing as hired killers.  The article reports that an Australian Institute of Criminology study estimates the average costs of a hit to be $12,700; which is significantly less than the cost of an attorney in a contested divorce.  

   According to a 1995 study by the U.S. Department of Justice, husbands are convicted more often than wives of spousal murder, and the convicted men are more likely to receive a prison term than convicted women.  In 44% of the cases of husband killing, the husband had assaulted the wife at the time of the killing.  Assaulted wives were convicted 56% of the time, compared to 86% in the case of unprovoked wives and 88% in the case of unprovoked husbands.  

 

   Another article in the Journal of Criminal Justice and Popular Culture entitled Monstrous Arrogance: Husbands who Choose Murder Over Divorce, by Cynthia Lewis, PhD, examines a dozen convictions in murders where husbands have murdered their wives to save themselves from some consequences of divorce that they perceive as “too costly.”  How murder could become a viable alternative to divorce is either an indicator of the collapse of moral compass in our society, or an indication of the need for divorce reform, or perhaps both.  The article points out that, instead of the emotional crimes that you expect to see in spousal murders, it was a “practical matter;” so much so that most of the women never had a sense of how much danger they were in.

 

   According to the article, this type of murderer often projects confidence and an ability to win the trust of others, yet is “atypically devoid of feeling,” “icy and calculating,” and self-centered to the point of narcissism.  

   Statistics from the Department of Justice claim women are the perpetrators in 41% of all spousal murders.  The most common method used by the females is cited as poisoning, with hiring a professional killer as second.  The third is persuading a boyfriend to do the killing.  These last two methods are classified not as a woman killing a man, but as “other killings,” but the fact that there are four times as many husband victims as wives indicates that the statistic should probably be much higher.

 One more thing…

   I hope you have enjoyed this book and I am thankful that you have spent the time to get to this point, which means that you must have received something from reading it.  I would be honored if you would post your thoughts, and also leave a review.

 

Best regards,

Kenneth Eade

info@kennetheade.com 

BONUS OFFER

I’d like to give you another free legal thriller, right now.  Just click here to download immediately.  You’ll be signed up for my mailing list for discount offers, more free stuff, advance sale notifications of other books.  I promise I will never spam you.
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Lawyer Brent Marks must solve a murder to defend his client, a religious fanatic, accused of murdering gay couples. All the evidence leads to the client, a zealot who is outspoken against gay marriage & who requests Brent to be his criminal defense attorney, but Brent is not entirely convinced he is dealing with an innocent man. Can he bring himself to defend the only suspect in the case whom the police are sure is responsible for the murder? In order to form a viable criminal defense, Brent must solve the murders, leading him and his team straight into the path of the killer.
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PROLOGUE
“You get numb to it.  That’s all I can say.  Numb to death, killing.  You get numb to the things that happen in war, but you can never forget them.  They come back in your dreams after you finally get back home and they never leave.”

   Slap!

   Pull! 

  Observe! 

   Release! 

   Tap! 

   Squeeze!

   “’SPORTS’ – It’s called the immediate action drill.  Helps remind you what to do if your rifle malfunctions.  It’s drilled into your head in training.  You’re breaking that rifle down and putting it together two hundred times a day and by the time you get over there, you’re doing it like a machine on autopilot.  All the war planning in the world goes out the window when the first shot’s fired in combat.  That adrenaline kicks in, lights you up like a firebomb. But you remember SPORTS because it comes to you automatically, and that rifle’s the most important possession you’ve got.  You’re only alive as long as it’s in your hands.”

   Never surrender as long as there’s a means to resist.  And never leave any man behind.

   “General Smedley Butler said: ‘War is a racket.  It is possibly the oldest, easily the most profitable, surely the most vicious.  It’s the only one in which the profits are reckoned in dollars and the losses in lives.’  Well, I know war.  Probably better than I know anything.  You see in the movies all their charts and maps and plans.  But when you hit the ground it’s pure fucking  chaos.  The loud thumping of mortar rounds, helicopters buzzing around, rockets exploding, the rat-a-tat-tat of gunfire.  Guys getting hit.  People screaming, calling out, ‘Medic! Medic!.’  Pieces of flaming hot metal flying.  Sweating like shit under all that gear, the fucking smoke.  The blood, the flies, the bodies swelling up in the killing heat, the smell.”

   “Get small in your foxholes!  Air support on the way!”

   “They tell us we don’t have to obey any order that’s illegal.  Then they say if we don’t obey it, we’ll go to jail.  Orders come down from the colonel and I’ve got to give them to my company.  A hundred or more lives under my charge.  What I do on a daily basis decides whether they live or die.  

   “You have to distinguish between the civilians and parties to the conflict at all times.  But, make a mistake and you’ve either killed innocents or you get a whole patrol barraged by rocket propelled grenades and machine gunfire.

   “Rules of engagement say you can use deadly force to protect your life.  I’ve had to make split-second decisions on who to shoot and who not to shoot.  We all have.  Some guys have lit up people carrying bags of groceries heading toward them because they thought they were insurgents coming to blow them up.”

   Better to be judged by 12 than carried by six.

   “I enlisted on a scholarship – a higher education.  I got it alright, but my real education started after the first deployment.  It was then I realized that we weren’t playing by the rules.  We weren’t fighting for honor, for freedom.  That was all a lie.  But we fought.  We fought for our own survival.  We fought for each other.  For the guy to our left and the guy to our right.  I fought for the survival of the entire company.  Our goal?  To go home.

   “I’ve given orders to guys older than me, who’ve seen more action than I have.  To sergeants who know more about what goes on outside the wire than I do.  I’ve sent the guys out on casualty collection – you’d be talking to your buddy one day, and the next day, you’re picking up pieces of him after he’s been blown to bits by an IED.   Some guys have had to shoot dogs that picked up an arm or a leg and wouldn’t let go of it.  It’s natural, right?  A dog holding onto a bone?  You do what you’ve got to do because everybody comes home.  Dead or alive.  We don’t leave anyone behind.”

   Captain Ryan Bennington suppressed the tears as the unwanted souvenirs that had been muffled and restrained ascended out of the depth of his memory and flooded his brain as he faced his accusers.  Memories that had begun when he was at the top of his graduating class at West Point.  Twenty-six years old and with nothing ahead of him but a great future.  Two years later, he was carrying the bloody body of an 8-year-old girl as she died in his arms.








  
 






CHAPTER ONE
Ryan had tucked the twins in early that evening so he and Maya could have some private time together.  Not easy with two twin girls, but in the days ahead visions of sugar plums would be dancing in their heads and it would be next to impossible to get them to bed.  Alexandra and Kristina had already made their Christmas lists for Santa Claus and couldn’t wait for his arrival in just a few days.  But there was so much to catch up on. Maya had fallen asleep on his shoulder right in the middle of their talk.  

 That’s what you call parental romance.

   When Ryan came back from the service, it wasn’t easy to adjust.  Although his resume showed him as a graduate from West Point with honors, four tours in the Middle East didn’t do much to fill out his curriculum vitae.  Combat was just not relevant work experience, and there were younger applicants than he with more experience competing for the same jobs.  Sweeping floors or flipping burgers just wasn’t Ryan’s idea of being all he could be.  It was not until he had found his niche in sportswear that he was able to make his way stateside.  An all-star basketball player in high school, Ryan could beat almost anyone on the court, but that still wasn’t good enough for a scholarship, and he couldn’t pay for a higher education.  The Army seemed to be his only way there.

   Still, despite his battles with post-traumatic stress disorder, which was now pretty well regulated by anti-anxiety medication, because Ryan never wanted to alter his brain with anti-depressants, he was able to come up with a new and innovative basketball shoe that he had sold to Nike.  Ryan used the profits from that sale to build a successful sporting apparel company.

   As his eyelids became heavier, he gazed at his sweet Maya in her slumber and thought how fortunate he was to have this life.  Some other guys he knew were not so lucky.  There were ones who didn’t make it back.  There were ones who made it back, but in body only.  Their minds would always be on the battlefield.

***

At six in the morning, their sleep was interrupted by a loud banging at the front door.  Maya stirred and raised her head.

   “I’ll go see what that’s about, you stay in bed.”

   Maya’s head hit the pillow again amid another round of pounding.

   “I’m coming!  I’m coming!”

   Ryan ran down the stairs to the door so as to prevent the girls from waking up.  He opened it to two men in military uniforms.

   “Captain Ryan Bennington?”

   “Yes.”

   “I’m Special Agent Nixon and this is Special Agent McCafferty from CID.  We have an order here for your reinstatement to active duty and apprehension.”

   Ryan blinked his eyes.  He shook his head, not sure if he had heard them correctly.  Was he being arrested?  “Can I see it?”

   Nixon handed over a piece of paper.  Ryan held it in his unsteady hands as he read it.  He looked up at them.

   “Charges are being preferred by your Command for a general court-martial.”

   “This says I’m suspected of murder.”

   “Yes, sir.  The order requires pretrial confinement pending an Article 32 hearing and general court-martial.  We have to bring you in.  We are required to advise you that you have the right to remain silent and that any statement made may be used against you; that you have the right to retain civilian counsel at your own expense, and the right to request assignment of military counsel; and that the procedures by which pretrial confinement will be reviewed within 72 hours by the officer who issued the order and within seven days by a neutral and detached officer appointed in accordance with regulations prescribed by the Secretary of the Army.”

   Ryan shook his head.  “Wait a minute, I…”

   “You’ll have to come with us, Captain Bennington.”

   “Just let me get dressed and talk to my wife.”

   “You’ve got ten minutes.”

***

Lawyer Brent Marks was back in his element, the historic Santa Barbara Courthouse, arguing for the rights of a homeowner against his mortgage company.  As he waited for his turn at the podium, thoughts of all the legal arguments that had been made before him in the almost 90-year-old building flooded his head.  The walls seemed to swell with the contents of the precedents they had absorbed, like the worn cover of an old book in the law library.  His case to stop a wrongful foreclosure was hanging on the edge of losing.  This argument would make it or break it.  He stepped up to address the court, staying focused as his turn was called.

   “Your Honor, after the briefing in this case, on February 18, 2016, the California Supreme Court issued an opinion in Yvanova v. New Century Mortgage Corporation, which held that, in a non-judicial foreclosure, an allegation that the assignment of the deed of trust was void will support an action for wrongful foreclosure, even if the mortgage holder was in default at the time or not a party to the challenged assignment.

   “In so holding, the Supreme Court ruled that the Court of Appeals erred when it relied on Jenkins v. JPMorgan Chase Bank, which held that the trustor had no standing to enforce the terms of the pooling agreements allegedly violated.

   “This is no different than the case before you, Your Honor.  My client is the owner and trustor in a foreclosure proceeding, who claims that the assignment of his deed of trust was a violation of the pooling agreement and is void.  Therefore, he has standing to challenge that assignment.”

   “Thank you, Mr. Marks.  Mr. Levin?”

   Harvey Levin, fat cat lawyer from the Los Angeles firm of Levin, Starwood and Blandt on Flower Avenue downtown, confidently rose and took Brent’s place in front of the judge.  His rich belly swelled against the vest of his three-piece suit, and it looked as if the buttons on it were about to pop open.

   “Your Honor, Mr. Marks is in error.  The Yvanova case does not apply here.  Yvanova only addressed the question of the borrower’s post-foreclosure standing challenging the assignment of the mortgage to another lender.  In this case, there has been no foreclosure yet.  It doesn’t allow a pre-emptive suit to stop a foreclosure.

   “Secondly, Your Honor, Yvanova does not grant a borrower standing to challenge a defective assignment that rendered the assignment voidable.  It only addresses a void assignment.  For all these reasons, the dismissal of the case should stand.”

   Judge Henley glanced back at Brent, who had the last word because he represented the moving party.  “Mr. Marks?”

   “Thank you, Your Honor.  What Mr. Levin proposes is that we would have standing to challenge a void assignment of the mortgage only after my client loses his home to foreclosure, and not before.  That doesn’t make any sense and is not the way I read the case.  That’s like saying that you have to wait for an autopsy to find out whether a patient’s having a heart attack instead of taking emergency measures to revive him.”

   The judge frowned.  You could almost hear him thinking.  “The court will take the matter under submission.  You’ll get my ruling in the mail.”

   Brent’s client, Christopher George, looked like he was about to burst from a combination of curiosity and frustration as Brent led him out of the courtroom.  “What does it mean?”

   “It means that the judge either wants to think about it or he doesn’t want to announce his decision in court.  Bottom line is we have to wait.”

   Brent’s cell phone let out an electronic fart.  Can’t these things just ring like regular phones?  He pulled it out of his pocket.  “Excuse me, Chris.”  He put the phone to his ear.  “Brent Marks.”

 “Brent, it’s Melinda, when are you due back?”

 “About five minutes, why?”

 “Because the mother of all cases just walked into your office.”      

 





  
 



CHAPTER TWO
Brent’s State Street office was walking distance from the Santa Barbara Courthouse.  He had chosen that location not only because it was in the heart of old Santa Barbara, but because he loved to be able to walk to and from court.  His curiosity piqued, Brent quickened his pace through the quaint streets of the little town he had come to love, turning left on State Street, once a dirt trail where he imagined the Wells Fargo stagecoach rumbling by in the 1800s.

   Upon entering his office, Brent handed his cell phone to his secretary, Melinda Powers.  “Hi, Mimi, could you make this thing ring like a real phone please?”

   She looked up at him with stunning blue eyes and flicked a few strands of her blonde hair out of them.  She took the phone in her hand.  “Oh, Boss, you’re so old-fashioned.  All you have to do is scroll through the ring options and pick the one you like the best.”

   One could be tempted, at first glance, to label Melinda as a dumb blonde, but it would be a mistake to challenge her to a chess game.  She was an intelligent, savvy legal assistant and Brent was lucky to have her, the good looks being an extra bonus as well as a distraction.

   “I don’t have the patience for that.  Now, what is this you were saying about the mother of all cases?”

   “Maya Bennington is waiting in your office.  Her husband is a retired captain in the Army who was just arrested.  He’s facing murder charges in a military court-martial.”

   Brent’s brows raised.  “You’re getting that gleam in your eyes, Boss.”  He smiled and turned to go into his office.

   A lovely young woman with tan skin looked up at Brent with sad eyes the color of rich amber.  Brent offered his hand.

   “Brent Marks.”

   The lady took his hand and smiled, wearily.  “Maya Bennington.”

   Brent took a seat behind his desk.  “How can I help you, Mrs. Bennington?”

   “I was recommended to you by Catherine Khury, for the work you did on her husband, Ahmed’s case.”

   “A wonderful lady.  How is Catherine?”

   “She’s doing well as can be expected under the circumstances.  She said that without you, her life and her children’s lives would be a disaster.”

   Brent felt a twinge of satisfaction.  He liked to hear when his efforts had not only been appreciated, but had ameliorated the lives of his clients.  “Let’s talk about your case.  Tell me from the beginning.”

   Maya took a deep breath of courage.  “My husband, Ryan, graduated from West Point on a scholarship when he was very young.  Almost right after graduation, he made captain and was deployed to Iraq and did four tours there.  He got out of the Army in 2008, but now they’ve reinstated him to active duty and are prosecuting him for murder.”  Tears began to well up in little pools under her eyes.

   “Do you know any circumstances of the charges?”

   “No.  Ryan never talks about the war.  At least not to me.”  The tears streaked down her cheeks as she reached for a Kleenex from the box Brent had placed on his desk, a remnant of the divorce consultations that he didn’t do anymore.  

   “I’m sorry.  I…”

   “Don’t be sorry.  Tell me everything that you do know.”

   Maya regained her composure, took another gulp of air, and continued.  “Ryan and I were married in 2006, but soon after, he was deployed again.  When he came back from the war in 2008, he was pretty messed up.  The doctors were able to give him medication to help him with his PTSD and I thought that our lives had gone back to normal.  He built a successful sporting wear business and I stayed home to raise our two children.  We were happy.”  Maya sobbed and reached for another Kleenex.  

   “Take your time.”

   “Ryan has an appointed JAG counsel, but he’s also allowed a civilian lawyer.  Would you please go talk to him?  He’s being held at the Naval brig in Miramar.  We’d like you to consider handling his case.”

   “Don’t worry, Mrs. Bennington.  I’ll talk to him.  But I don’t have much military law experience.”

   “Mr. Marks, we’re not rich, but I want the best for my husband.  And I heard that you were the best.”  She broke down again.  “I’m sorry for crying.  It all seems so hopeless.”

   Brent smiled and rose from his seat.  “Things are never hopeless.  As long as we’re alive there is always hope.”  

   It always seemed to Brent like a client dumped a load of heavy baggage off their shoulders on a first consultation.  Maya still looked worried, but he sensed she felt better already knowing that he would consider the case.  Brent relished these “David and Goliath” cases against the government.  A staunch supporter of constitutional guarantees of freedom, he was constantly on the lookout for civil rights cases.  He was intrigued by this case, and had a hunch that it may have more to it than what could be seen on the surface.  

***

A deafening blast rocked the inside of the Humvee as the road buckled and erupted like a volcano right under the M1151 in front of them, breaking apart its mine detector and sending it flying like a kid’s toy.  Pieces of rocks and asphalt flew everywhere and smacked and cracked against their windshield as the blown up truck’s engine literally flew out of it and landed on the sand.  Specialist Albert Knowles stopped immediately.

   Ryan activated the microphone on his Commo set.  “Hold your positions!  Sergeant, send the medics out to the M1151.”

   “Yes, sir.”

   Sergeant Bill Keenes was two days shy of being 34, and on the last two months of his second tour in Iraq.  Still, he was the best counter-IED man Ryan had.  It was going to be tough to replace him.

   Keenes suited up quickly, grabbed a string of grenades and left the Humvee.  As the two medics fell in behind him, another fiery explosion sent Keenes flying.

   “Oh, my God!  What the fuck!”

   Ryan opened the door and jumped out.

   “Captain, sir, do you need our help?”

   “Stay put, Specialist, I’ve got this.”

   Ryan coughed through the cloud of dust into which Keenes had simply disappeared.  He wiped the gritty sand from his eyes and saw that the two medics had already found Keenes, or what was left of him – a bloody torso with a lifeless head attached.  Ryan felt the urge to heave coming from deep inside.

   Ryan screamed.  His eyes opened to the grey ceiling of his cell.  He was covered in sweat.  
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