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Chapter 1


The basement apartment Owen Vinson rented was meant to be a stop-gap pad, a placeholder while his divorce kicked in. It was not where he intended to be living next year. It was not where he planned to grow old. And it sure as hell was not where he expected to die.
He had spent the night doing what he normally did: drinking at The Phoenix, a dive bar on H Street. He had gotten home around midnight, stumbling down the small flight of stairs from the street to his door. 
He was relieved to have made it back safely, having spent the last fifteen minutes or so trying to walk straight to hide how drunk he was. Sober or not, he always felt like a target when out alone at night on the streets of Trinidad in Northeast DC. “Walk the street like you own it,” he’d tell himself, as much as a five-feet-eight, hundred-and-seventy pounds dripping wet white male could own a DC street at night.
Soon after he had moved into this apartment, Vinson had taken to stashing “mugger money” in his pocket—sixty dollars to cough up right away if and when he was accosted. That had actually happened a week earlier when a man had blocked his path with both hands tucked into his jacket pockets and politely asked if Vinson could spare some change. The guy was big—about six-four—and far from meek, and Vinson’s hunch was that the request would give way to a demand, possibly at gunpoint. Without hesitation, he had produced the sixty bucks and handed it over while barely breaking his stride. Thankfully, that was the end of it. And before setting off for home from The Phoenix, he had taken three twenties from his wallet, folded them up, and put them in his front jeans pocket. This time, no one approached him. He could feel the bills as he dug for his keys.
As he tried to let himself in, the keys slipped from his fingers and clattered onto the stone landing.
The intruder inside the apartment froze.
Vinson bent down swiftly and snatched up the keys, congratulating himself on how athletic the recovery was, for a drunk man. But the effort left him light-headed. He leaned his shoulder against the door, put the key in the lock, and let himself in.
A year earlier, he had been living a near-perfect suburban life. There were two lively boys to welcome him home. He and his wife shared a warm, glowing home—a good-looking row house in the upscale, historic neighborhood of Logan Circle. There would be catch-ups about everyone’s day, and, on Fridays, discussions with Mary about takeout options and orders. They could do that then. His business had taken off and, to their relief, they no longer had to sweat over small outlays. 
Now, though, he was back to being relatively frugal. Hence the cheap apartment and leaving the bar well before closing. And the fact that he no longer drank every night, as he did in the months before he and Mary separated.
He did not bother with the hall light for two reasons. First, coming home to this apartment never failed to trigger a pang of shame. It reeked of a life regressed. Illuminating the cracked walls, the stained carpet, the cheap furniture, the complete absence of house-proud touches, just made that truth all the starker. Nothing had to be lit up to show that a man lived here alone. The dank smell of unwashed clothes did that. If it had been his weekend to have the boys, he would have cleaned the place up a little and not gotten drunk. But he was not due to have them for another week. Second, he was hungry and single-minded about putting food in his belly. His only option was a frozen meal. Intent only on pulling it out of the freezer and nuking it, he could reach the kitchen blindfolded.
Vinson clumped down the hall mumbling to himself the words of a song that had been playing earlier at The Phoenix—“Something” by the Beatles. Being an amateur guitar player and Beatles fan, Vinson had dumped a whole bunch of trivia about the song onto the barman, like how Sinatra said it was the best love song ever written, and how Harrison disliked McCartney’s overdone bass. Alone with his thoughts after this rant, Vinson had reflected on how his soon-to-be ex-wife Mary looked a lot like Pattie Boyd, the muse for Harrison’s song. He had told her that a few times, and now remembered how the compliment failed to move her.
The intruder stood motionless inside the bedroom as Vinson passed, tucked behind its half-open door.
Vinson turned into the kitchen and swung open the freezer door and grabbed what had become his go-to post-bar feed—buffalo chicken with mac and cheese.
He scanned the back of the carton as he stepped across the small kitchen to the microwave. He removed the tray from the box, peeled back a corner of plastic film, placed the food inside, and set the timer.
After he pressed start, his eyes were drawn to the end of the counter. Immediately, they widened as a jolt of alarm ran through his body.
His laptop was not where he had left it. With a sideways look he saw it was on the small dining table in the adjacent alcove.
Someone’s moved it.
Confused, Vinson doubted himself. Usually, he left his laptop on the kitchen counter to recharge before going out. Make that always. He was sure he had done the same earlier that evening.
Owen Vinson’s vocation was deep-rooted in technology. He had founded a cutting-edge firm that had found its niche and thrived. Being forced out of that firm did not alter one bit his failsafe work practices—he had never lost data. He backed up religiously, both to the cloud and to the external drive, and he always left his laptop charging.
Vinson was now convinced someone had been in his house.
He swore out loud and, moving as quietly as he could past the humming microwave and its revolving contents, he leaned out into the hall and looked down to the rear door. 
Now he could use some light. 
Still looking towards the back of the apartment, he reached out for the hallway switch with his right hand. His fingers first made contact with the cold plaster, so he went to turn his head to locate the switch.
His eyes never made it that far.
There was a ruffle and growl behind him. Simultaneously, an arm hooked roughly and painfully around his throat. Eyes wide, adrenalin surging to a peak, Vinson gripped his fingers around the arm and tried to pry it free but the attacker was too strong.
The forearm was crushing Vinson’s windpipe, the pain excruciating. He was consumed by the sudden realization that he was about to be choked to death. He brought his heel down hard on the attacker’s toes and then swung his leg back to connect his heel with his attacker’s shin. 
The intruder grunted with pain and bent forward, giving Vinson enough room to attempt a shoulder throw. The result fell short of his intention but he succeeded in pulling his attacker off balance. The pressure eased up on his throat as the pair spun back into the kitchen and crashed against the counter.
The attacker’s arm quickly resumed its fearful grip on his neck. Out of the corner of his eye, in the glow of the humming microwave, Vinson spotted the block of kitchen knives. He stuck out his hand and strained to reach them but all he did was give his attacker an idea.
The bigger man spun around again, lifting Vinson off the ground with relative ease. He quickly switched arms and Vinson could feel through his back that the attacker was twisting around to grab a knife.
With wild desperation, Vinson began kicking and stomping again, but his strength was fading and his feeling of helplessness was horrific.
Suddenly, Vinson felt the attacker punch hard down on his right collarbone. He knew it was a savage blow but the adrenaline rushing through his blood negated much of the pain. He put his hand to where he was struck and his fingers slipped on blood. 
He realized it was not a punch; the attacker had stabbed him. The blade had struck bone and pierced the flesh of his upper right chest. 
Vinson screamed.
The attacker’s grip lightened briefly to adjust the angle of his strike and Vinson took the opportunity to break free, stumble forward, and lunge for the knife block. 
The chopping knife beckoned as his savior.
With his hand inches from the handle, Vinson felt another blow. This time the effect was immediate and definitive.
With the strike, the attacker had lodged the blade deep between Vinson’s clavicle and neck, sinking it to its full depth.
A shocking, intense agony exploded from the wound. Vinson struggled to breathe. Both his hands reached up. In his panicked mind, Vinson thought he could pull the knife out and then just run to get away from this monster. The only thing escaping, though, was a steady flow of blood, seeping internally from the severed subclavian artery. Vinson looked up and for the first time saw the face of his attacker.
He tried to speak but just the act of drawing breath was now a monumental, painful effort.
His blood pressure cascading, Vinson’s legs gave way and he collapsed to the floor.
He knew now that he was about to die and thoughts of his two boys came to mind. He felt their love and radiated his. A sense of peace came over him, and he tried with every remaining ounce of his being to reassure his boys that, in an eternal sense, everything was going to be okay.
By the time the microwave pinged, Owen Vinson was thirty seconds dead.




Chapter 2


Cadence Elliott was undecided. In one hand she held a copy of The Catcher in the Rye, and in the other The Outsiders. She was standing in Chester’s, her favorite bookstore in DC. She could spend hours there and sometimes did, taking a seat at the cafe to dig into her new purchase amid the sounds of clanging cutlery, the espresso machine, and the muffled traffic noise of Dupont Circle. Today though, with a meeting with her boss coming up in about fifteen minutes, she had no leisure time to speak of. She had ducked out of the office with the intent of buying the J.D. Salinger classic. But then a staff recommendation note about The Outsiders gave her pause to reconsider.
“You can’t go wrong with either,” came a voice at Cadence’s shoulder. She turned her head to face a young man of eighteen or thereabouts giving her a friendly smile. “My pick would be Salinger. That is unless you’re thinking of getting both.”
Cadence shook her head.
“No, just one. And I agree—Holden Caulfield stays with you long after you’ve finished the book. For life, even.”
“Ah, so it’s a gift?”
Cadence nodded and smiled. She felt as if she had already revealed too much to this perfect stranger. Not wanting him to ask her any more questions, she shelved The Outsiders and looked at the cashier’s desk over his shoulder. The shop assistant did not realize that she was now set on leaving and that he was blocking the aisle. Something about him encouraged her to drop her guard a little.
“How old were you when you read The Catcher in the Rye?”
“Oh, let me see. I would have been about twelve or thirteen,” he said. 
“Then it would be a good choice for a thirteen-year-old boy?”
“I’d say yes. If we’re talking the classics. It’s a better bet than Tolkien. Any kid who’s likely to be into Tolkien will find their way to it on their own.”
“Do most boys read The Catcher in the Rye these days?”
“Not most, but a lot, I’d say. They keep trying to ban it for its profanity, sex, and alcohol abuse but it’s still going strong.”
For a moment Cadence pondered the wisdom of her choice. She had a nagging concern that the recipient would already have read it, or would never read it because he did not like old books. But she wanted to give him a book that had stood the test of time, a book that would speak to its readers clearly and profoundly for decades, if not centuries to come.
This was why she favored the classics—the latest young adult novel or paranormal series never struck her as a gift of equivalent substance and longevity. 
That was the type of book she wanted to give him. Even if she never got the chance to put it in his hands. 
“Thanks for your help,” she said to the assistant and waited for him to let her pass.
“Oh, I can ring that up for you,” he said, and she followed him to the counter.
“Would you like me to gift wrap it for you?” he asked.
“No, thank you. I can do that.”
He scanned the book’s bar code. “Do you need a gift card?”
“No thanks,” Cadence said, producing her credit card.
He flipped the card reader around to face her. “Okay. What about a bag?”
Cadence shook her head. “Just the book, thanks.”
She took the book from the young man and placed it in her handbag. Thanking him once again, she headed for the door quickly and stepped out into exhaust fumes and the din of the Dupont Circle traffic.
She felt exposed somewhat. As though she had revealed a glimpse of the desperation that lurked deep within her, a mad woman buying gifts for her son that she may never meet. 
A son who might never want to meet her. 




Chapter 3


As Cadence approached Jackie Hardwick’s office, she saw through the glass that her direct boss had company. Alan Henshaw, the other founder of Hardwick and Henshaw, was sitting opposite Jackie alongside a woman Cadence did not recognize. Cadence thought Jackie must be wrapping up a meeting before theirs got started. She slowed her approach and paused near the door. 
“Ah, Cadence,” said Jackie upon seeing her.
“Hi, Jackie. Hi, Alan. Should I come back?”
“No, come on in. Just grab that chair. And I’ll let Alan get us started.”
Cadence took hold of an office chair that had been brought in and pulled it up alongside Alan. 
“Good morning, Cadence,” Alan said before gesturing to the stylish African American woman sitting beside him. She was in her late forties. Rather than hide her age, she wore her wonderful graying locks like a mane, swept high off her forehead and falling to her shoulders. The light gray woolen jacket she wore over a white blouse matched her hair almost perfectly. She projected a vibrant confidence. The skin of her face was taut, almost wrinkle-free, and her bright red lipstick matched her fingernails. Her eyes had been fixed on Cadence since she had entered the room. There was such warmth in this woman’s expression, Cadence wondered if they had met.
“Cadence, I’d like you to meet Bethany Marshall-Newhouse,” said Alan.
Cadence leaned across Alan to shake hands. 
“Please, it’s Beth. Lovely to meet you, Cadence. I’ve been hearing wonderful things about you. Alan and Jackie have been singing your praises.”
“Cadence,” Alan said, “Beth has come to us for help. A relative of hers is in trouble and we thought you’d be the perfect candidate for the case.”
Round-cheeked and bright-eyed, Alan was by and large a congenial man. Cadence did not work for him directly because he led the firm’s business law practice while Jackie ran criminal and white-collar law. As managing partner, though, Alan ran the whole show. For the most part, he was a benevolent leader but that did not mean he was above letting everyone know who was boss. It irked Cadence somewhat that he seemed to consider himself more important than Jackie, seeing that they were co-founders. But perhaps that was her loyalty to Jackie coming through. Anyhow, the arrangement was working extremely well—two decades old now, Hardwick and Henshaw was one of DC’s most respected firms. 
Alan put his left hand gently on Beth’s shoulder.
“Beth here is a dear friend of mine. We’ve known each other for years. And to date, our relationship has always been personal. But unfortunate circumstances have led her here. She needs our help.”
“I’m assuming it’s a criminal matter?” replied Cadence.
“Yes, it is,” said Alan. “A man was fatally stabbed in his home in Trinidad two weeks ago. The police believe the victim disturbed a robber and that he paid the ultimate price. Beth’s half-brother has been charged with felony murder.”
“What’s his name, Beth?”
“Brandon. Brandon Colter.”
“They’ve got him on multiple charges,” said Jackie. “He’s down at the DC jail.”
“Why’s he being held?” asked Cadence with consternation. Unlike most jurisdictions in America, DC’s justice system operated without a bail system. That meant no one in DC was locked up simply because they could not pay a bond. Nine out of ten offenders arrested in the district, even accused killers, were granted pretrial release and so barely spent more than a night in custody following their arrest. “Has he had any legal representation at all?”
“Yes, via the Public Defender Service,” said Jackie. “Someone called Ryan McTaggart’s got the case.”
Beth cleared her throat. 
“Perhaps I need to offer some background,” she said. “Brandon and I are not close. It was only a matter of luck that I discovered what had happened to him. We haven’t seen nor spoken to each other for more than fifteen years. I had no idea where he was. As it happens, he’s been living on the streets.”
“He’s homeless?”
“Yes. It’s mortifying to think that he’s been living without a roof over his head in a city like DC. The winters. I can’t imagine.”
“What has he said in response to the charges?”
“We don’t know that,” said Jackie. “Yet.”
Cadence was confused. “Why is he being held?”
Beth looked ashamed and shook her head slowly. 
“I don’t know, Cadence. I haven’t spoken to him.” 
“You haven’t gone to see him?”
Beth shook her head.
Alan chipped in. “That’s where you come in, Cadence.”
Cadence sat back a little in her chair. “Okay, you want me to go.” She was excited about the prospect of a new case but still felt in the dark.
“Yes, but first we need to tell you the ground rules,” said Alan. “Beth?”
Beth leaned forward and clasped her hands together. 
“Cadence, I want to do everything I can to help Brandon. But he can’t know I’m helping him. It’s a long story but the truth is he despises me. The last time we spoke he made that abundantly clear.”
“I see.” Despite wanting more information, Cadence knew better than to ask.
“It’s a little complicated, Cadence,” said Beth. “Brandon is my father’s son with another woman, a woman named Penny Colter. My father was a successful basketball player. You may have heard of him—Larry Marshall?”
Cadence nodded. “I don’t know a lot about basketball but everyone knows Larry Marshall. He led the Wizards to three straight NBA championships in the Eighties.”
“That’s right. But my father was not kind to Penny. In fact, he was horrible to her. He completely refused to acknowledge her and her son. I don’t want to go into all the details, but when I found out about Brandon I hired a private investigator to track him down. Then I went to see him. My timing was terrible. His mother had died a few weeks earlier. He didn’t quite know how to deal with me. I could see that he wanted to be polite, but he had a lot of anger inside him. And as our conversation progressed, he began to take it all out on me. He blamed my father for Penny’s death, and in his eyes, I was just as guilty. I haven’t seen nor spoken to him since.”
“If he hates you so much, why are you trying to help him?”
Beth looked sad. “Because he’s family and because I hope that one day he can forgive me.”
“Forgive you for what?”
“I don’t know. I don’t know if I’m saying the right thing at all. It’s just that you reach an age when you realize that you can either turn your back for good or try one more time to heal old wounds.”
“I take it Brandon was living with his mother?”
“Yes,” Beth said with a look of deep shame. “Penny died destitute and so Brandon, I later learned, ended up on the street.” 
“Why wasn’t he able to fend for himself?” Cadence asked.
Beth drew in a deep breath. “In some respects, he could fend for himself better than most men alive.”
“What do you mean?”
“Brandon was a promising boxer in his youth. And my understanding is that he was on the cusp of making the US Olympic team for the Atlanta Games in 1996, but suffered some kind of injury. I don’t know what happened other than that his boxing career was over.”
“Beth, I don’t want to make any presumptions, but you seem to have money at your disposal now to help him, I just wonder why—”
“I know what you’re thinking and you’re quite right. I’ve had plenty of money all my life. Not all of it was given to me, mind you. But while my father was generous with me, he was merciless toward Penny. When I went to see Brandon, I wanted to know if he was my half-brother. I was going to ask him to consent to a DNA test. But I only had to look at him to know—he looked so much like Daddy. But he became so hostile towards me, I didn’t see the point in asking. So I decided on another way. I asked if I could use his bathroom. I went in there, took some hair, a toothbrush, and a cup. I felt bad for stealing from him but I had to.”
“And you got DNA tests on those items?”
“Yes. I did the same thing with my father before I saw Brandon, in that I took some of his hair. The results were as conclusive as can be. But when I showed my father the proof that he had a son, he got so angry with me. He was furious. My actions only seemed to harden his attitude—he refused to hear another word about Brandon and Penny.”
“I understand the secrecy now,” said Cadence.
“I just know he’d refuse any help I offered him, even if it meant he’d be saved,” said Beth.
Cadence looked at Alan then Jackie.
“Beth, you have my word I won’t let on that you’re involved.”
“Thank you. Look, Cadence. I’m not asking for miracles. Brandon may well be guilty. But if I’m totally honest, I have to say that I’m acting out of guilt. By that I mean, if my half-brother is innocent, I’d never forgive myself if I stood by and did nothing. What I want is for him to have the best representation possible. That’s the least I can do for him. That’s why I called Alan.”
“Of course I’ll go see him,” said Cadence. “Jackie, assuming I can get Brandon on board, I’ll have to get this Ryan McTaggart character to hand the case over.”
“Yes, as I was telling Beth, as tenacious as PDS lawyers are, they can’t provide the same degree of service that we can. Beth has made it quite clear that she wants nothing left to chance.”
“What if Brandon refuses?”
“You can’t let that happen,” said Jackie flatly.
“I can’t force him to let me represent him.”
“I know you, Cadence. You’re smart, you’re resourceful and you’re compassionate. You just need to argue your case effectively. Just like we’ve seen you do so brilliantly in court.”
Cadence thought for a moment.
“Okay, can we cover some basics? He’s going to ask why I’m pitching my services to him.”
“Like anyone else,” said Alan. “You read about his plight in the news and you were so moved by the case that you persuaded your firm’s partners to back you.”
“Right. So it’s pro bono?”
Jackie and Alan and Beth exchanged looks. Alan was the first to speak. “For the first fifty hours, yes, it will be pro bono.”
Beth nodded softly with gratitude.
“And if it goes longer? What if it goes to trial? It won’t take long for me to rack up fifty hours.”
“Let’s cross that bridge when we come to it,” said Jackie.
“Okay, but hypothetically, let’s say we reach that bridge.”
“Then I’m paying,” said Beth.
“And what about resources? Bob, for instance?” 
Bob Rhodes was the firm’s investigator.
“You use whatever resources you need, sweetheart,” said Beth as Jackie nodded her consent. “It’s all on me.”
Cadence took a moment to make a few notes. After she did so, she wondered how long the ruse would have to be maintained.
“He’s going to have to be told at some point,” she said. “He must know that a firm like ours costs a lot of money.”
“You don’t know what he’ll think, what he’ll wonder, what he’ll suspect,” said Alan. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”
Cadence considered this. “Okay.”
Jackie leaned forward. “Cadence, it’s been two weeks. For all we know there could be a plea deal on the table. If there is, McTaggart will probably advise Brandon to take it. You need to get down there and convince him to let you take over. Now.”
“Got it,” Cadence nodded.
She stood up. “Thanks, Jackie, Beth, and Alan. I won’t let you down.”
On her way back to her desk, Cadence Elliott was thinking the exact opposite. 
Surely, this was a mission doomed to fail.




Chapter 4


“What are you doing here?”
The irritation in Detective Pat Monroe’s tone suggested he knew the answer to his question, and he did not like it. 
Cadence would never expect a warm greeting from the gruff cop. Their paths had crossed on three cases now, each resulting in a win for Cadence and each giving Monroe another reason to deepen his disdain for the young defense lawyer and all she stood for. 
Running into Monroe at the DC Central Detention Facility took Cadence by surprise. She had just stepped out of the elevator and taken a seat to wait for Colter when the heavy footsteps of Monroe came thumping down the stark gray hall. Almost as wide as he was tall, Monroe held his jacket over his shoulder and stopped right in front of Cadence before he addressed her, breathing hard. 
“I could ask you the same question,” she said calmly, her eyes level with Monroe’s gut. “But my guess is you just left the room that I’m about to enter. What were you talking to Brandon Colter about?”
“That’s none of your business,” said Monroe, his face scrunched into a frown. “And you didn’t answer my question.”
“I’m here to see Brandon.”
“This isn’t your case, Elliott,” Monroe snapped. “Where’s McTaggart?”
“Exactly. Where is McTaggart? Why isn’t he here? What were you doing speaking with Brandon without a lawyer present?”
“Didn’t need one.”
“Did McTaggart tell you that? Or was that just your unbiased executive decision?”
“Again, that’s none of your business. You’re not Colter’s lawyer.”
“So I take it you’ve got the case.”
Knowing that she might be locking horns with Detective Pat Monroe fired up Cadence’s competitive spirit. She would just about take any case for the chance of kicking his butt. 
“Brilliant work, Sherlock.”
Monroe slid the jacket off his shoulder, threaded his stocky arms through the sleeves, and went over to press the elevator button.
“Along with Keating, I take it?” Cadence assumed Monroe and Detective Gordon Keating were still partners. Keating was perhaps a little less hostile to Cadence than Monroe, but not by much.
“Who knows?” replied Monroe with his back to Cadence now, his head lifted to watch the floor numbers light up in yellow. “As far as I’m concerned, you’re just someone who’s sticking their nose in where it doesn’t belong. Unless I hear otherwise, McTaggart is the defense lawyer in this case.”
The elevator bell rang and the door opened noisily, showing its age.
“Oh, you’ll be hearing otherwise,” Cadence called after him as he stepped into the elevator. “Take it as a given.”
She saw Monroe roll his eyes and shake his head.
She felt a pulse of concern that she had just let her pride overstep the mark. She was getting ahead of herself. Brandon Colter was not her client. Not yet, anyway. 




Chapter 5


“Mister popularity today, eh Colter?” said the guard as he led Cadence into the interview room, his voice ringing off the hard grimy walls. “This lawyer lady wants a word.”
Colter, dressed in an orange jump suit, was seated at the stainless-steel table watching Cadence with scornful eyes. He did not have to stand for her to tell how big he was. Six-feet-four, at least, she estimated.
“Who are you?” he growled.
Cadence looked at the guard and nodded, indicating that she would like to be left alone with Colter. It had not escaped her attention that his cuffs were chained to an anchor point on the table. She waited for the guard to leave and shut the door before addressing the prisoner.
“Mr. Colter, my name is Cadence Elliott. I’m a defense attorney with a firm called Hardwick and Henshaw.” She did not know why she mentioned the firm’s name—as if that would mean a damn thing to him. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to talk to you about your case.”
“I’ve already got a lawyer. I don’t need two lawyers.”
“You’re absolutely right, Mr. Colter. The thing is, I’m hoping you’ll let me take over your defense.”
Colter stared at her; his scorn unrelenting.
“Is that right? Who asked you to come here? I sure as hell didn’t. I’ve got a lawyer, like I said.” 
“Okay, but could I just have a couple of minutes of your time?”
“I’ve got plenty of time to kill. The question is why you’re wasting yours.”
Cadence held the top of the chair across the table from Colter.
“Do you mind if I sit?”
He lifted his chin. “Go ahead.”
Cadence sat down and told herself to keep her cool. Her nerves were jangling. She was worried she could put him off by coming across as too eager.
“I’d like to think I’m not wasting anyone’s time,” said Cadence. 
She took a moment to study the man in front of her. She had arrived armed with little more than a character sketch from Beth. She had no idea how dangerous Brandon Colter was. For all she knew, he was guilty as charged. Maybe he had even enjoyed it. Maybe it was not his first. 
His graying hair was short and receding from his forehead. His beard was short and unruly, with untamed wisps springing out here and there. His facial skin was dry and rough, no doubt due to being exposed to DC’s harsh elements, and there were two blue tears inked under his right eye. His dark skin made it hard to see the tattoos. There were scars on his left eyebrow and chin. His hands were huge, and he held them clasped in front of him. 
Cadence could smell Colter’s body odor. It was not offensive, but it reached her in faint gusts whenever he adjusted himself in his chair. 
“Why are you here?” he asked.
“You could benefit from having me take your case.”
“That’s not what I asked.”
Cadence took a breath and clasped her hands just a few inches from Colter’s.
“I read about your case in the news,” she said, trying to appear relaxed. “I read that you did not get a pretrial release.”
“So what?”
“So what? You shouldn’t be in here. Most defendants are released on strict conditions monitored by the DC Pretrial Services. It’s not too late. I can file a motion to get you out.”
“That still don’t tell me why you’re here.” He was surveying her with deepening suspicion. Looking right through her. “Why you? Why me?”
“My firm does a lot of pro bono work,” she said. “And, by all accounts, I’m a damned good defense attorney.”
He leaned back without relaxing his scrutiny. “McTaggart’s my lawyer. He’s represented me before. Look at you with your fancy suit and your beautiful hair. That perfume you’re wearing does shit to a man’s mind I bet you don’t even think about.”
“I can’t—”
“Who the hell are you, little girl?” asked Colter, loudly and sharply. “What do you know about the world, about living on the streets? You look like something out of Friends.”
Colter was now glaring at her. Cadence knew she was one wrong word away from losing him for good. 
She was only too accustomed to being judged on face value. People, especially men, saw a slim, well-dressed and very attractive woman and assumed her looks got her access to all the comforts and refinements of the world. Her profession demanded that she look sharp and stylish, and as much as she loved to dress fashionably, she was a jeans and t-shirt girl at heart. She applied cosmetics lightly, enhancing her flawless skin and natural beauty without making a statement. Her light brown hair was full and fell past her shoulders but today she had tied it back in a ponytail. Even though she was not trying to project her allure, she was too often judged otherwise and was all too familiar with how her almond-shaped green eyes, olive skin and full mouth triggered sexual fantasies in men. She had lost count of how many times a creepy stranger had told her what she did to them. What she did to them. 
She wanted to think Colter was not by nature lascivious and patronizing. Maybe she was wrong, but instinct told her he was testing her. She had to connect with him somehow. And to do that she had to get personal. 
“I’m sure I look like a privileged little white girl to you, Mr. Colter, but I’m far from it. Believe me, I know what it’s like to be poor. I grew up in a trailer under the care of a drug-addicted mother. No one gave me anything. I paid my way through college and law school. The only help I got was through scholarships, which I earned because I studied my ass off. I’ve gotten myself as far away from that trailer park as I could, Mr. Colter. Shit happened to me that made me determined to fend for myself. I was exploited, deceived, and let down by just about every adult in my life. The reason I became a lawyer, the reason I’m sitting here with you now, is I will do everything in my power to stop people from getting screwed by those in power. They’ve got you on a production line, Mr. Colter. They’ve got a cell with your name on it, and they want to put you there as soon as they can and keep you there until you die. Is that what you want?”
Colter’s expression softened a little.
“What if I told you I did it?”
Cadence shook her head. “That’s not my concern right now.”
“Ba-bow.” The chains erupted as he pulled his big hands from the table and slammed them down. “Wrong answer.”
Colter was smiling at Cadence dryly. She wondered if it was ridicule or contempt that he was directing at her. Her heart was pounding. If she did not win him over fast, she would be walking back to Jackie, Alan, and Beth with her tail between her legs. 
“You want to let the justice system have its way with you, Mr. Colter, then fine, you stick with McTaggart. I can’t say I know Ryan McTaggart personally and I have no take on his competency or otherwise. But what I can tell you is this. Public defenders are snowed under with work. Even the best of them, the most well-meaning and hardest working, operate with a super practical mindset. There’s only so much time they can devote to a case. And in cases like yours—felony murder—a lawyer needs to give his or her all. And the first few weeks after the arrest are vital. With me, you’ll have my undivided attention and all the resources of my firm to investigate your case and build you the best defense possible. 
“So in short, my argument is this. If you want a pretrial release, if you don’t want to spend a day longer in jail than you have to, then let me defend you. You’ve already lost two weeks of your liberty. And that’s not dependent on you being innocent or guilty. McTaggart’s moved on from that already. Next, he’ll be sounding you out about a plea deal, which, I can tell you right now, will mean you’ll spend the next thirty years locked up. You want that? Then okay, stick with McTaggart. But I’m not shitting you here, Mr. Colter. I’m already pissed off about how you’re being treated. What I don’t understand is why the hell you’re not.”
“You don’t know what’s going on.”
“Really? You were talking to Detective Monroe just now and you didn’t have a lawyer present. Why not?”
“I don’t know. It wasn’t a big deal.”
“You can’t do that, Mr. Colter. The one sure way to dig yourself into the deepest hole is to just go along with whatever the cops want.”
Colter swung his head to the side to look at the door. For a second Cadence thought he was going to tell her they were done and call for the guard.
“What did you say your name was?”
“Cadence.”
“Look, Cadence. Part of me thinks it’s for the best.”
“Why’s that, Brandon?”
“Because there’s a good chance I’m guilty.”
Cadence shook her head lightly. “I really want to discuss this, Brandon. But unless I’m your lawyer, what’s the point? You need to tell me.”
“I need to tell you what?”
“What’s it going to be? Am I your lawyer or not?”
Colter took in a slow, deep breath, and looked at her without blinking. He then shrugged his shoulders.
“Yeah. You’re my lawyer.”




Chapter 6


Cadence felt like a huge weight had been lifted off her shoulders. That satisfaction lingered for little more than a few seconds. Colter was only technically her client now. She had to file a motion to the presiding judge to formalize the move, but Colter’s consent meant it was essentially a done deal. What she needed now was to get as much detail from him as possible before the guard came back. 
“Brandon. What did you mean there’s a good chance you’re guilty? It sounds like you’re guessing. I don’t understand.”
“Because I can’t remember.”
Cadence saw shame written all over Colter’s face. Shame for what, though? Shame for killing a man? Or shame for being plagued with doubt? She leaned in closer.
“You can’t remember what exactly, Brandon?”
“I have no memory of what I did that night.”
“Nothing at all?”
“Nope. It’s a total blank.”
Cadence placed her hands flat on the table and gave Colter a look that demanded that he level with her. “Sorry, but I have to ask: do you use drugs, Brandon? You need to be honest with me.”
“No. I swear I don’t,” he said, shaking his head.
“What about alcohol?”
“I used to have a drinking problem. Years ago. But I’ve been sober for a long time.”
“So there’s no chance you were drinking the night of the murder?”
“No. I told you. I don’t drink.”
“So can you explain the memory loss?”
Before Colter could answer, there was a sharp click as the guard opened the door and entered.
“Time’s up, ma’am,” the guard said.
Cadence spun around in her chair to face him. “Can I just have two more minutes? Please.”
The guard shrugged and looked at his watch. “Two more minutes and that’s it.”
“Thank you.”
Once the door had clicked shut again Cadence turned back to Colter.
“Brandon, you’re saying you have no recollection of what you did that night.”
“That’s right.”
“So why did you say that you might be guilty? Why would you say that?”
“Because of my priors.”
“What priors?”
“I was on probation for breaking and entering.”
Cadence bowed her head. “Sweet Jesus. When were you busted for that?”
“About a year ago. I got five years’ probation.”
Cadence took a deep breath.
“Brandon, help me. How is it that you can remember the details about your probation and not what you did on the night you’ve been accused of murder?”
Colter shrugged his shoulders. “The cops brought the probation up when they interviewed me. They showed me the documents about what I did and what I got.”
Cadence shook her head. “I don’t know, Brandon. I don’t get it. I’m not saying I don’t believe you but what you’re telling me looks a whole lot like selective memory. I’m playing devil’s advocate here. The prosecution will eat you alive if we can’t come up with something more convincing. Tell me this: does your memory come back?”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean if you forget something, does the memory ever come back to you?”
“I don’t know,” said Colter, looking into his lap briefly before returning his gaze to Cadence. 
She did not know what to make of him. The uncertainty in his eyes made her inclined to believe that he was being genuine. But the skeptic in her argued that it was highly likely he was playing her just like he had played the cops. The thought puzzled Cadence: Could anyone seriously think that they could get away with murder simply by saying they forgot?
She raised her eyebrows and began packing her bag. She stopped briefly to address Colter.
“What was Monroe talking to you about just now?”
Colter thought for a moment before answering, like the event he was trying to recall was a year in the past instead of an hour.
“He said they had more evidence against me.”
“Such as?”
“He said they got an eyewitness. And a positive ID.”
Cadence placed her bag back on the ground. “I’m sure they have. Look, I haven’t seen the case file, so I have no idea what they’ve got on you. An eyewitness doesn’t necessarily make for compelling evidence. What else have they got?”
“They got a statement I signed.”
Cadence froze. “They’ve got a what?”
“A statement. I signed it.”
Cadence leaned in, her eyes drilling into Colter’s. “Brandon, please tell me you didn’t sign a confession.”
Colter’s head bowed a little. “I signed it.”
Cadence flopped back in her chair; her jaw clenched hard. The thought occurred to her that the case was lost before it even began. She did not know what to believe from this man’s lips anymore. What she did know was that she was furious at both McTaggart and Monroe. 
For a second, she pondered how Monroe must have wanted to tell her to her face that it was already game over, and that she just did not know it yet. She made a mental note to confront him. 
Her inner truth compass swung back in Colter’s favor. He had been railroaded; she was sure of it. The case was far worse than she thought. Perhaps it was even impossible to win.
The sound of the door being opened interrupted her train of thought. 
Cadence leaned forward. “Brandon, here’s what I’m going to do. I’m going to file a motion to get you out of here. Okay?”
“Okay.”
“And I need you to remember one thing. Think you can do that?”
“I’ll try.”
“You need to do more than try. Brandon, I get the impression that you’ve given up. Am I right, Brandon? Have you given up?”
Colter shrugged his shoulders. “I’m not a good person, Cadence.”
Cadence lowered her head to catch his eye across the table.
“I never said you were an angel. I have no idea what you’re like. But you’re not being treated fairly, Brandon. The cops have got you on a fast track to life behind bars. Now I’m going to fight like hell for you, Brandon, but I need you to do something for me in return.”
Colter lifted his head, tilting it back so that he looked down at Cadence. “What’s that?”
“You need to believe in yourself. At some point, you need to step into the ring and defend yourself.”
He did not reply. He just nodded.
Cadence got to her feet, hoping like hell that the boxing analogy would sink into Colter’s brain.
The guard bent over the table to release the prisoner’s chains from the anchor point. Cadence stepped to the door.
“Wait a second,” said Colter. He was on his feet now. “How is this going to work? You’re going to cost money and I can’t pay you. I got no money.”
“You don’t need to pay me anything, Brandon. I’m defending you free of charge.”
She stepped up to him. He towered over her. 
“One more thing. You don’t speak to anyone without me, you understand? Not the cops, not anyone. Is that clear?”
“Yes.” 
Cadence waited for the guard to lead Colter out of the interview room. She then followed and watched Colter shuffle down the hall. She turned the other way and made for the elevator.
As she waited, she took out her cell phone to text Jackie the good news. The first hurdle had been cleared. Brandon Colter was now a Hardwick and Henshaw client.
The bad news was that the case was almost certainly doomed to fail.




Chapter 7


Ryan McTaggart sat at his desk holding a sheet of paper in one hand, spinning a pen with the other and jamming his phone to his ear with his shoulder. His eye caught sight of a slim, attractive woman as she entered the open-plan Public Defender Service office. She was not a colleague unless she was a brand-new hire. She briefly spoke to one of his workmates who pointed in his direction. His heart quickened and he averted his eyes as she looked his way. He snapped his eyes back briefly to see her walking straight for him. He did not know whether to end his call and greet this striking woman or to play it cool and keep her waiting. He decided on the latter.
As Cadence drew near, McTaggart turned away and kept talking loudly into the phone. He then acted as though he had just noticed her. He stood up, grabbed a chair for her, and sat down again. Only then did he steer his phone conversation to a close as Cadence took a seat and waited.
“Sorry to keep you,” he said. “I wasn’t expecting visitors.”
“I hope you don’t mind,” said Cadence. She did not try and imagine what McTaggart looked like before she showed up at his office, but his actual appearance seemed almost predictable. She was looking at a stocky man in his early thirties, wearing a gray suit with a black shirt and gray tie. His broad face sported a beard and a wave of dark brown hair held back off his forehead with some kind of wax product. 
When Cadence introduced herself and mentioned her firm, nothing registered with the public defender. 
“Ryan McTaggart,” he said, putting out his hand. “But I guess you knew that.”
“Yes.”
“So, Cadence. What can I do for you?” he asked, pressing his pen into the side of his chin and knitting his brow to indicate she had his fullest attention. 
It was mid-afternoon and Cadence had been busy since leaving Colter at the jail. She had returned to the office and prepared a motion to file with Superior Court Judge Melvin Skinner, asking him to discharge the public defender, Ryan McTaggart. The motion filed, she had then dug around online to try and get a take on the man now sitting in front of her. All she could find was an article written about him in a Public Defender Service newsletter a few years back. According to the piece, McTaggart was a bright young lawyer perfectly suited to the PDS—tenacious, determined, and willing to go the extra mile to help a client. 
Cadence did not doubt the praise. The PDS was not some shabby, B-grade outfit that, in terms of recruitment, only got the crumbs left by private firms. It could rightfully claim to attract some of America’s best grads. Cadence, in fact, in her final year at Sturm College of Law, had had her sights on the PDS until one of her professors steered her Jackie Hardwick’s way. She was happy where she’d landed but there was an underdog’s champion spirit about this PDS office she could almost smell. No overt self-glorification here. No breathtaking offices like Jackie’s and Alan’s that reeked of prestige thanks to five-figure makeovers. Ryan McTaggart sat at a plain, neat desk, on a chair that was straight out of Office Depot, and his view was a brick wall across the alley.
As Cadence was about to fill McTaggart in, a young woman came up and handed him a document, saying it had just arrived. As McTaggart read, his expression morphed into clear disapproval.
“Is that from Judge Skinner?” asked Cadence.
“Yes, it is,” McTaggart said, keeping his eyes on the document. It was the motion Judge Skinner had signed relieving him of the case. 
“What the hell?” he said, turning away from Cadence and slapping the document down onto his desk. He switched back to face Cadence with an aggrieved expression. “You want to tell me what the fuck’s going on? Why are you stepping in on my case?”
“The straight answer to that is I’ve been asked to,” said Cadence, feeling a twinge of guilt. “Look, this is not about you.”
“What do you mean, it’s not about me? You’ve just gotten me pulled off Brandon’s case. I guess you’ve convinced yourself that you’re doing him a favor. And no doubt you think you’re doing me a favor too. What, you think my caseload is so heavy that I’d be grateful for some private firm to relieve me of a felony murder case? Is that it?”
In her mind, Cadence conceded that such a thought had factored into her thinking.
“Look, I don’t know what’s been happening but when I went and spoke with Brandon—"
“What? You’ve spoken to Brandon?”
“Yes.”
“When?”
“This morning.”
McTaggart’s eyes widened and he shook his head, as though he’d just learned of a conspiracy against him.
“Jesus Christ,” he said. “Why were you there?” 
McTaggart knew such a question was weak, but the words just came out.
“What I’d like to know,” said Cadence, “is why was Detective Pat Monroe alone with Brandon this morning?”
“Monroe was there?”
“Yes,” said Cadence. 
“And you think I didn’t make it abundantly clear to Brandon that he should say nothing to the cops unless I was with him?”
Cadence shrugged non-judgmentally. “I didn’t know what to think. All I know is that Brandon’s case needs urgent attention, and, I’m sorry to say, he isn’t getting it. I mean, why is he in prison? Why isn’t he out on pretrial release?”
“You don’t think I tried? Brandon didn’t want it.”
“What?”
“He said he preferred to be in jail than live on the streets.”
“And you believed him?”
“That’s the trouble. I don’t know what to believe when it comes to Brandon Colter.”
McTaggart paused a moment to collect his thoughts. 
“You know, I can’t pretend I’m not pissed but this is how the system works. Skinner’s granted the motion and I’ve got no say in it. But you’re right. The case certainly needs attention and I’m afraid I dropped the ball.”
“Look, I’m sure you told Brandon to keep his mouth shut, but from the small amount of time I’ve spent with him I can see that he’s his own worst enemy.”
“You won’t believe how hard it’s been to try and establish his story, his alibi, and his movements. And whatever advice I’ve given him goes in one ear and out the other.”
“Monroe knows this, obviously.”
“Yes. And it’s played right into his hands. He knows Brandon can’t think straight for long enough to follow basic directions, and he’s exploiting it.”
McTaggart picked up a folder off his desk and held it in his lap.
“I understand you’ve represented Brandon before,” said Cadence. “Would you mind filling me in? If you have time now, that is. I’d like to know everything you can tell me about Brandon.”
Cadence opened her briefcase and took out a small pad and pen. McTaggart tapped the folder he was holding on his thigh. By his body language, Cadence knew she had been a little presumptuous.
“I’ve got some questions for you first, if that’s okay,” he said.
Cadence dropped the pad and pen back into her lap. “Of course. Shoot.”
“I’m curious as to why Hardwick and Henshaw would want this case. I know that this wasn’t Brandon’s idea.”
Obviously, Cadence could not tell McTaggart about Beth. So, for the second time that day, she found herself having to be not only creative but persuasive with the “truth.” She strived to be as honest as possible with her reply, telling McTaggart that she had read about Brandon’s case and had pitched it to her boss. 
“Our firm does a lot of pro bono work,” she said. “Brandon’s case caught my eye and I believe, without putting down the PDS, that we can offer a more comprehensive defense.”
“Is that so?”
“You may disagree and that’s okay. But you guys aren’t the only lawyers willing to champion the disadvantaged, who are willing to fight police, prosecutors, and judges every step of the way.”
“And what makes you so sure that Brandon’s case is a good cause?”
“I’m not yet. I don’t have all the facts at hand.”
McTaggart shook his head. “I’m not buying it, Cadence. Something tells me this is not about pro bono or any sense of social responsibility on the part of Hardwick and Henshaw. I mean, come on. This is a firm that offers five-star service to South American fascists.”
Cadence looked bemused at this left of field comment. “South American fascists? What are you talking about?”
McTaggart looked at her sympathetically, a thin veil for his condescension. “You really don’t know, do you?”
“Know what?” 
“If you don’t know that, Cadence, all I’m going to say is that you’ll have to find out for yourself,” said McTaggart all too smugly. “My bet is that this is just a PR exercise for your firm. You don’t care about the client. And by ‘you’ I mean your firm, so don’t take this personally. But all you care about is getting some press about your philanthropy. Total BS. And all the richer coming from Hardwick and Henshaw.”
“Wow. You can see through it all, can’t you?” Cadence replied, her eyes narrowing and her voice tight.
“What? That your firm uses pro bonos to launder its guilt for being amoral corporate lackeys?”
The humility McTaggart had embraced earlier was gone. His ego had gotten a second wind. 
Cadence bit down on her pride and sought one last time to get Brandon Colter’s best interests front and center.
“Ryan, I know you’re pissed. I get it. I would be too. But it’s done. And if you’re done with your disapproving commentary, can we please address Brandon and his case? Come on, don’t be a bad sport about this.”
McTaggart looked away for a moment and gathered his thoughts. Then he took a deep breath and turned back to Cadence.
“Of course, I’m pissed. Really pissed. But let’s move on. Grab your pad and pen. I’ll run you through the case and then you can take this with you.” 
He offered Cadence the folder he was holding.
“This is the case file?” she asked, taking hold of it.
“Yes. What little there is of it to date. Police report, crime scene photos, and a couple of witness statements. That’s about it.”
“And a signed confession?”
McTaggart shook his head in disbelief. “Yeah, a signed confession. It’s a slam-dunk case.”
He proceeded to tell Cadence the Brandon Colter story that he had pieced together with great difficulty. He had first met Colter three years earlier when he was up on an assault charge. He had gotten into an argument with a shopkeeper who had accused him of stealing, and when the shopkeeper grabbed him, Brandon punched him in the stomach. Then last year he had helped Colter with the break and enter and kept him out of jail with probation. He said he had grown fond of Colter. He felt the man had a good heart, but poor memory was not his only handicap—Colter clearly had a problem with his temper. 
McTaggart then gave Cadence an overview of the evidence. As much as he hated to believe the likes of Monroe, he felt the cops had a very strong case.
“Not least because of Brandon’s confession,” concluded McTaggart, rolling his eyes.
“How the hell did they get him to do that?” asked Cadence.
“They had him all to themselves for twenty-four hours, that’s how. He wasn’t being held by them, technically. They had not arrested him. They’d just asked him to help them out and he’d accompanied them to the station of his own free will.”
“Yeah, right. So he was always free to go, so long as he knew his rights.”
“Exactly. By the time I got there, Brandon had incriminated himself and been arrested and charged.”
“But do you think he’s guilty?”
McTaggart shook his head ruefully. “To be completely honest, knowing Brandon more than most people, I’d have to say yeah, I think he’s guilty. I’m not his lawyer now and I’d fight it as hard as you. But if you look at his history it stacks up. I’m not saying he’s a murder-one killer, but he’s a robber and he’s a dangerous man if cornered. For all we know he might have thought he was acting in self-defense.”
Cadence scribbled some notes down. “When I spoke to him, he seemed defeated. It was like taking the blame for the murder was somehow the right thing to do, whether he was guilty or not. You know, like karma. His ability to remember things may be impaired but he’s obviously wrestling with a heavy conscience for some reason.”
“I’m afraid that’s Brandon,” said McTaggart. “That’s what makes him an extremely tough client. He’s all yours now. Let me know if you need help.”
“Thanks, and I’m sorry about the way this went down.”
“Me too. I’m sorry for unloading on you. But you do good, now. Don’t let those sons of bitches put him away.”
“Don’t you worry. I know how to fight.”




Chapter 8


The cards she wrote to him now were brief. In earlier years, she had struggled to fit all her words in the available space. When she sat down and wrote, it could feel like she was speaking directly to him. For most of those years, she did not know whether she was addressing a boy or a girl, so she never referred to the child by name. 
She knew now that her child was a boy. That was one part of the mystery solved, at least. But even before that news had reached her, she had begun to write less.
All she had wanted to say, everything she wanted to say, came to be encapsulated in a mere eight words: I love you, forever and always, my darling. 
That was for birthdays. For Christmas, she would write something similar but add a line or two about the past year, or just to say that she hoped he was well and happy and loved, wherever he was, whoever he was with. She never wanted him to be unhappy on her account. Even that thought, though, seemed self-indulgent. 
Cadence felt certain that if the people who were now raising him had told him about her, they would have lied. They would have said that she gave him up willingly. Most likely, they never spoke of her at all.
The eight-word birthday message had come to feel enough. She wanted to somehow plant the words into his heart. Such a wish did not seem like too much to hope for. At the same time, it felt ludicrous.
June 10. Born in the spring. My little lamb is now a teenager.
She picked up the card and read its cover again. It was decorated with things thirteen-year-old boys cannot live without—football, Wi-Fi, headphones, music, gaming, pizza, and sleep. She smiled and wondered what his interests were. The card did not feature books, but she liked to believe that he was an avid reader, like her.
She slid the card into its envelope and pressed down on the seal. She got to her feet and walked down the hall to her bedroom. Her house keys were resting on the kitchen counter. She collected them as she went. In the bedroom, she stood before a chest of drawers and unlocked the top right one. She took the card and placed it on top of the birthday pile. After locking the drawer, she went back to the living room and dug into her bag for the book she had bought him. She took it out and once again read the back cover blurb. Her mind wandered, imagining that he would love The Catcher in the Rye. 
Still looking at the book, she crossed the room to the bookcase. It was a vintage piece—made in Denmark in the 1960s—that she had been powerfully drawn to when she first laid eyes on it. The design was clean and straight-edged, almost anti-ornate, and the dark rosewood had a rich, alluring warmth. The twelve shelves positioned above the two-door cabinet were full of books. None of them were about the law. They were his books, the books she would love to have given him, from picture books through to nursery rhymes to complete series that offered fun and adventure, and on through to classics her mother had bought for her before she was lost to drugs. 
She bought him books for Christmas too. One day he might read them. But even if he did not want to read a single one, it did not matter. He would have at his disposal a small, hand-picked library full of stories and ideas, and insights into life. This was why she’d settled on books as presents. There was also the fact that she could practically fill her house with the gifts she bought for him, and no one would be wise to her secret.
Looking at the early years’ books, her heart tightened at the thought that she had never read him a story. No amount of brilliantly written pages could make up for that.
None of the books had been read. Cadence had flicked through them at the bookstore but once home they were stashed safely away, not one page creased. In the first years, she had kept them in a box under her bed. But now they had a proper home, and they sat there until the day she could offer them to their owner if that day ever came.
A weight of sadness came over her, pulling heavily on her stomach. She was used to this. As much as she tried to make his birthday a celebration it would always lead to this. It was like being uprooted in reverse, as though a great fist had reached up through the earth, fixed its grip around her soul, and begun pulling her down with fearful, resolute force. She turned for the couch and could barely walk the six feet to reach it. 
Feeling cold and nauseous, it was as though a sudden fever had struck. It reminded her that for all her mental strength, the deepest of traumas was always lurking just beneath the surface, still active and alive and agitated. At times it was as fresh as it was thirteen years ago.
She sat hunched forward and hugged herself. 
The need for a drink became suddenly urgent. 
Sucking in a few deep breaths, she stood up and went to the fridge and pulled out an opened bottle of white wine and poured herself a generous glass.
Taking in a mouthful, she tried to collect herself. 
She caught her reflection in the mirror across the room. Glass in hand she walked over to it.
Does he know he is adopted?
Does he know I exist?
If so, does he hate me? Surely, he must.
What if we ever did meet? Would he reject me?
Tears began to stream down her face.
What does he look like now, my darling boy? Thirteen years old today. A teenager.
My God.
Cadence shook herself and took a few deep breaths and another sip of wine.
She picked up her phone and saw there was a new text message notification. She had not heard the alert. She must have been in the bedroom when it arrived. The text was from Sophie Shields, one of the paralegals at Hardwick and Henshaw. Sophie and Cadence had gotten along from the get-go after Sophie was hired a year earlier, becoming the firm’s only black female employee. About five years younger than Cadence, Sophie had that winning appeal of having teenager exuberance and adult intuition. Down to earth with a beautiful, winning smile, Sophie always tried to include Cadence in social activities, something most others at the firm had given up on. 
“We’re at the Metro! Get down here! Greg’s coming x.”
Cadence was not interested in Greg Roche as much as he was interested in himself. He was a litigator at Covington, one of the world’s biggest law firms. Their one conversation, at a party two weeks earlier, had never veered from Greg Roche’s favorite topic: Greg Roche. 
She texted Sophie back to decline the invitation and tossed the phone onto the coffee table. She took another sip of wine.
I can’t stay here.
She picked up the phone and tapped on the Tinder app. With her glass of wine in one hand, she flicked through the available men with the other. She started to feel a little better. This was a distraction that worked—tried and tested many times—if only temporarily. 
After finding a suitable candidate she swiped right and then began chatting with him by text.
When she agreed to meet him for a drink, he suggested the Metro.
She batted that away before suggesting Aces N Eights, a pool bar not far from her place.
They met, had a few drinks, and played five games of pool before she invited him home.
Twenty minutes after they had had sex, she asked him to leave. He was out the door before midnight.
He suggested they exchange numbers but she declined. There was not going to be a next time.
She took a shower and got back into bed. With her head on the pillow, she was too numb to cry. But she felt back in control, if only just. 




Chapter 9


The phone rang at ten the next morning. The number was not listed in her contacts. For a fleeting moment, she feared lover boy must have somehow gotten her number. She answered with some hesitation.
“Cadence speaking.”
“Ms. Elliott?”
“Yes?” she said, relieved to hear a woman’s voice. 
“Ms. Elliott, this is Faye Drummond, Judge Skinner’s clerk.”
“Good morning, Ms. Drummond. Is this about my motion?”
“Indeed it is. Judge Skinner says to tell you he will hear the matter at eleven-thirty.”
“Today?”
It was Saturday.
“Yes, that’s right. Today. Does that suit you?”
“Of course. I’ll be there.”
Cadence looked at her watch. That was only ninety minutes away. Nothing like the summoning of a judge to snap you to attention. There was some comfort in knowing the prosecutor—Assistant US Attorney Gerard Underhill—would be in the same boat, not to mention the staff at DC Jail, who would have to get their skates on to deliver Colter to the hearing. Everyone danced to the judge’s tune. 
Judge Skinner’s promptness was heartening. It indicated he felt that if the defendant should be released it should be done without delay. Cadence had never met Skinner in person, but Jackie knew him well and had stopped by Cadence’s office earlier that week to offer her take on him. 
He was a stern character, Jackie said, a straight-shooting conservative who, as a stickler for efficient judicial process, would not tolerate any game-playing shenanigans from either side. But he had shown a tendency to lean in favor of the prosecution. No case of bias or prejudice had ever been brought against him, but Jackie said she would never let a client waive their right to a trial by jury in his court. To allow Judge Skinner to hear and adjudicate a case like Colter’s was a surefire way to lose.
Having mentally filed away everything Jackie had told her; Cadence was a little anxious about meeting Judge Skinner face to face. 
Just as she was about to leave her house, she walked up to the bookcase in her living room. It had occurred to her that in some respects this modest library was like a shrine, a symbolic place where you could connect with an absent presence.
“I’m not proud of everything I do,” she said aloud, running her fingers over the spines. “But I’d like to think you’ll be proud of me some day. If not as a mother, then as a lawyer.”
Within twenty minutes of leaving her apartment, Cadence was through security and approaching the courtroom. The sound of her heels on the stone floor echoed far through the high-ceilinged space. As she moved, she ran through her argument to support the bid to get Colter released. 
As she neared the door of the courtroom, she saw Assistant US Attorney Gerard Underhill watching her approach. She was a good ten feet away when she caught wind of his cologne. She liked it. Eau Sauvage by Christian Dior, if she had to guess. A perfect fit for a debonair middle-aged man like Underhill. 
“Good morning, Cadence.”
“Hi, Gerard.”
“Have to say, I was surprised to see you on the case. By that, I mean Hardwick and Henshaw. All I can think is that Jackie and Alan must be very keen to up their good-Samaritan standing.”
There was a charm about Underhill, even when he was being antagonistic. It was no secret he admired Cadence’s abilities as a lawyer. A few years ago he had made a bid to get her over to the prosecution side of the courtroom. When she turned him down, he understood that she was not just talented but loyal, a quality he greatly admired. The rapport between them was that of rivals whose battles were tough but respectful. 
“Now why doesn’t it surprise me that you’ve got a cynical take on our motivation?” asked Cadence. “It looks to me like Brandon Colter is being tucked and trussed like a Thanksgiving turkey. You literally cannot wait to introduce him to his federal prison cell. Why are you boys in such a hurry?”
“No hurry, Cadence,” said Underhill. “Nothing wrong with saving the state’s time and money in dealing with the perpetrator of a vicious murder.”
“When am I going to get all the evidence?”
“My understanding is that you have everything that we have.”
“You know that’s bullshit. You have the interview tape, and I don’t. I emailed you with a specific request for it.”
“In good time, my dear,” Underhill said with a cagey smile.
“A good time would be right away, Gerard. Like now.”
“I’ll see what I can do,” he said, pushing the courtroom door open and holding it for Cadence. “Let’s not keep the good judge waiting.”
“You’d better not keep me waiting, Gerard,” said Cadence as she moved past him. She then made her way down the aisle between the rows of the gallery and through the gate before taking a seat behind the defense table. To the right of the gate, Underhill settled in behind the prosecution table.
A few minutes later, Brandon Colter was brought in. With the constant clinking of his chains, Colter was like a cat with a bell on his collar—every move, however subtle, betrayed his convict status. Cadence greeted him as he sat down next to her. He looked a little sad and dull-eyed, Cadence thought.
“How are you doing, Brandon?” she asked, ducking down to try and catch his eye. “You hanging in there?”
He nodded without looking at her. 
“I’m hanging in there.” The tone of his voice was impersonal, his body language stiff. It was as though he and Cadence had not met. 
Colter turned his head slightly towards his lawyer and sighed. “Beats living on the street in some ways, I guess.”
Cadence’s ears pricked up. She thought she heard Colter slur his words. She wanted to get him talking more to see if she was right. She was about to question him when the bailiff’s voice rang out.
“All rise,” cried the bailiff, and Judge Melvin Skinner stepped through the door at the rear of the courtroom to take the bench. Watching the judge read out the motion, Cadence thought he was just like she had imagined—dour and dry.
Judge Skinner cast his eyes on Underhill. “Mr. Underhill, do you have any objection to the defendant being granted a pretrial release?”
Underhill got to his feet and said he objected on several grounds. The first was that Colter posed a threat to the DC community. Undeterred by being on probation, Underhill argued, Colter had thought nothing of breaking into a house to steal. Added to this was the threat of lethal violence. He said that even the defendant himself, by way of his confession, admits that he is a violent man. Apart from being almost certain to re-offend, said Underhill, Colter posed a genuine flight risk. Underhill said he had no confidence that Colter would honor his obligations to the court, as his disdain for the justice system was already evidenced by his breach of probation.
Underhill took a good ten minutes to deliver his argument, taking the judge through various pieces of evidence to support his case before resuming his seat.
At Judge Skinner’s invitation, Cadence rose to counter. She argued that the evidence against Colter was inconclusive, that Colter was still supposed to be presumed innocent, that Colter could be safely housed at the Nebraska Avenue Men’s Shelter, that he would be compelled to wear an electric ankle monitor and obey various conditions such as a strict curfew and reporting twice-weekly in person to his assigned pretrial services officer, and that he, of course, would not commit any offense. 
As she spoke, Cadence could see that Judge Skinner was not as fully engaged as she would have liked him to be. By the time she was concluding he had his head resting on one hand, seemingly wishing Cadence would hurry up and finish. When she did, he sat up in his chair and cleared his throat.
“I’m afraid that I concur with Mr. Underhill on every point,” Judge Skinner said without casting a glance in Cadence’s direction. “Motion for pretrial release denied.” 
Skinner then smacked his gavel down, gathered up some papers, and got to his feet.
“All rise,” said the bailiff again.
Cadence had not even sat down. She stood there, watching Skinner leave. She had a minute to speak with Colter before he left. He was physically lethargic but he did not slur his words. Cadence thought she may have been mistaken earlier. Still, she wrote herself a note before putting her pen down and marching over to Underhill. He was practically singing to himself as he gathered up his things.
“I want the interview tape tomorrow,” she said. “If I don’t have it by five, I’ll take it to Skinner.”
“Easy there, Cadence,” said Underhill. “I can’t promise that I’ll get it to you by then. What’s the rush?”
“I’m not going to ask again. Get it to me by three or you’ll be getting sanctioned from Skinner. You know as well as I do how much he hates anyone stalling on discovery.”
Cadence did not wait for an answer. She turned back to her desk.
“I thought you said five?” called Underhill.
Cadence turned to face the prosecutor.
“You and I both know I’ve waited too long already. Fuck it, Gerard. I want it by midday. And if you think I’m flexible on that, just try me.”




Chapter 10


“We good for this meeting, boss?”
Bob Rhodes stood at Cadence’s door; eyebrows raised. Cadence smiled as she lifted her eyes from her laptop screen. Ever since she had made junior partner and had been given her own office, the firm’s go-to investigator had taken to treating her like a power broker.
“Sit your ass down, Rhodes. You’re late.” She sat back looking at her watch with a mock scowl. “When I say ten thirty, I don’t mean ten thirty-one or ten twenty-nine. We’re thirty seconds on the clock already. Let’s go before I get myself an investigator who knows the meaning of the word ‘punctual.’”
Bob laughed and stepped in, taking a seat across from Cadence. He leaned forward and placed a paper bag on the desk. “A gift from the girls. They missed you Sunday.”
The girls were the three generations of women that formed the core of Bob Rhodes’ life. His wife Elaine, daughter Avery, and granddaughters Mabel and Piper. The mention of them prompted Cadence to remember how surprised she was to learn that the youthful Bob Rhodes, all of forty-eight years old, was a grandfather. Her friendship with Bob began almost as soon as she had started at Hardwick and Henshaw. The fact that Cadence never mentioned family to Bob prompted him to welcome her into his. He was pleased to find that all the Rhodes women were as fond of Cadence as he was.
“What is this?” Cadence said with delight, picking up the bag and opening it. She put her nose to the bag and inhaled. “Oh my God, the famous Rhodes family brownies.” She gave Bob an apologetic look. “I’m sorry, Bob. I just wasn’t feeling up to it.”
Bob had invited Cadence over to watch a Nationals game. Sunday baseball lunches had become a tradition at Bob’s place and there was an open invitation for Cadence to join in. 
Cadence had always appreciated Bob taking her under his wing. On first appearances, she was the perfect image of a DC up and comer—young, bright, ambitious, and beautiful. When Jackie hired her the word around the firm was that someone extraordinary was coming on board. What stood out was the fact that she was not the product of an Ivy League law school. Hardwick and Henshaw was a small but prestigious firm that any Harvard or Stanford law school graduate would walk over a mile of broken glass to get into. But who was this Cadence Elliott? A graduate from Sturm? You’ve got to be kidding!
Those who did not know Jackie Hardwick might well have concluded some kind of nepotism was at play. But that was far from the case. Within weeks of starting, Cadence had impressed everyone at the office and the reservations about her were supplanted by admiration for Jackie’s astute eye for talent. From the moment Cadence walked through the door it was clear the sky was the limit.
But Bob noticed something no one else did. The more he got to know Cadence Elliott, the more he thought that her ambition and drive masked something he could only describe as loneliness. He had never known her to have a steady boyfriend—not one that she ever spoke about, at least. He knew she was reserved about socializing with other lawyers her age, inside the firm and out. She only seemed to have one true friend—Sophie Shields.
Over the past few years, Cadence had spent many a Sunday at Bob’s. Soon, he was glad to see, Cadence became part of the family, and was always invited when the Rhodes took off to Taylors Island for the weekend. Bob had inherited a waterfront home on the shore of Chesapeake Bay and on those getaways, he saw a side to Cadence few of her colleagues did. 
On those warm days spent swimming, kayaking, hiking, and fishing, and nights spent drinking wine by the fire between plates of freshly caught crab, Bob saw Cadence at her most unguarded and most delightful. The uber ambitious rising star at Hardwick and Henshaw, who hardly ever let her hair down in DC, turned out to be fun and funny.
Bob was especially heartened to see Cadence bond with his daughter Avery. It was about the time Cadence first came to DC that Avery lost her husband Warren, who died within a few months after being diagnosed with melanoma. Avery was pregnant with their second daughter Piper at the time. And when Bob initially invited Cadence over for a Sunday lunch, the idea that Avery and Cadence might hit it off never occurred to him. But they did. 
It warmed Bob’s heart to see the love Cadence gave and received in his family environment. But then back at the office, Cadence always had her game face on. The professional go-getter Cadence Elliott was back in the driver’s seat.
“There’ll be other times,” Bob said warmly. “The Rhodes family isn’t cutting you off just yet.”
Cadence pinched off a corner of the brownie and saluted Bob. “Good. I don’t want to have to stoop to larceny to get my hands on one of these.”
“So where do you want to start?” Bob asked.
Cadence dusted her hands and chewed. After finally swallowing the mouthful, she said, “Oh my God. That’s bordering on a class-A drug.” She reached for a glass of water she always kept at hand and took a sip. “How about I run you through the case as it stands?”
“Sure. It’s a murder, break and enter, black homeless guy, right?”
“In a nutshell, yes,” said Cadence. “Okay, the victim Owen Vinson is found stabbed to death in a basement apartment. The cops are called by a neighbor who heard shouting. After they question the neighbor and witnesses, they get a description of a man seen running away from the premises. They ask around the area and suspicion begins to fall on a black homeless man by the name of Brandon Colter.”
“Our client.”
“Right. Our client. Now Brandon is homeless, but he had been living in a tent near the victim’s premises for several months. I gather from the witness statements that Brandon had been forced to move on two years ago during one of the district’s crackdowns on homeless camps. After a while, he and his tent were back.”
“He likes the neighborhood?”
“I guess. I don’t know why if that’s what you’re asking.”
“It’ll be worth finding that out.”
“Yes, it would,” said Cadence, jotting down a note. “That and why he doesn’t make use of the Nebraska Avenue Men’s Shelter or others like it.”
“What a life,” said Bob sympathetically, shaking his head. “It must be freezing in winter.”
“And what about the summer? I can’t even imagine how hard that would be. Anyway, so the cops find Brandon, take him in for questioning. They claim he confessed.”
“Have you got the interview tape?”
“Not yet. Underhill is dragging his feet on it.”
“He can’t keep it from you.”
“No, I sent him an email request after I saw Brandon, then followed up with a verbal threat of sanctions on Saturday. If it’s not here in an hour, I’m going to Judge Skinner.”
“So there are witnesses?”
“Yeah, and one of them—Tommy Grimes, his name is—says he saw Brandon dispose of a knife. He directed the cops to the dumpster where they found the murder weapon and the victim’s wallet.”
“I see. Prints?”
“Yes. Brandon’s prints were on the knife and the wallet. And they found blood on his pants and in his tent.”
Bob’s eyebrows raised.
“Whose blood?”
“The DNA results aren’t in yet. At least, they haven’t been filed as evidence yet.”
“What’s this guy’s history?” 
Cadence shook her head. “Not good. He was on probation for another break-in nearby when this happened. Plus he’s got priors for assault and shoplifting.”
Bob leaned back in his chair. “So he’s toast. You said he confessed, right? So what are we doing here? Working up some leverage for a plea deal?”
Cadence rested her forearms on the table, her eyes running over the documents before her. “That’s where we may well end up but…”
“But what? Don’t tell me. You think he’s innocent?”
“That’s the thing. I don’t know. I don’t know what to believe.”
“Has he had second thoughts about the wisdom of telling the cops he killed someone?”
“Well, yes. But he lacks conviction or something. I can't put my finger on it. But Bob, the cops had him to themselves for God knows how long. You know how that can turn out.”
Bob nodded.
“Look, I know you can’t tell me if he’s confessed to you, but I take it he wants to plead not guilty?”
“Yes. At least, that’s what he said last time I saw him.”
“What?”
“Bob, his memory is hopeless. He says he can barely remember what he did an hour ago, let alone days before.”
“Well, that’s convenient. But it must be playing into the cops’ hands.”
“Exactly. They’ve got a shot at running this thing through the system in record time. Get Brandon Colter locked up and it’s a done deal. They’ll get patted on the back for running a quick case that doesn’t clog the system with a trial.”
“Not to mention bouquets from the press.”
“Yes. The DC PD always gets their man!”
Bob leaned back and scratched his chin.
“In all honesty, Cadence, from what you’ve told me, he’s most probably guilty.”
“I know, Bob. But that’s not what he’s saying now. We’re not just readying for a plea offer. If he continues to proclaim his innocence, we’re going to trial. So we need to speak to all these witnesses, especially this Tommy Grimes character.”
“Got it.”
“Now. What did you find out about the victim?”
When Cadence had called Bob to set up the meeting, she had asked him to get some background on Owen Vinson.
Bob leaned over to the side to grab some material from his briefcase. He pulled out a file and handed it to Cadence. She opened it and scanned the first page.
“Until about a year ago, Owen Vinson was running a cutting-edge firm in DC called MVP Systems,” Bob said.
“What kind of firm?”
“They match advanced technology with businesses that need it. They basically serve as high-tech middlemen. They are dialed in to what’s in the pipeline at tech labs all over the country, and they fast-track it to market.”
Cadence typed away at her computer as Bob spoke. A slick-looking website appeared. There were images of robotics and drones and cargo ships. “Looks impressive, whatever the hell it is I’m looking at. So they’re a match-maker of some sort?”
“Kind of. What they do is scour colleges and labs to find innovations they can take to the commercial sector. Then they either buy the rights to that technology outright or else source venture capital to give the research a rev-up. Then they approach would-be clients and strike a deal. They’ve been running hot for a few years now. They can take a bright idea that some brainiac at college is years away from perfecting, and get it refined and real-world ready in record time.”
Cadence continued to navigate her way around the site. “And what’s Owen Vinson’s role? A founder, you say?”
“Yes.”
“He’s not on the ‘Our Team’ page. And the only founders listed here are Duncan Meeks and Lee Parkinson.”
“Yeah, I know. Vinson’s LinkedIn profile says he’s the co-founder and technology officer at MVP Systems. I don’t know what the deal is, but it looks like he left, and quite recently.”
“We’re going to find out, yes?”
“Of course.”
Cadence turned her attention back to the documents on her desk. “Where was Vinson living again?” 
She found the police report and looked at the address. “A basement apartment on Morse Street, Trinidad. Not the most affluent place to live if you’re a highly paid technology professional, wouldn’t you say?”
“For sure. The company’s turning over more than ten million a year. You’d think a founding partner of a company like that would be able to afford something a little better than a basement apartment.”
“Interesting,” said Cadence as she scrolled through the staff page of MVP Systems. “Why don’t I give them a call and see if I can confirm Vinson’s status?”
“Sure. What do you want me to do?”
“Keep digging into MVP Systems, see what else you can find. And tomorrow we’ll start with these witnesses. Unless you’ve got something better to do.”
“As I said, Cadence, you’re the boss. I’m at your beck and call. Jackie told me you’re priority one.”
“Good. Let me know if you find anything that’s especially interesting.”
“Will do.”
Bob packed his case and stood. As he was turning for the door, Sophie Shields appeared holding a large yellow envelope.
“Sorry to interrupt,” she said with a smile, sneaking past Bob. “This just came for you, Cadence.”
“Thanks, Sophie,” said Cadence, taking the envelope.
“Hey, I’m getting sushi for lunch,” said Sophie. “Want to come with?”
Cadence smiled but shook her head. “I’m not sure I’ll be able to.”
“Okay. Let me know if you want me to bring you something back.”
“I’m going to say yes to that right now. That would be awesome.”
“Spicy tuna roll?”
“You got it,” said Cadence, reaching for her bag. “Let me give you some money.”
“Pay me back later,” said Sophie, not waiting for a response before she made her exit. 
Cadence locked her eyes on the envelope.
“Bob, you should stay,” she said without looking up. “It’s from Underhill.”
“The interview transcript?”
Cadence opened the envelope and took out a document twenty pages thick. 
“Yes. But where’s the—?” she said as she dug her hand back into the envelope. The next moment she withdrew a small piece of paper.
“Grab a seat, Bob,” she said. “I want you to see this.”




Chapter 11


Cadence tapped her computer’s touchpad to wake the screen.
“Underhill’s note says he emailed me a link to the tape,” she said as Bob wheeled his chair around to sit beside her. 
Sure enough, an email from Gerard Underhill was at the top of her inbox. The zip file it contained took less than a second to download. When she went to extract the data onto her computer, she saw there were three large files.
“How long did this interview go for?” Bob asked as he watched on, articulating what they both were thinking.
“Must be hours by the size of those files,” said Cadence. “I know they had him all to themselves. But for how long?”
“He didn’t ask for a lawyer?”
Cadence shook her head. “Not everyone knows to do that.”
“But this guy has a record. Surely, he knows to keep his mouth shut until he gets a lawyer. Anyone who’s seen a cop show in the last fifty years should know to get a lawyer.”
“You’d be surprised. Most people think that when a cop says he just wants to have a chat down at the station they’re not under suspicion.”
Cadence opened all three files at once and spent a minute checking the duration of each.
“My God. There’s six hours of video here,” she said, sliding her finger over the touchpad. “Let’s see if I can cut to the chase. You’d have to figure the confession came somewhere near the end.”
Cadence checked the properties of each file to determine which was the last and opened it. In the video frame, the camera looked down from a corner of the interview room ceiling. Brandon Colter was sitting beside a table looking relaxed, his left arm resting on the top of a table.
Cadence cued the marker up the timeline and stopped when another figure entered the room. It was Detective Pat Monroe. She clicked on the play button.
“Look, we’re not here to debate whether or not you did this,” said Monroe, his tone firm and assured.  
“Did what?”
“You know what I’m talking about. Don’t play dumb, Colter. Like I said, we’re not here to debate it. You and me both know you did it. You and I know you killed that guy. Your prints are all over the murder weapon. You had blood all over your clothes. Blood in your tent. We have witnesses who saw you leaving the scene of the crime.”
“My God,” said Cadence. “He’s cornering him.”
“I thought you said the DNA results weren’t in,” said Bob.
“They’re not. Monroe is bullshitting.” 
“Unbelievable.”
“He can say whatever he wants. Cops can say they have all the evidence in the world against you, everything that proves your guilt. They can make things up to pressure you. You get someone in there who’s intimidated and anxious and they start to get confused. They start to make bad decisions. They become acquiescent. And that’s exactly what Monroe wants.”
Monroe continued his posturing. At every opportunity, he told Colter some variation of the same accusation, each delivered with irrefutable certainty: “You know you’re guilty, I know you’re guilty, God knows you’re guilty and the guy you stabbed to death sure as hell knows it. All I want to know is how it went down.” 
As Colter shook his head in confusion, Monroe outlined his theory. He said Colter broke into Vinson’s home to make off with anything he could sell on the street. Then Vinson came home and surprised him. Then a fight broke out in the kitchen and Colter had to use a knife to get Vinson off him.
As Monroe spoke, Colter began to parrot some of the details. Cadence and Bob could see him being duped as Monroe turned compassionate, saying he “got it” why Colter did what he did, why he broke into the house, why he had to fight, why he reached for the knife. He leaned in close to Colter and said he knew it was an accident, he knew Colter did not mean to kill the guy, he knew that that was not Colter’s plan, it was not Colter’s nature.
Seeing Colter tuned into his story and soften, Monroe knew he had a captive audience. He began to reel Colter in before finally going for the confession.
“That’s what happened, isn’t it, Brandon? You didn’t mean it. I know. But that’s the way it went down, right?”
When Colter stammered and shook his head before offering a weak, confused denial, Monroe went back on the offensive. 
“Don’t lie to me, Brandon. I know you’re lying. Who you trying to kid? I don’t want to spend days going through this over and over again, and neither do you. Stop wasting your time and mine by denying what we both know you’ve done. You’re guilty. That’s not even up for debate. You killed that guy. That’s our starting point, okay? Don’t treat me like an idiot.”
At that point, Monroe left the interview room and his partner Detective Pat Keating entered and handed Colter a bottle of water. 
After some small talk, Keating lowered his voice. 
“We’ve had the bad cop,” said Cadence. “Now it’s time for the good cop.”
Keating leaned forward, elbows on thighs, all relaxed and nonthreatening. “Look, Brandon. I understand what life is like on the streets. I know how hard it is. I’ve been a DC cop for decades now, so I know the score. And I want you to know that I understand what you did and why you did it. I know you didn’t mean anyone any harm by stealing some shit. And that’s all you wanted to do. I get it and everyone will get it too. They’ll understand.”
Colter responded visibly to the kindness Keating evinced. He looked Keating in the eye as he listened. He nodded his head once or twice. 
Keating reached out and put his hand on Colter’s shoulder. “Come on, Brandon. Let’s get this sorted out and we can all go home. If we can wrap this up, we’re done here. Okay? Just tell us what you did, and we can move on.”
Cadence stifled an urge to yell at the screen. Colter was taking the bait.
“First, I want you to take a look at this, okay?”
Keating handed Colter a photo.
“Do you recognize this man?”
Colter’s face scrunched with uncertainty. 
“I’m not sure,” he said. Then his eyebrows lifted. “Yeah. I do. He gave me some money.”
Keating took the photo back. “Yeah, you got his money alright. That’s the victim, Owen Vinson.”
The cop set the photo aside, sat back, and straightened his tie.
“Okay. Thank you for being honest, Brandon,” said Keating. “Now we’re getting somewhere. Look, Brandon, you know the way things work around here. You know the score. What I’m telling you is that you need to think about what’s best for you. Won’t you feel better owning up to what you did?
“Look, here’s what I can do. Admit to what you did, and we can look at giving you a lesser charge. That means you’ll get the chance to walk out of here. But if you keep holding out on us, if we can’t move on from here, you could be in custody for a long time. Is that what you want?”
Colter shook his head.
“You want to get out of here?”
“Yes.”
“Okay then, let’s work on that. First, I got to pee.”
Keating stood up and left the room. Cadence stopped the video and turned to Bob.
“What we’re seeing here is a perfect example of cops using someone’s faith in the system against them.”
Bob shook his head. “They could have said anything they liked to Colter.”
“Exactly. They could say we have high-definition footage of you doing the deed and six witnesses who are prepared to swear on the Holy Bible that they saw you walk out Vinson’s door with a bloody knife in your hand.”
“I know this happens,” said Bob. “I just can’t believe that it’s legal.”
“The only thing that is considered illegal behavior by cops in an interview is threatening their subject. I’ll go over the whole tape, but I doubt Monroe is dumb enough to threaten Colter on tape.”
She hit play again to see Monroe walk back into the room. He beat the same drum, saying Colter’s guilt was a given. 
At one point, Colter said his memory was terrible and that he could not remember killing anyone. 
Monroe zeroed in, reminding Colter that this type of crime was right up his alley. 
Colter nodded again, frowning. 
“This is the kind of thing you’d do, isn’t it?” 
“I guess.” 
“Was it self-defense? Did he come at you with a knife? You struggled. You just wanted the money. You didn’t mean to kill him, right? You didn’t mean to kill him, did you?” 
“No,” said Colter. 
“It was an accident, right?” 
Again Colter nodded. 
“Yes,” he said, half dazed. “An accident.” 
“You’re not a murderer, are you?” 
“No.” 
“So, this looks to me like manslaughter. You didn’t mean to kill the guy. I get it.” 
Colter just stared at Monroe; his mouth half-open. 
“You didn’t mean to kill him, did you? You just wanted to get away from him. That’s why you killed him.” 
Colter shook his head. “No. I didn’t mean to kill him,” he said. “It was an accident. Can I go now?” 
Monroe huffed and got to his feet. 
“Sure, in just a moment, big guy. You wait here. We need to get a statement and then everything will be straightened out. Okay?”
“Okay.”
Cadence went forward on the video to where Monroe and Keating returned to read Colter a statement. Monroe then slid the paper over to Colter. 
“You want to read it first? Go ahead,” said Monroe. “Just sign it and we’re done.”
Colter spent less than ten seconds looking over the statement before he put it on the table and signed his name.
Cadence hit the pause button and leaned back, her blood hot with outrage. 
“They got exactly what they wanted,” she said.
“I know,” Bob said.
“A voluntary confession. These guys saw an opportunity to get a conviction as fast as possible and they seized it.”
There was a pause and both Cadence and Bob pondered the implications of the interview. Cadence sat back for a moment, thinking. Then an idea came to her, and she went back to the laptop.
“Let me just check something.”
She pulled the cursor back to the first frame of the first clip and then went to the final frame of the final clip.
“My God,” she said. “They held him for almost twenty-four hours.”
She then took to the keyboard, tapping away furiously.
“What are you doing?”
“I’m going to fight it.”
“But it’s evidence now. It’s been filed.”
“Yes, and Underhill would have accepted it from the cops with open arms. He thinks it will work wonders on a jury if the case goes to trial, and how damning it will be for Brandon. But now he knows that I know. And I bet he’s got his plea offer ready. But not so fast, buddy. I’m going to try and get this tape suppressed.”
“On what grounds?”
“Colter was denied his legal rights. Sixth Amendment. They denied him the right to legal counsel. They ruthlessly took advantage of a vulnerable person.”
“If you can get this thrown out, that will be a game-changer.”
“It won’t be the only motion I’ll be filing. These guys think they’ve already won. Well, let’s see about that.”
“What do you mean?”
Cadence sat back, folded her arms, and stared intensely at the laptop screen.
“I’m not just going to get this so-called confession suppressed, I’m going to get the whole frickin case dismissed.”




Chapter 12


Over the next two days, besides filing the motion to suppress, Cadence placed several calls to MVP Systems. When she had first asked to speak with one of the co-founders Duncan Meeks, she was told he was not available. When she called again, she was told Meeks was away before being informed that he spends a great deal of time overseas and was not due back for weeks. When Cadence wanted to be put through to Lee Parkinson, she was told he too was unavailable but would return her call at the first opportunity.
Not to be dissuaded, Cadence ran through every other name she found on the MVP Systems website. Not one answered when she was put through. All went to voicemail. Not one call back. 
It was not the first time in her career Cadence had been given the cold shoulder. It went with the territory. Why would these people want to speak with the lawyer representing the man accused of killing their colleague?
Still, she vowed to persist. And if no one cooperated, then she would just have to get a few subpoenas served.
Having hit a dead end at MVP Systems, Cadence turned her attention to the police witness Tommy Grimes. The statement listed Grimes’ place of residence as the Nebraska Avenue Shelter. So that was where Cadence was headed next. 
Given her experience with MVP Systems, she was not going to call ahead. She was done sitting around waiting for answers. 
She checked her watch and was surprised to see it was already five o’clock. The day had flown by. She grabbed her bag and headed for the door.
Half an hour later, she was threading her way past a line of men waiting outside the Nebraska Avenue Men’s Shelter. A scan of the shelter’s website had told Cadence it was a first-come, first-served deal when it came to beds. If she had been male, cutting in front of the others in line might have caused a fight. 
As she made her way inside, Cadence shuddered to think how little some people had in life. If not for charities, even the bare basics of human survival—food and shelter—were beyond the reach of some of her fellow Americans. 
Inside the building, Cadence sought out Rhonda Adams, who ran the place, according to the website. After speaking with a staff member, she was directed down a hallway that led into a cafeteria. There she saw a woman in her mid-forties speaking with the cook.
“Excuse me,” Cadence said. “I’m looking for Rhonda Adams.”
“Well, good for you, honey,” said the woman in a strong but sing-song voice. “You found her. You don’t look like you’re here for a free meal. What can I do for you?”
“My name’s Cadence Elliott, ma’am. I’m a—”
“Ma’am?” Rhonda huffed with overdone surprise. “We’ll have none of that, sweetheart. What did you say your name was again?”
“Cadence. Cadence Elliott.”
“Well now Cadence, call me Rhonda. Please, or else you’re gonna make me sound like someone who loves the sound of their authority.”
She laughed, and Cadence was immediately put at ease. 
“Rhonda, I’m a lawyer defending Brandon Colter.”
“I heard what happened. Poor Brandon.”
“Is there somewhere we can talk, Rhonda?”
Rhonda waved her arm over the expanse of the cafeteria. “Pick a seat. We’ve got about thirty minutes before the men come in. Until then, we’ve got the place to ourselves. How does that sound?” 
“That sounds just fine.”
They sat on plastic chairs at one of the dozen or so trestle tables that filled the dining area. Cadence proceeded to tell Rhonda what had happened, and the charges Brandon faced.
“How’s he holding up?” Rhonda asked.
“To be honest, I’m not sure. He’s so difficult to figure out. What I can tell you is that he’s not making things easy for himself. I fear he’s been his own worst enemy. He’s told the cops one thing and me another. He says his memory doesn’t function properly. But I’m afraid he’s dug himself a hole with this excuse. The way I see it, he’s appeased the cops by confessing to this murder. Then he tells me he doesn’t think he did it. And one minute he seems very timid, but the next you see this swell of anger rise in him.”
Rhonda shook his head. “He’s always made it hard for himself. And he does have a kind of martyr complex. By that I mean he’s inclined to inflict penance upon himself.”
“Yes. That’s exactly what I get from him. It’s like he thinks it’s right for him to be punished because of something bad he’s done. Do you know what that might be?”
“Honestly, honey. I have no idea.”
“How long have you known him?”
“As long as I’ve been here. Fifteen years. He’s never been a regular at the shelter. I mostly see him out on the street. That’s where he prefers to stay.”
“You mean he refuses help?”
Rhonda nodded. “He’s always polite about it but yeah. To be more accurate, I should say that he refuses our help.”
“Are you saying he accepts charity from others?”
“Just one place, as far as I know.”
“Another charity?”
Rhonda shook her head. “No. There’s an Italian restaurant over on Florida Avenue. The owner there took a shine to Brandon years ago and has been giving him a hot meal every day ever since.”
“I see,” said Cadence taking out her notebook and pen. “What’s it called?”
“Lorenzo’s,” said Rhonda. “Lorenzo’s Trattoria.”
“Rhonda, I need to speak to someone who knows Brandon best. Do you know who that could be?”
“I think I know Brandon more than just about anybody, and it ain’t much. But you should speak to Lorenzo.”
“Okay. Have you ever seen Brandon threaten anybody? Would you say he has an anger problem?”
Rhonda sighed and her mouth tightened, as though she was reluctant to reply.
“Well, I did see him rough someone up. It was just the once, mind you. But I’m not sure you could say he has an anger problem.”
“Can you elaborate, please?”
“We see guys lose their shit here almost every day of the week. There’s arguments about who got which bed. There’s arguments about who got what locker. There’s arguments and accusations about something that got stolen. Brandon was never involved in any of that. But one day someone said something that he didn’t like and he kind of lost it. He yelled and grabbed this guy by the neck and slammed him up against the wall. This other guy was big, but Brandon kept slamming him like he was as light as a rattle. Almost knocked him out. It took two of our security guards to get him to let go. He stormed out. And that was the last time we saw him here.”
“Did the other man tell you what provoked Brandon?”
“No. He wouldn’t tell me and obviously, Brandon didn’t stick around to explain.”
“Who was the other man?”
“His name’s Tommy,” said Rhonda. “Tommy Grimes.”
Cadence straightened in her chair. “What?”
Rhonda’s eyes widened a little. “Did I say something wrong?”
“No.” Cadence shook her head. “It’s just that Tommy Grimes is a witness in Brandon’s case. He’s a witness for the prosecution.”
“You mean he’s going to testify against Brandon?”
“If we go to trial, yes.”
Rhonda shook her head and pursed her lips. “That ain’t good. For Brandon, I mean. And assuming he’s innocent and all. He and Tommy are not exactly pals.”
“Right, well I need to speak with Tommy. Does he still come here?”
“Oh, yes he does. Every night without fail. He’s one of our best customers you could say.”
“Do you mind if I stick around and approach him after he’s eaten?”
“That would be wise. It would be a brave woman to get between Tommy Grimes and his food.”
Cadence leaned back and looked over towards the kitchen before turning back to Rhonda. “You look pretty short-staffed here. Could you use an extra pair of hands?”
“Honey, we could use four. But your two would be most appreciated. Thanks for asking. Come on. I’ll take you over to the kitchen. You can help serve.”
[image: image-placeholder]The men were quiet and orderly as they came for their food, each lifting their tray onto the steel counter of the serving bay. Cadence scooped out portions of mushroom risotto into the largest section of the tray and used tongs to add carrots, peas, a muffin, and fruit salad. The ingredients for the meal, she had just learned, had been donated from several restaurants and stores in the area. The cook Steve told her that most businesses barely had to be asked to contribute. To keep up with demand, though, food drives were always needed. 
Rhonda had left the cafeteria as soon as she had introduced Steve to his new volunteer, so Cadence did not know which of the men was Tommy Grimes.
It was nearing eight o’clock when Rhonda returned and pointed Tommy out to Cadence. He was sitting alone hunched over his tray, mopping up the remnants of his risotto with a small wholewheat roll he had saved just for that purpose.
“Tommy Grimes?”
Grimes looked up and met Cadence with a blank expression and a wad of bread in his cheek.
“Who’s asking?”
“My name’s Cadence Elliott.”
“You served us today. You want to know if I enjoyed my meal?”
Cadence went with it. “I do hope you enjoyed it,” she smiled. “Did you?”
Grimes gave a weak smile, but his eyes stayed wary. “Nothing to complain about. If this is a customer survey, then you can say I liked it so much, I think I’ll come back tomorrow.”
Quickly appraising Grimes, Cadence did not think he was unfriendly, just cautious. 
“Tommy, I’m a lawyer.”
Grimes’ eyes narrowed. “Yeah?”
“I’m defending Brandon Colter.”
His eyelids stayed put, unblinking, as he watched her. 
“Oh yeah?” he responded, resuming his chewing and turning his attention back to mopping the tray. “You and I got nothing to talk about.”
Cadence pulled the seat out from opposite Grimes and sat down. She was not about to ask permission.
“Tommy, I know you spoke to the cops and that you’re a witness in Brandon’s case. I’m just trying to get a clear picture of what happened.”
“I don’t think I should be talking to you. In fact, I know I shouldn’t. But what I got to say to you is the same as what I told the cops.”
“And what was that?”
“I saw what I saw,” said Grimes, pinching up the corner of his mouth and again hitting Cadence with eyes full of attitude. 
“Which was what, exactly?”
“I saw Colter drop the knife into a dumpster.”
“How did this come about? Were you just standing there, and he came up and dropped it in a bin right in front of you?”
“It wasn’t like that.”
“Then how was it?”
“I was hanging out on the street, and I saw Colter go by. He looked kind of agitated.”
“What time was this?”
“I don’t wear a watch. It was night time. And don’t ask me the day. Every day’s the same when you’re homeless.”
“But you gave the cops a day, and a date even.”
“That’s right. The cops helped figure that out.”
“So what happened after you saw Brandon?”
“I followed him.”
“You followed him? Why?”
“Because, like I said, he was agitated. I thought he was going to score.”
“You mean you thought he was going to buy drugs?”
“Yeah.”
“Then what happened?”
“He turned down this street and I stood at the end and watched him. He went up to this dumpster and dropped a knife in it.”
“You sure it was a knife?”
“Yep.”
“How close to you was he?”
“Close enough.”
“That doesn’t sound very convincing, Tommy.”
His blank stare hardened with anger. “You wanted to know what I saw. That’s what I saw.”
“Okay, so that’s what you saw. Thanks for sharing it with me. I just wonder, did you go to the police with this information, or did they come to you?”
“What’s the difference? Now, if you don’t mind, I got to go.”
Cadence saw that Grimes knew very well what the difference was, but she was not going to press him on it here and now. 
Grimes got to his feet.
“Thanks for your time, Tommy,” said Cadence, still sitting at the table.
“Time’s what I got plenty of,” said Grimes as he sauntered out of the cafeteria.
Cadence went and looked for Rhonda to thank her, but Steve told her she had left the building. She was out doing what she could for the homeless on the streets. Cadence made her way to the exit, marveling at Rhonda’s dedication. 
She heard her phone ring, swung her handbag in front of her and fished it out. It was Bob.
“Just wanted to let you know I got some info on Owen Vinson,” he said.
A little rush went through Cadence’s veins. It must be something good.
“What is it?” 
“I got confirmation that he no longer works at MVP Systems. That’s why he’s not on the website. He left six months ago.”
“Really?”
“And something tells me he didn’t leave on the best of terms,” added Bob.
“What makes you say that?”
“If he’d decided to move onto greener pastures, the company would have sent a notice out to all their clients. They’d have sung his praises and reassured them that the company would not suffer a bit for his loss, in the nicest possible way. But there was nothing like that. Owen’s departure seemed abrupt and very much an internal affair.”
“You think he didn’t go willingly?”
“That’s exactly what I think. I don’t know what he did to deserve it, but it looks to me like Owen Vinson was fired.”




Chapter 13


“Table for one, please.”
The waiter, a twenty-something Italian American wearing a black waistcoat over a white shirt rolled crisply above the elbows, gave Cadence a charming smile and raised an eyebrow. If he was tempted to offer a line about the tragedy of such a beautiful woman dining alone, or simply to flirt, he thought the better of it. He sensed this was a no-fuss customer and stuck to playing the perfect host.
“Of course. This way, please,” he said and led Cadence past a wall full of framed photographs of famous customers, and into the dining area. On her way from the shelter, Cadence had looked up Lorenzo’s Trattoria and found images of the man she had come to speak with. She saw his face in every photo on the wall. 
From these images, Lorenzo Pezzotti looked like a man who loved every minute of his job, and she guessed he was a man who spent just about every waking minute in his restaurant. She took a chance on him being there. Leaving the shelter, she realized she was hungry. Why not have a nice meal and see if Lorenzo Pezzotti could spare her a few minutes?
The waiter stopped at a table tucked against a wall. 
“Will this do, signora?”
It was secluded without being hidden away. If his customer felt there was a stigma to dining alone, she was not showing it.
“It’s perfect,” Cadence said, as the waiter pulled the chair out for her. “Thank you.”
As he took Cadence’s drink order, a glass of pinot grigio, the waiter found it hard to drag his eyes off her. He began running through the specials of the day, but she cut him short.
“I know what I want,” she said, looking up from the menu with a smile. The smell emanating from the kitchen grill had roused her appetite with a vengeance. It occurred to her that she had not eaten all day. 
“I’ll have the hanger steak,” she said. She was delighted to see Lorenzo’s offered the cut the classic Italian way—served with salsa verde and fries. It was one of her favorite meals. Upon seeing that, there was no need to look any further.
“Excellent choice, signora,” said the waiter, tucking the returned menu under his arm before picking up her napkin and letting it unfold. “Con permesso?” 
Cadence nodded and he laid the napkin in her lap. “Very good, signora.”
Left alone at her table, Cadence scanned the restaurant. She spotted Lorenzo returning from a group of eight guests, each of them charmed by his attention. The restaurant was not busy, though, with less than half the tables occupied. 
Cadence resisted the urge to take out her phone. The phone was always a good way for anyone sitting alone to feign a sense of purpose. But she preferred to watch Lorenzo. She saw him work his way from the kitchen to the floor to the bar, engaging everyone with the same buoyant charisma that made every diner feel especially welcome.
The waiter returned with her wine.
“Excuse me,” Cadence said once he had placed the glass in front of her. “I wonder if I could have a word with signore Lorenzo?”
A hint of concern flickered onto the waiter’s face. “Is there something wrong, signora?”
“No, of course not. Everything is perfect. I’d just like to speak with him for a moment, if he’s not too busy.”
“I’m sure he would enjoy speaking with you very much, signora.”
Cadence watched the waiter approach the owner and speak to him. Lorenzo looked past the waiter at Cadence and raised a palm obligingly in the air as he began to make his way over. He bore a smile the entire way, and Cadence found herself grinning and genuinely cheerful. 
“Good evening, signora. My goodness, how beautiful you are. You called for me and I am at your service. To what do I owe this honor? I hope Roberto has not given you any cause for dissatisfaction?”
“No, please. Roberto has been the perfect waiter and the perfect gentleman. Mr. Pezzotti, I wanted to talk to you about Brandon Colter.”
Lorenzo looked surprised.
“Who is this Brandon…?”
“Colter.”
“I’m sorry, I don’t know anyone by this name.”
Cadence looked surprised. “Oh, I was told you were his friend. At least, I was told that you give him some food every day.”
Lorenzo looked confused. “I have many regular customers but none by the name of Colter, as far as I know.”
“He’s homeless. He’s not a paying customer.”
Lorenzo’s face lit up.
“Ah, do you mean Apollo?”
“No, not Apollo. Colter. Brandon Colter.”
Lorenzo tapped his right palm to his forehead. “Mama mia. Forgive me. It has been a long time since I heard his real name. I’ve been calling him Apollo for years. So yes, I do know him. Why do you ask?”
“He’s in trouble, Mr. Pezzotti.” 
“Please, Lorenzo.”
“Okay. Lorenzo. Brandon’s in trouble. And I’m trying to help him. I’m his lawyer.”
A look of concern came over Lorenzo’s face and he pulled out the chair opposite Cadence and sat.
“Tell me, bella. What kind of trouble?”
Cadence proceeded to fill Lorenzo in. She delivered the account coolly, and Lorenzo picked up on her detachment.
“Do you think he could do such a thing?” he asked, clearly struggling to believe it himself. 
“To be honest, Lorenzo, I don’t know what to think.”
She then described the difficulty she had had with Brandon’s attitude. She said he had confessed to the crime and that he was feeling like he deserved to be punished.
Lorenzo nodded. 
“He is—what you say?—a complex man,” he said. “I know this. He can be a bull, but he can be a butterfly too.”
Cadence figured she might be speaking with the man who knew Brandon Colter better than anybody.
“What do you want from me? Anything to help Apollo I will do gladly. But first—”
Lorenzo stopped talking because Roberto had arrived with Cadence’s steak. He placed it in front of her, and after Cadence thanked him, he left promptly. That Cadence barely glanced at her food seemed of concern to Lorenzo.
“You must not let your meal get cold, bella, unless you wish to offend me,” he said with a gracious smile.
Cadence laughed. “I wouldn’t want to offend you, Lorenzo.”
“Good then. You will eat and I will talk. I will tell you the story of how Apollo became my friend.”
“I’d like that,” said Cadence, picking up her knife and fork.
Lorenzo recalled the winter’s day when he first met Brandon. He had stepped out the back of his restaurant to take out the trash when he saw a man shuffling down the alleyway shadowboxing.
“Now, bella. I know boxing. I used to box myself when I was a young man and I followed closely the careers of the greats—Jake LaMotta, Rocky Graziano, Primo Carnera. But when I saw Brandon—I will call him that for your sake—I knew I was looking at a professional fighter. Yes, he was homeless and dressed in a big coat, but I have a good eye. I could see he had fast hands. And even better, he had such light feet. For a few minutes I watched him. All these clouds of steam were coming from his mouth, like a railway train. As I watched, I moved closer and closer. I heard every grunt, every effort he made. And then I could see his eyes. This man was not in the street. This man was in the ring.”
Lorenzo said that when he addressed the homeless man, it was like he woke from a trance. Lorenzo complimented him on his form, and he said Brandon was very humble. They spoke a little and then Brandon began walking away.
“Are you hungry?” Lorenzo asked.
“I’m, always.”
“Then, please. Come to my restaurant, I said. I will feed you.”
But Brandon refused to go inside. He waited by the back door while Lorenzo fetched some lasagne and garlic bread. 
“I’ve done that every day since,” said Lorenzo. “Hundreds of times. How is your steak?”
The question caught Cadence off guard and mid-mouthful. She chewed the succulent meat and swallowed before assuring Lorenzo that it was the best steak she had ever had. 
“Now, bella. What can I do to help?”
“Okay. First up, why Apollo?”
“You have not heard of the Roman god Apollo?”
“Yes, of course, I have.”
“Well, not that one,” Lorenzo laughed at his mild deception. “No. Apollo Creed. That’s who he reminded me of. He looked like Apollo Creed.”
Cadence looked confused.
“You know, the Rocky movies?” 
The penny dropped. “Oh yes. Of course. I get it now. Lorenzo, can I ask—did Brandon ever talk to you about his past? Did he tell you much about himself?”
“No, not really. He did tell me that he was a fighter and that he was going to go to the Olympics. And I believe him. I do. He said something happened. He was very sad about it. I tried to cheer him up, but it never worked. Still, I thought he was a kind man. I don’t know why he never became a champion but believe me, I know boxing. He could have been a great champion.”
“Have you ever seen him get mad at anybody?”
Lorenzo shook his head. “No never. He is a gentle man. Inside the ring, he could have beaten Mike Tyson in his prime. Of that, I have no doubt. Outside the ring, he couldn’t hurt a fly.”
“Lorenzo, Brandon’s memory is particularly bad. Did you notice that?”
“No. He never forgot where my restaurant was. Boxers can suffer bad brain injuries long after they’ve finished in the ring.”
“True but Brandon never fought as a professional, as far as I know. His boxing career was cut short, or he just gave it away for some reason.”
“This is all very sad,” said Lorenzo with a sigh. “One time he could have stood up against any man in the world. Now someone’s got to stick up for him.”
Lorenzo took Cadence by the hand.
“Whatever you need from me, bella, you only have to ask. Now, let me get you some coffee. It’s the best in DC.”




Chapter 14


Cadence was starting to feel like a stalker. She knew it would be a waste of time to place another call to MVP Systems. So, armed with an image of co-founder Lee Parkinson, she made her way to the company’s Rhode Island Avenue address at seven in the morning and waited.
It was a few minutes before eight when she saw Parkinson approach the entrance on foot. He was early-forties and tall, very tall—six five if he was an inch—and conventionally handsome. His face was long, and his jaw and nose pronounced, framed by a healthy thick and product-laden wave of brown hair and inch-wide sideburns. It was as though he had asked his barber to give him a James Dean, but a shorter, tamer version, one that would not ruffle conservative feathers at the club. 
Parkinson saw Cadence from about twenty feet. His pace slowed.
He either knew it was Cadence or was guessing it was her. Either way, he was not pleased to see her.
She stepped forward to close the gap that he was reluctant to fill and stretched out her hand.
“Mr. Parkinson,” she said. “My name’s Cadence Elliott. I’m a defense attorney representing the man accused of killing Owen Vinson.”
Parkinson tried not to look ambushed but failed. He swept a hand down his tie and stammered at first, his ingrained manners forcing him to try and find a polite way to extricate himself immediately. “Yes, I see. And what are you doing here?”
“Did your receptionist not tell you that I called?”
He tried to pretend it had slipped his mind. “I’m not sure she—”
“Well, I’m sure she did. Several times. And she assured me you’d return my call promptly.”
“Things are crazy busy.”
“Yes, for me too. That’s why I wanted to touch base with you this morning.”
“I don’t understand. If you’re defending Owen’s killer—”
“Alleged killer.”
“Of course, his alleged killer. What does that have to do with me?”
“My job is to get to the bottom of what happened, Mr. Parkinson.”
“I thought that was a job for the police department.”
Cadence smiled flatly. “It’s the role of everyone involved in the justice system to get to the truth. And I’m doing my bit.”
Parkinson looked at his watch. “Look. I can’t talk to you now. I’m late for a meeting.”
“Please, Mr. Parkinson, I just have a few basic questions.”
“Such as?”
“Such as why no one in your company wants to speak to me.”
“As I said, things are crazy busy.”
“Did you tell your staff not to speak to me?”
Parkinson flinched. His jaw tightened at Cadence’s challenge. Although inclined to brush past her, he felt compelled to retaliate, like it was a matter of male pride. His ego could not help but tell him he was being talked down to by a woman.
“I did no such thing,” he said. “Returning your calls is not my company’s priority. Don’t take it personally.”
“I’m not. I’m just wondering why Owen’s colleagues wouldn’t want to help get proper justice for him.”
“Maybe that’s because the police have his killer, and you want to cut him loose.”
Cadence bowed her head briefly to reset the exchange. 
“What did Owen do to get himself fired?”
“He wasn’t fired. He left to pursue other opportunities.”
“What other opportunities?”
Parkinson tried his darnedest to think on his feet, but he knew he was no good at it. “None of your business. There are such things as confidentiality—it’s not just the preserve of the legal profession, you know.”
Cadence looked right through him.
“Why are you lying to me, Mr. Parkinson?”
Again he stammered, unable to be as quick with his tongue as he would have liked. He already had the sense that in about an hour, once he was far from this woman’s company, he would think of the most brilliant retorts. Unfortunately, in the here and now, they were as elusive as fairy dust. 
“I’m not lying, Ms. Elliott.” Mirroring her was all he could muster. “Now, if you’ll excuse me. I don’t appreciate being accosted like this. Speak to my secretary and make an appointment.”
“I tried that. And here we are.”
Cadence saw Parkinson’s shoulders relax. It became clear to her, even before he had opened his mouth to speak again, that he had decided to try a new tack: the now-I’m-going-to-level-with-you approach.
“Ms. Elliott, you seem to forget that we have only just buried Owen. I care about him.”
“I know he was fired,” she bluffed.
“I don’t know what that has to do with him being murdered by a burglar.”
“Nor do I. I never said those two events were connected.”
“What do you want?”
“I’d like to know what he did to get himself kicked out of the company that he founded with you and Duncan Meeks. A company, that seems to be doing extremely well.”
Parkinson scratched his chin. “Look, all I can tell you—all that I’m prepared to tell you, for Owen’s sake—is that it was personal stuff.”
“Personal stuff? Like what?”
“You don’t know Owen. You’re not his friend. There’s no reason for you to know the specific details.”
“Okay then. Could you give me the ballpark details?”
Parkinson looked from side to side. “Look, Owen had a lot of problems. His life started to unravel.”
“What kind of problems?”
“Marriage problems. Money. Alcohol. He became—how can I put it?—counterproductive to the business. The guy went off the rails. His drinking affected his work and it cost him his marriage.”
“So you kicked him out?”
“His position became untenable.”
“Did you fire him or did Duncan Meeks? Or both of you?”
“Look, I’ve told you everything I’m going to tell you. I’ve tried to be nice and help you out. I know you’re doing your job but there’s only so much help I’m willing to give the person representing Owen’s killer. That’s all I’ve got to say to you.”
“Until I depose you.”
Parkinson straightened his back, doing his best to look confident and relaxed, and looked down at Cadence. “You do what you have to. We’re done here.”
He stepped to the side and headed for the entrance.
“Just one more thing, Mr. Parkinson.”
He stopped and turned. “What?”
“What’s Owen’s wife’s name?”
“Mary,” he said and turned for the glass doorway.
Cadence took out her phone and tapped away at the screen. Within a few seconds, she had an address for Mary Vinson.
She called an Uber to take her straight there. 
She was on a roll and eager to keep on making progress. 
She was in a mindset of not having a minute to lose, and she liked it.




Chapter 15


The powder blue Victorian row house was the type of property that made Logan Circle one of DC’s most desirable neighborhoods. Flanked by a white lookalike on one side and a gray version with black trim on the other, Mary Vinson’s home evinced a snug and elegant charm. 
Cadence swung open the black wrought iron gate and climbed the short flight of steps to the front door landing. She pressed the buzzer while marveling at the fact that the door was made almost entirely of glass. No security grill. No security camera in sight. This was the embodiment of another key Logan Circle selling point—it was perhaps the safest place to live in DC. Cadence lived in Cardozo, the neighborhood directly north of Logan Circle. Put a glass front door on your house there and within two minutes some hood would be swinging a tire iron through it and making off with your flat screen TV.
“Be right there,” came a woman’s voice from upstairs.
Cadence watched as the woman approached. She was about forty with dark brown hair down to her shoulders. Her face was on the pretty side of plain and her figure on the plus side of average. She wore stone-washed jeans and a floral buttoned shirt with her sleeves rolled up, beneath which were pink rubber dishwashing gloves.
“Hello?” said the woman uncertainly, taking in the vision of Cadence Elliott in her gray double-breasted Max Mara skirt suit, matching platform shoes, and her gold button earrings. “I was expecting someone else.”
“I’m sorry to just appear on your doorstep like this, but first I have to ask, you are Mary Vinson, aren’t you?”
“Yes, I am. And you’re not the electrician.”
Cadence laughed. “No. My name is Cadence Elliott. I’m an attorney.”
Mary Vinson looked puzzled, if not slightly alarmed. Like most people, the unexpected arrival of a lawyer prompted in her a sense of dread, putting her on the defensive.
“Are you the latest lawyer hired by MVP Systems?”
“What? No. I’m defending the man charged with killing your husband. I was hoping we could talk for a minute or two.”
Cadence could see Mary’s blood go cold; her lips harden. If she had a dollar for every time she got that look. She believed she knew exactly what it was like to be a door-to-door insurance salesman, schmoozing to win the trust of strangers with slick words, persuasive arguments, and, if it came to it, a literal foot jammed in the door. 
Mary Vinson’s head dropped, and she began to shut the door politely but firmly.
“I’m sorry, I don’t want to talk to you.”
Knowing she had about half a second to change the woman’s mind, Cadence went for a long shot. “Someone else killed your husband, not my client. If you want justice for Owen, you owe it to him to speak with me. Please.” 
The door stopped two inches short of the frame. Cadence racked her brain to find the words to pry it back open.
“Something doesn’t add up, Mary, and perhaps you know it.” 
Cadence felt ashamed that she was pitching something she only half-believed. As much as she was dedicated to getting the best possible outcome for Brandon Colter, she was yet to be convinced of his innocence. The best result for him could well end up being whatever plea deal Gerard Underhill deigned to offer. But she was not about to share that side of her thinking right now. 
To her relief, Cadence saw the door swing back just wide enough to show Mary’s face.
They looked at each other for a few seconds, Cadence keeping her mouth shut, not wanting to risk saying anything that would prompt Mary to slam the door shut, Mary appraising the character of this stranger and wondering if she should share the disturbing thoughts she had so far kept to herself.
“Come in,” she said.
[image: image-placeholder]“I need to understand something,” said Mary when the two women were seated across from each other at a large oak dining table. She regarded Cadence with slightly pinched eyes, an astute glare. It was obvious she was wondering to what degree she could trust her visitor. “Explain to me how your job extends beyond getting your client off. Because that’s what you do, right? You get people off.”
“That’s the black-and-white version,” said Cadence. “I can’t deny that. In essence, when you boil it down, my job is to win my client’s freedom. And I don’t think I need to tell you that some clients I’ve represented are far from innocent. Some clients don’t have a chance in hell of escaping punishment. My assistance to them is to ensure that they’re not subjected to more punishment than is fair. The justice system is not a level playing field, Mary. And contrary to what people think, it’s not loaded in the favor of the accused. It is very much loaded against them. If we as a society are happy to see innocent people lose their liberty for years, to be locked away in the hell that is a prison cell, then yes, we should dispense with defense attorneys. But that’s not the world we live in. It’s not the country we live in. America needs defense lawyers, now more than ever.”
“Do you think your client killed Owen?”
Cadence leaned forward. “Honestly, Mary, I’m not one-hundred percent sure. That’s the truth. Brandon Colter is a homeless black man who may have killed your husband. He’s confessed to the police, under duress, I should say. But he’s told me he’s innocent. The man has personality problems that make it extremely difficult for me to gauge whether he’s telling me the truth or not. It’s driving me nuts. But I think he might be damaged, psychologically.”
“He’s mentally ill?”
“I can’t say for sure without a proper psychiatric evaluation.”
Mary nodded. “Why would you think he’s innocent if he has confessed?”
“Because I’d like to believe what he’s told me. And if he’s innocent, it’s vital that I discover the truth. The cops aren’t interested. As far as they’re concerned, they’ve got their man. So if you have any doubts about that, I’m asking you to please share them with me.”
Mary took a deep breath and looked at her hands. She realized she still had her gloves on and plucked at her fingers to remove them.
“These past twelve months, my world has been turned upside down and torn inside out. We were a happy family enjoying life in our beautiful home. Before we bought this house, we’d spent years renting with no wiggle room for any kind of indulgence. We watched every dollar.”
Mary proceeded to explain that it was Owen’s business venture that brought them to DC four years earlier. He, Lee Parkinson, and Duncan Meeks were friends at college. Owen and Lee studied IT and Duncan studied marketing. After college they went to work at separate companies, but then Owen and Lee came up with an idea for their own tech company. There were a zillion start-ups in Silicon Valley trying to make it big in social media, web-based companies, and apps. That was a crowded market. Owen and Lee thought that there might be an opportunity in the less glamorous world of materials technology. If they could provide a direct link between ideas being developed in labs with real-world clients, then they might have a viable business. They had a product to launch, with a special material that could provide incredible protection against fire. It was on par with its NASA-grade equivalent in every way, but it was much cheaper. Duncan came on board, and they worked out of our home with a fresh website. Before long, they had their first contract. The shipping industry, as it turned out, was crying out for a super fire-retardant material like theirs to protect wheelhouses, living quarters, and data rooms. 
The company took off. They called it MVP Systems after their last names Meeks, Vinson, and Parkinson. But all three were massive basketball fans—so calling it MVP had particular appeal.
Mary said that there was an ethical thrust to the company from conception. They wanted to make money, yes, but they wanted to make the world a better place. They wanted to distinguish themselves as being the matchmaker between cutting-edge technology and the world’s problems. They came up with the tagline “Advantage Humanity”, and they were delivering on that promise. The fireproof technology, with its contribution to crew safety, fit the bill. Soon after that came a novel system for removing plastic from the world’s oceans. 
The company’s rapid rise enabled the Vinsons to buy the perfect house. Their two sons were at a great school, and they were able to enjoy so many things they never could before. Life was getting better and better. 
“Then it started to get worse,” Mary said.
“In what way?”
“Owen became increasingly frustrated at work. He would come home unhappy about this or that, but he could not tell me anything because all of a sudden, their projects were highly confidential. Company policy was to maintain secrecy until a project came into being.”
“Did you get a sense that Owen’s problem was with the work itself, or was it with clients or fellow staff?”
“I think it was all three. I got the impression he wasn’t happy with the direction the company was heading in.”
“How was he getting along with Lee Parkinson and Duncan Meeks?”
“From what I could gather, the relationship had gone south. Between Owen and Lee, mainly. Duncan traveled a lot. As the marketing and sales head, he was hardly ever in DC. The company’s market had become largely international, and so he just flew between Europe, the Middle East, Asia, and Africa, doing trade fairs and whatever else. Owen never opened up to me but whenever I asked about Lee, he would get worked up. Something was eating him, but I never knew what, and he wouldn’t say. And then he started drinking again.”
“Did he have a drinking problem before?”
Mary nodded. “Yes. It seems like eons ago now. Owen and I were college sweethearts. I loved him, but I soon realized that he and alcohol were not a good mix. He didn’t get angry or violent or anything. He just got really messy, and that concerned me. I had thought a lot about marrying Owen but after a few embarrassing episodes, I decided to break it off with him. I didn’t tell him why at first—I just said I wanted to focus on my studies.”
“How did he take it?”
“He was crushed. He kept at me for an explanation until finally, I told him the truth. I told him that I hated to see him drunk, that it stripped him of all self-respect. Then and there he swore he’d never touch a drop of alcohol again if I took him back. I didn’t agree right away but three months later we were engaged.”
“Do you think the work problems got him drinking again?”
“I can only assume so. At first, he tried to hide it from me. But then he’d come home plastered. It was terrible for the children. I mean, again, there was no violence but he was, you know, sloppy, trying to be funny but just being pathetic. You could see that the children looked at him differently.”
“Then what happened?”
“We talked about it, obviously, and he said he’d stop. But he didn’t stop. Then one day he came home and said he was leaving. He said he could not be around us anymore, that it would be better if he was not around us. I mean, it was crazy.”
“He chose alcohol over his wife and children?”
“On the surface that’s what he conveyed but there was something else going on, I’m sure of it. At one point I began to wonder if he was having an affair.”
“Was he?”
“He denied it when I asked. I was inclined to believe him.”
“Did you speak to Lee or Duncan about Owen?”
“Yes. I’ve known them both as long as I’ve known Owen. They were the best of friends. I called Lee and he came here. And as we talked, I could tell that he was somewhat distanced from Owen.”
“What? Do you mean uncaring?”
“Yes. He didn’t give a shit. Here we were talking about his best friend throwing his life away. I said there must be something going on at work, and Lee flat out denied it. What he did say was that Owen’s drinking was affecting his work. That was his concern. He said maybe the stress of the business had gotten the better of Owen. He said Owen needed to take some time away from work and that I should convince him to do that.”
“But he moved out?”
Mary nodded, tears coming to her eyes. She bowed her head and reached for a Kleenex on the table.
“I didn’t want to split up,” she said, dabbing her eyes. “But he felt it was the best thing for everyone. He was ashamed, feeling like he was dragging us down with him. Nothing I said to him made a difference.”
Mary described being mortified by the apartment Owen had rented. Then a few weeks later she heard that he’d left the company. Owen gave her no details, as expected, and when Mary called Lee, he was quite frosty, even angry, toward her. She said Lee practically hung up on her. Six months after he left the family home, Owen was dead.
“So you still have no idea what the problem was at work?”
“No. It was like he felt unwanted. Shut out somehow. Or powerless. Which was odd, because he loved working there. He was so proud of what they’d achieved. But I can only think that he and Lee and Duncan were at odds about how to run the company. That’s about as specific as I can get.”
Cadence told Mary that she had tried to speak with Owen’s colleagues and that they would not give her the time of day. 
“That doesn’t surprise me,” she said. “I think they feel they are better off without him and now it’s, you know, business as usual. I expected a lot more from Lee, I must say. In the end, I think he is just plain ruthless.”
“So you have absolutely no idea what was troubling Owen?”
“I don’t know anything,” Mary said. “Nothing for certain anyway.”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, one night I overheard him talking on the phone. He thought I was in the kitchen, so he’d gone into our bedroom for the call. Because I was worried about what was going on, I came up and stopped at the door to listen. I’m sure he was talking to Lee. I could hear that he was angry, but what he was talking about made no sense at all. He said something about blankets. And something about Russia, of all things.”
“Russia?”
Mary shrugged. “It was all gibberish to me. Sometimes I thought Owen had become so stressed that he’d begun to lose his mind.”
“Mary, has anyone from the company reached out to you since Owen’s death?”
Mary shook her head. 
“Three or four of them came to his funeral,” she said. “Lee came. But since then not a word. We used to be like family.”
“Is there anyone at MVP Systems who was close to Owen, who you think I could approach?”
Mary thought for a moment. “The only person I really knew there was Lee. Duncan too, but he was always away. But Owen did hire a young recent graduate who he spoke highly of. She worked for him directly.”
“Can I get her name?”
“Sure. It’s Rachel. Rachel Harper.”




Chapter 16


A few days later, Cadence was in front of Judge Melvin Skinner again, and from the moment he entered the courtroom she felt she was going to be fighting a losing battle. A dark cloud hung over Skinner’s head and, since it was her motion that dragged him here, she felt sure that she was the source of his evident displeasure. 
She watched as he sat down gingerly, grimacing as he did so.
“Damned disc,” he muttered to himself. Realizing his words were picked up by the microphone, he elaborated for the court’s benefit. “Flared up again picking up a golf ball. What’s worse is I missed the putt and it cost me two-hundred dollars.” 
Skinner lifted his eyes to survey his audience. There was no one but Cadence, Underhill, the bailiff, and the stenographer. They were all still on their feet to honor his arrival.
“Anyway. Enough about me,” the judge said. “Good morning, everyone. Please be seated.”
Judge Skinner spent a few moments talking about the motion that had been filed by the defense. He checked with Cadence if there were any new exhibits for the motion. There were none. The exhibits were the same video clips filed by the state. 
“Okay, I have not had a chance to view those tapes,” said Judge Skinner to Cadence. “Will you be playing them here today?”
“Yes, Your Honor.”
“Okay then. Who’s going first, state or defense?”
Cadence looked across to a very relaxed Gerard Underhill, dressed in his usual three-piece suit. Navy today, with a checked silk tie and pocket square. He was only ten years older than Cadence, but he seemed from an even more distant generation—like Skinner’s, for example. Underhill seemed the type of guy whose youth was spent aspiring to be an adult. And now, an Assistant US Attorney who was tipped to become United States Attorney for the District of Columbia-the jurisdiction’s top dog of the law—he seemed very happy with the way his life had turned out. And today he seemed particularly pleased to be in court, as though defeating Cadence’s motion was going to be a walk in the park. He smiled at Cadence and motioned with his hand to silently offer her the lectern.
In a trial, where the burden of evidence, and hence proving the case, lies with the prosecution, Underhill would start first. In a hearing where the motion was filed by the defense, though, there was no strict convention. It was Cadence’s motion to argue, and hearing the state’s evidence first was not critical to that argument. 
She could have accepted Underhill’s invitation to get the ball rolling. But she thought against it. If his tactic was to sit back and then shoot her down, she was not going to play along. 
She got to her feet.
“Your Honor, although it is the defense’s motion, the issue at hand is state evidence and how it was obtained. I suggest the appropriate order of events would be for Mr. Underhill to speak to the evidence.”
Judge Skinner did not need long to think about it. “I agree. Mr. Underhill, over to you.”
Cadence turned to Underhill to see him glaring at her. Her plan to slap him out of his comfort zone had worked. He quickly bowed his head to collect himself and then stood.
“Your Honor, the video of the defendant’s confession is a vital piece of state evidence,” he said. “I understand why the defense wishes to prevent the jury from seeing it, but it is our position that the confession was entirely voluntary. Brandon Colter was not pressured into saying anything. He was not even under arrest when he confessed. To be honest, I think this is a desperate move on the defense’s behalf. But since I am here to essentially defend the provenance of this confession, I will break it down into detail.”
Underhill proceeded to explain the path of inquiry the police investigators took before considering Brandon Colter to be a murder suspect. When they located him on the street and approached, they noticed what appeared to be bloodstains on his pants. They showed Colter a photo of a tent in which they had found blood and asked if it was his tent. He confirmed that it was. They asked whether he had been sleeping in his tent the past few nights and he said yes. But the officers knew this was a lie because the tent had been declared a crime scene after the blood had been found and they had kept the tent under surveillance, waiting for Colter’s return. They then asked Colter to accompany them to the station, Underhill said, and Colter obliged. 
Underhill said the officers’ suspicions about Colter had firmed during their questioning. He then stated that what transpired next—that is, the method of questioning—was no more than standard police procedure. He insisted that no law had been broken in that interview, no regulation had been defied, and no rights had been breached. With that, he thanked Judge Skinner and sat down.
“Your Honor,” said Cadence once she was on her feet, “while I appreciate the state believes the procurement of this so-called confession was completely above board, the evidence shows otherwise.”
Cadence then proceeded to run Judge Skinner through her argument, playing him a different section of the interview tape with each step. She noted the amount of time the police had held Brandon, she pointed out Brandon’s behavior, and advised that his responses indicated the cops were dealing with someone whose mental capacity to decide for himself was akin to that of a child’s.
“Your Honor, it is clear that the defendant lacked the agency to deal with the situation.”
“Objection, Your Honor.” 
Underhill had sprung to his feet. “There is no such evidence here. Ms. Elliott is merely giving an opinion.”
“Sustained.” 
“Your Honor, while Brandon Colter does indeed cooperate with the police, the tactics used by his interviewers took advantage of his mental vulnerability.”
“Objection, Your Honor. Again, this is Ms. Elliott’s opinion. There is no evidence to suggest the defendant has a mental health problem that prevents him from understanding the basic questions being asked of him.”
“Your Honor—” Cadence started before being cut off by the judge.
“Counselor, do you have a mental health evaluation of your client to submit?” asked Skinner.
“No, Your Honor.”
“Do you have any evidence to submit to the court that your client has a mental illness?”
“No, Your Honor. I am arguing he lacks competency.”
“Do you have a mental health assessment to back that up?”
“No, Your Honor.”
“In the absence of such an assessment to show me otherwise, I have to judge based on what I see. And I see a man who may well be stressed by being interviewed.”
“They held him for twenty-four hours, Your Honor.”
“If you’ll let me finish, counselor. I’m satisfied that no regulations were breached during this interview.”
“They used lies to trick him into a confession, Your Honor.”
“Objection!” cried Underhill. “That’s a disgraceful accusation!”
“Sustained. Watch yourself, counselor,” said Judge Skinner, his voice tinged with fury.
Humiliated, Cadence felt her strategy had completely unraveled. She now knew that she was the only person in the courtroom who considered Brandon Colter to have been caught like a deer in the headlights when he was detained by the police. To Underhill, he was a killer caught fair and square. And it appeared Judge Skinner shared that view.
With her key arguments shot down, Cadence knew what was coming.
“I don’t believe there is anything to support the claim that Mr. Colter’s confession was secured improperly. There is no reason I can see to set aside the interview tape. I’m going to deny the motion to suppress the police video.”
Skinner lifted his gavel and struck it down. He then picked up a sheet of paper in front of him and called his next case.
Cadence gathered her belongings and documents off the table and got to her feet.
Underhill was waiting at the gate, holding it open for her with a smug grin.
“Can’t win ‘em all, as they say,” he said pleasantly, unable to hide his glee.
“One battle doesn’t make a war, Gerard,” she said, as she passed by him.
“If I were you, I’d take this as a sign of what you can expect if this goes to trial.”
She spun around.
“I haven’t seen a plea deal yet,” she said. 
“All in good time, my dear. But my point stands.”
Cadence, with her documents tucked under her left arm and her briefcase in her right hand, lifted her chin a little. 
“My guess is you don’t want this to go to trial. So that plea offer, if and when it comes, is going to have to be spectacular.”
She knew Underhill had no intention of being generous with his offer. She just wanted him to put some effort into making it appealing.
“And you’re going to need a lot more than an involuntary confession to win,” Underhill said. “I’ll make damn sure of that.”
“You know what? I’m glad the police tape is still in play. I can’t wait for it to be presented to the jury. I doubt they’ll warm to the sight of cops stepping over the line again and again.”
“Well, we’ll see about that.”
“Yes, we will. I’ll be only too glad to take them through it blow by crooked blow.”




Chapter 17


“I have Bethany Marshall-Newhouse on line two, Jackie,” came a female voice from Jackie Hardwick’s desk phone. 
“Thanks, Ellen,” Jackie said to the receptionist as she pressed the flashing button to take the call. With her forearms crossed on the table, she leaned closer to the device. “Good morning, Beth,” she said. “I’m here with Cadence and Alan, and I’ve got you on speaker.”
Cadence and Alan both greeted Beth. 
When she had arrived for the meeting, Cadence was a little surprised by Alan’s presence. Yes, Beth was his friend, but he rarely got more than ankle-deep in the firm’s criminal cases. Typically, he was content with the status updates of key cases at the weekly partner meetings. For him to sit in on a nuts-and-bolts progress call was unusual. 
“You can hear everyone okay?” asked Jackie.
“Loud and clear.”
“Good, let’s get started,” said Jackie. “First up, I need to tell you that our attempt to veto the video of Brandon’s police interview failed.”
“I see,” said Beth. “Is that a major blow?”
“The way I see it, no,” said Cadence. “I did want that video evidence to be suppressed because it contains Brandon’s confession. But the fact that it is still in play is not a major blow. I think a jury would be appalled by the way the police got that confession. But to your question, Beth, I assure you that Brandon’s case does not hinge on that video, one way or the other.”
Jackie cleared her throat. “Beth, the biggest news we have for you today is that we have received a plea offer. I’ll get Cadence to run you through it, but we will need to work through the options from our end before she takes it to Brandon, okay?”
“Sure.”
A nod from Jackie was Cadence’s cue to take the floor. She told Beth that Underhill had called earlier that morning with the offer, and had followed up with an email.
“In a nutshell,” said Cadence, “he’s willing to reduce the main charge from felony murder down to second-degree murder. And he’s also offered to drop the first-degree burglary charge, which is a felony offense.”
“Is that good? Second-degree murder doesn’t sound good.”
Jackie was about to answer but stopped herself as she saw Cadence take a breath to respond. 
“A first-degree murder conviction would mean Brandon would never leave prison. A second-degree conviction gives him the hope of getting out.”
“How long would he have to spend in prison?”
Cadence hesitated for a moment, trying quickly to think of a way to soften the blow but there was not one. “Thirty years.”
“Thirty years?”
“I know it seems—” began Jackie.
“He’s a middle-aged man, for goodness sakes,” said Beth. “It’s the same as a life sentence. What’s the difference? Is that the best we can do?”
“I’m afraid it is,” said Cadence looking at Jackie. “Underhill is extremely confident about winning this case if it goes to trial. Maybe he’d even be disappointed if we took the deal to deny him wiping the floor with us at trial.”
“Then why offer it?”
“He needs to demonstrate some effort to get a conviction without a trial,” said Jackie. “Plea deals are welcomed by an overloaded justice system. They offer a quick resolution with a known outcome. With a trial, you can never be sure which way a jury will go. And trials are very expensive. Underhill would look good not only for putting the culprit behind bars but also by saving the state money.”
“But Brandon is innocent, isn’t he?”
Cadence and Jackie exchanged looks. 
“Beth, I’m afraid I can’t say so with any degree of certainty,” said Cadence. “For what it’s worth, my gut tells me he’s innocent. But it doesn’t matter what I think, it’s what I can prove. Or disprove rather. Underhill has some strong evidence, including a confession. And even if I shoot holes in all that evidence and reduce its impact, Underhill still has malice aforethought as a given.”
“Sorry?” questioned Beth “You lost me.”
“Sorry, Beth. Malice aforethought. It’s legal jargon for murderous intent.”
“Brandon is not a cold-blooded killer.”
“No, but the point is that, in a felony-murder charge like this, the intent of the perpetrator is a given. Because, if someone breaks into a house to commit burglary, he has intent. And if he kills the occupant in the process, even accidentally, then he’s as guilty of first-degree murder as if murder was his sole purpose.”
“I see.”
“Because Owen Vinson’s death was a foreseeable outcome of the burglary, Underhill can present Brandon’s malicious intent as a given.”
“His malice aforethought,” said Beth.
“Exactly.”
There was a pause as the three lawyers could hear Beth prepare to speak. “So what do we need to do?”
It was Jackie who spoke up.
“Before Cadence takes the plea offer to Brandon, we need to decide what we will do in response to his decision.”
“What a choice. Take thirty years or risk getting life.”
“That’s right,” said Cadence. “If we lose the trial, he gets life.”
“He’s got to refuse the plea,” said Beth. “You can’t let him take the plea. He’s got one chance at freedom and that’s you, Cadence, proving he’s innocent. I know in my heart that Brandon is a good man.”
Again Cadence and Jackie’s eyes met, each evincing a pragmatic caution.
“Beth, I want to throw some resources into this case,” Cadence said. “There are a lot of aspects here that don’t sit well with me.”
“For instance?”
“Well, his memory loss for one. I do believe, as you say, that he is a warm-hearted man, a kind man. But no one knows if there’s a medical reason for his memory loss. The police, of course, think he’s faking it. We have no medical records to give us some insight. I’m trying to get a mental health assessment done but there’s a lot of red tape involved, so it can take a long time. We need to know what we’re dealing with here.”
“Okay.”
“I’ve got to say though, any mental health report we get will have to be filed as evidence, and that presents us with another problem.”
“What’s that?”
“We’d be handing Gerard Underhill another weapon to use against us.”
“You don’t need to give me false hope, guys,” said Beth. “I just want what’s best for Brandon.”
Cadence was about to let Beth know that if they lost, the mental health assessment might offer significant mitigation factors. But as she opened her mouth, Alan cleared his throat and waved a hand lightly at her. He did not move an inch closer to the phone, he remained leaning back and cross-legged in his chair.
“Beth, we can certainly go into more detail about the case today, but, with my business hat on, we need to know that we can commit to seeing the case through without leaving any stone unturned.”
“Are the pro bono hours up, Alan?” Beth asked.
“Yes. Well and truly. Moving forward, we need to know the finites.”
It dawned on Cadence that she may have been unfair about Alan. His presence at the meeting was all about financial prudence.
“You need to know how much I’m willing to spend to keep Brandon out of jail,” said Beth.
“That’s it in a nutshell,” said Alan. “We’re looking at triple figures, easy.”
“I understand. But my word stands—I will pay whatever you need to give Brandon the best defense possible.”
The three in the room exchanged nods. Heartened to know she had total support; Cadence began compiling a mental to-do list.
“Good then,” said Alan. “Cadence?”
“Beth, the next step is for me to put the plea offer to Brandon. Ultimately, it’s his decision. And I need to know something from you.”
“What’s that?”
“His brain may be unreliable but that doesn’t mean it’s not sharp at times. I’ve told him this was a pro bono case. What do I tell him if he asks how we can afford to defend him and why?”
“You can never tell him I’m involved,” said Beth. “He will refuse your help and throw his life away.”
“I don’t understand, Beth. Why would he do such a thing?”
“Because if I know one thing about Brandon, I know this: he blames me for his mother’s death. He told me that to my face. To him, my father and I are the same—heartless people who treated his mother cruelly. He’ll never forgive us for putting his mother through years of hell.”




Chapter 18


A manacled Brandon Colter glared at Cadence across the stainless-steel table. Cadence had met Brandon enough times now to know that this hardened look of distrust was more a surface expression, a defensive posture ingrained over years of living on the street. 
Today, though, she thought Brandon’s eyes looked clearer, his composure more relaxed. 
“How are you holding up, Brandon?”
Colter slumped to one side, adjusted his feet under him then leaned back against his chair. “Well enough. I mean, it ain’t the Ritz. Not that I ever stayed in the Ritz. Have you?”
She may have been wrong, but the confident way Brandon spoke suggested he was more clear-headed than normal. 
“No,” said Cadence before tapping the document she had placed on the table while she was waiting. “Brandon, this here is a plea deal—”
“Why are you doing this?”
Colter’s voice was abrupt. The way he looked at her—his eyes steady and hard. There was no mistake. He bore a clarity of mind she had not seen before.
“It’s my job, Brandon. I’m a defense attorney. This is what I do. Help people like yourself get through—”
“I don’t mean that bullshit and you know it. What are you doing here helping a homeless black man? This homeless black man.”
Cadence tilted her head, buoyed by Colter’s verve. She did not care if he did not trust her or did not like her. There was a spirit to him that she had longed to see. A defiant spirit. Had the fighter in him emerged at last?
“Because the odds are stacked against you, Brandon. It isn’t fair and I’m sick of seeing it happen. A black man with a criminal record? You’re almost certain to take the fall for the crime you’re charged with. You’re just another hot dog in the sausage factory that we like to call the criminal justice system.”
“I’m not—”
Cadence raised her hand. “Please, Brandon. If you don’t mind, I’d like to finish.”
If Colter was on edge, she wanted to keep him there. She sensed if it vanished, he would slip back into the bleak resignation he had so often displayed.
“Brandon, this is about you and me both. There’s a prosecutor out there who just wants to scrunch you up, toss you in the trash, and forget about you. And that sickens me. It pisses me off. And the reason I’m here is that I want to throw a major monkey wrench into the works. I want to jam this fucking production-line process that intends to put you in prison for the rest of your life. My question to you is, is that what you want?”
Colter exhaled audibly, his chin lowered to one side, while his eyes drilled into Cadence. He held his tongue.
“You know, a friend of yours told me a few stories about you, Apollo.”
At the mention of the name, Colter’s eyes widened a little with surprise.
“You spoke to Lorenzo?”
“Yes, I did. I went to see him, and we chatted. He really cares about you, Brandon.”
“Is he the one paying you to help me?”
The question jolted Cadence, and she knew right away that she had to exploit the opportunity it offered.
“I’ve been asked not to reveal who’s paying for your defense, Brandon.” 
She hated lying to her client, but she was forbidden from telling him that his long-lost half-sister Bethany was his benefactor. 
“Lorenzo is a good man,” said Colter, dropping his eyes to the floor.
She nodded. “He says the same about you.”
Colter shook his head in humble wonder. “How much am I going to cost him? How am I ever going to repay him?”
“We’ll figure that out later. Okay?” she said. 
He nodded his consent.
“Brandon, as I said, the prosecutor has come up with a plea offer.”
Colter nodded. “Hit me with it.”
“The deal is this: you plead guilty to second-degree murder and the other charges will be dropped.”
“How long?”
“Thirty years.”
Colter’s eyes closed and he rocked against the back of his chair, sucking air in deep. As he breathed out, still with his eyes shut, he began to shake his head.
“That’s a long time.”
“Yes. It is a long time, Brandon. How old are you now?”
“Forty-something. I don’t know.” The thought of his age prompted another thought. “It’s no better than a life sentence.”
“That’s true. It’s just that they believe it at least offers you the hope of being a free man once more.”
Colter sat forward and shifted in his seat. Cadence marveled at the mass of the man, his shoulders almost twice the width of hers, his biceps about the size of her thighs. She entertained the thought briefly about how fearful it would be to have him employ that body, those arms, those hands to violent means. Her imagination told her he could snap her neck like a twig. But here his movements had a gentleness, his forearms and palms landing softly onto the metal table.
“If you don’t mind me saying, that’s not what I call hope.”
Cadence’s eyes narrowed. “Brandon. I want to know for real. Did you kill Owen Vinson?”
His eyes rose from his down-tilted face. He looked at her coldly. A chill raced through her veins. Had she blown it? 
Colter shook his head. 
“No.”
“Is that the truth?” 
She could not believe she had to ask but this was where they were at—struggling to find a toehold on solid ground. “I mean, you’ve confessed. Then you’ve denied it. And you’ve also told me you’re not really sure.”
“I know. I guess I’m not the best client.”
“But you need to find a resolution within yourself, Brandon. I know things are hazy. I know your memory is a real problem. And I know you carry a lot of pain about something. And I also know that this pain lets you think it’s only fair that you take whatever punishment society throws at you. But it’s not fair and it’s not right. You don’t deserve to take the blame for something you did not do.
“You have to drop this sentiment. It’s bullshit. It’s a completely misguided sense of honor. If you didn’t murder Owen Vinson and you take the blame for it, you’re not throwing yourself on a grenade for a good cause. You’re helping someone get away with murder.”
Colter kept his eyes locked on Cadence as she spoke. When she finished, he stared back at the floor and nodded. After a few moments, he leaned back from the table.
“I didn’t do it, Cadence. I mean, I could have done it.”
“Stop. There you go again. Brandon, I’m telling you if you don’t believe you did it, then quit inviting doubt into your mind. You have people in your corner who want to fight for you if you’ll let them.”
Cadence waited for Colter to respond but all he offered was silence. 
“The bigger question, here, Brandon, is when are you going to start fighting? When are you going to stand up for yourself? Did you kill Owen Vinson or not?”
Colter shook his head. “No. I did not.”
“I don’t believe you. Say it again.”
“I didn’t do it,” he said weakly, addressing the floor.
Cadence slammed her hand on the table. “You don’t even believe what you’re saying. Why should I? Say it again.”
Colter had Cadence dead in his sights now.
“I didn’t kill nobody!” he exploded; his eyes packed with sudden fury. His breathing had turned rapid. He wiped his mouth. 
“Do you want to take the deal and go and lie in a fucking prison bed for thirty years? They’ve got it all ready and waiting for you, Brandon.”
“You tell that prosecutor to go fuck himself. No deal.”
Cadence did not show it but inside she was grinning from ear to ear. Her crusader heart was full.
“Good. Now let’s talk about what we’re going to do from here.”
Two hours later, Cadence left the prison walking on air.
But there was some news waiting for her back at the office. 
Something that would bring her crashing back down to earth.




Chapter 19


Climbing into an Uber outside the jail, Cadence called Bob Rhodes and asked him to meet her back at the office for a debrief. Pumped from her visit with Brandon, she did not want to waste a minute mapping out the path ahead. 
A smile came to her face as she thought of her friend. Bob was such an invaluable asset. His previous career as a journalist and in-depth reporter, armed him with all the skills needed for investigative work. He was sharp of mind and tongue, able to talk his way into and out of any situation imaginable. He had told her once that he escaped certain death at the hands of a Colombian drug cartel that had taken him hostage. He managed to escape his jungle prison, steal a car, and then talk his way, in perfect Spanish, past three checkpoints before reaching safety in Bogota.  
Cadence had just sat down at her desk and taken a sip of water when Sophie appeared. 
“This came for you, Cadence,” Sophie said, flipping over the envelope to scan the front. “Don’t see many of these anymore. I wouldn’t even know how much a stamp costs. And it’s handwritten, too. A regular artifact. Have you got yourself an old-fashioned admirer, young lady?”
Cadence smiled. “If I did, you’d be the first to know. Let me see.”
Sophie stretched her hand out quickly only to see the humor drain from Cadence’s face.
“It’s not bad news, I hope,” Sophie said, genuinely concerned. “Are you okay? What is it?”
Cadence shook her head, her focus consumed by what she had in her hand.
“I don’t know, to be honest, Sophie,” said Cadence. “But I’d like to open it alone if you don’t mind.” 
“Of course,” said Sophie, who despite her concern and desire to support her friend, left without delay.
Cadence watched Sophie leave and then inspected the envelope again, feeling the thick textured paper against her fingertips. Her name and the name of her firm were written in sweeping cursive with blue fountain pen ink. 
For a second, she wondered if there was a letter opener anywhere in the office. If anyone had one, it would be Alan, but she was not going to go and ask. 
She felt acutely apprehensive without knowing why. Then it occurred to her that someone from MVP Systems might be reaching out to her. They may not have wanted to risk sending her an email.
Buoyed by that thought, she dug a finger into a corner gap and pushed at the edge to start a tear. The paper came apart neatly at the line and she ran her finger steadily along the length and pulled out the contents.
There were two sheets of paper, folded in half. Like the envelope, the sheets were thick, creamy yellow, and textured.
She flicked the letter open, lifting her eyes quickly to her door to ensure no one was looking. When her gaze fell back on the paper, and she read the name at the top of the letterhead, her stomach dropped. 
She sat bolt upright and spun her chair sideways, holding the letter behind her desk, out of sight from anyone who might have walked past her office.
Staring at the name for a moment, her left hand rose to her lips. Her breathing shortened and she felt light-headed. 
It was like she had taken a sudden intake of freezing-cold air. 
Dr. David Osbourne, it read.
The words started to blur, and she squinted to bring them into focus. Then she realized her hand was shaking. She looked out into the office again to collect herself, shaking the jitters out of her hands before returning her attention to the letter.

Dear Cadence,
If you have received this letter, it means that I am dead. I requested in my will for the executor to send this correspondence to you without delay.
We met a few years ago under difficult circumstances. Since then, I have thought about you every single day. Knowing the pain I caused you has caused me much sadness. That I was unable to help you only compounded my anguish.
At the National Mall, I told you I could not help you. I warned you that if you continued on your mission to find your child you would be killed, as would I. To my knowledge, you took my advice. I am grateful for that, and I know for certain that you are alive and well.
Now that I am gone, however, I feel I must share with you more of what I know.
We flew to Denver with the very best intentions. We believed it was a standard adoption. We all believed your mother, your legal guardian, when she said you were happy for your child to go to a better home.
It grieves me to think that we were not as compassionate towards you as we should have been. This is something I regretted to my last breath.
I want you to know that. And I want to assure you that the adoption was legal, if not compassionate.
The dangers I warned you about are very real. Don’t be foolish. Your son is well. He is loved and lives a very fortunate life. His family is powerful and protective. Any approach you make will be received as a hostile threat to be dealt with swiftly and brutally.
I truly hope you will find the happiness you are searching for; the happiness I think you deserve.
Yours truly,
David

The tears that had welled in Cadence’s eyes spilled down her face. Her mouth was dry, her throat and chest tight—not just from the profound sadness that had been reawakened but from the fury that coursed through her veins and burned her cheeks. 
She did not sob. 
She glared at the letter with fierce rage.
“You fucking liar,” she said, her voice livid and deep.
After a few moments, she became conscious of her state and, thinking Bob would walk in any moment, quickly wiped away the tears with the heel of her palm.
She wanted to scrunch up the letter and throw it at the wall. She wanted to tear it into a thousand pieces, and burn it.
This abject coward of a man sends me this from his deathbed, she thought. He scribbles out a note to absolve himself of blame. What a contrived and shallow display of compassion. In his letter, he was the same caliber of man she had met—self-absorbed, vain, and gutless.
She hated David Osbourne more than anyone she had ever known. Even her mother.
“Rot in hell, you bastard,” she said before folding the letter up, sliding it back into its envelope, and dropping it into her top drawer.
She dug around her handbag for a handkerchief and her compact. She dabbed at her nose and eyes and then opened the compact, checking her appearance in its small circular mirror. 
Although she now appeared calm and collected, the rage and grief wildly kicked her insides. She felt like throwing up even though her whole body felt painfully hollow, the desperate desire for her child as real, as visceral as ever.
She felt like an utter fraud. The Cadence Elliott she presented to the world was a mirage. Nothing she had built, nothing she had worked for, nothing she had achieved had any real worth. She was a shell.
Just when she thought she could endure her life, just when she thought she could cope, she was floored with sickening speed and resolute force. 
She would give everything she had to be with her child.
She was nothing without him.
Through the pounding rush of blood that filled her ears, she heard a light tapping.
“Cadence?”
“Cadence?”
The voice was closer.
“Cadence?”
She had barely noticed but Bob Rhodes was now standing in front of her. He knelt down in front of her, and she looked at him and saw the anguish in his face. 
“What on earth is going on, my girl?”
His sympathetic words snapped her out of her daze. She wanted to throw her arms around her dear friend, but she stopped herself, fearing that if she did so she would unravel into a sobbing mess.
She decided then and there that she had to share her secret with the person she trusted more than anyone in the world.
“We need to talk,” she said, not looking at him.
“Of course.”
Cadence returned her handkerchief and her compact to her handbag, retrieved the letter from the drawer, got to her feet and turned her back to the office, facing out over the view of DC her office afforded.”
“I’m listening,” said Bob.
“No. Not here. Somewhere else. Anywhere but here.”




Chapter 20


Across the street from the office was a rooftop cafe. The pair took the elevator up in silence and when the door opened, they found an empty table positioned against the glass barrier that ran parallel with the street below.
“Do you want coffee?” said Bob. “Tea? Something harder?”
“Tea, I think. I don’t think coffee would be a good idea right now. The chai tea is good here. That’s what I’ll have.” 
While Bob headed to the counter, Cadence lifted her face to the sun, savoring its warmth. It was a welcome tonic, though not enough to relieve her of the horridness she felt inside. She closed her eyes and focused on her breathing. She tried to clear her mind, which took some effort since the prospect of sharing her secret with someone else triggered her into a borderline panic attack.
Bob returned with the drinks and sat across the table from Cadence. He was tempted to sit beside her and put his arm around her, but one thing he knew about Cadence was that she hated to be treated like a baby, so to speak. For someone who was always inclined to put on a brave face, hugs could wait. 
“I’m sorry, Bob. But I’m a bit of a mess right now.”
“I can see that. What’s going on? Take your time. We’ve got plenty of time. Fuck the office.”
She inhaled deeply and looked away. Not looking directly at someone, even a trusted friend, somehow made it easier for the words to come, for her to begin to tell the story she had kept hidden for so long.
She pulled the envelope out of her handbag and placed it on the table.
“This is a letter I just received, and it’s brought up something from the past that no one knows about.”
Bob’s thoughts immediately turned to the concerns he had for Cadence but kept to himself. He did not want to be that older guy who tells a young woman she should have a boyfriend, but the total absence in her life of anything resembling a steady partner told him something was not quite right. From what she had shared with him about her social life, he knew that she kept her romantic encounters brief. She had often intimated what she had done over the weekend, sometimes revealing that she had been on a date. But when he had ever quizzed her about her feelings towards any date, she had always said that he was only a Mr. Right Now. There was never a Mr. Right. And he sensed, sadly, there never would be. He also intuited that this was not just down to Cadence being picky. Over time he had come to believe that she was a sexual abuse survivor. 
“Years ago, I was living in Colorado Springs, in a trailer park, with my drug-fucked mother and her asshole boyfriend. And when I was barely sixteen, I got pregnant by a boy who lived nearby. I was so young; I had no idea I was pregnant until the second trimester. I know that sounds crazy, but I wasn’t expecting it since we’d used a condom, and I didn’t feel different. But then the baby began to show. I didn’t know what to do. I tried to hide it from my mother because I knew she’d hit the roof. My so-called boyfriend wasn’t around—he and his family had left without a word weeks earlier. But my mother sensed I was keeping something about my body from her, and one day she threw open the shower curtain and saw my bump with her own eyes.” 
Cadence told Bob that her mother’s reaction was predictably livid. They were poor. They could not afford to bring a baby into their lives. Who was the father? Where was the father? At first, her mother insisted that Cadence get an abortion before quickly realizing it was too late for that. But then she had a change of heart. The change in attitude coincided with her mother’s boyfriend being told. 
In hindsight, Cadence came to believe that then and there, these two had hatched a plan to make money off her baby. They planned to find a way to sell it. Not that her mother ever admitted this. But suddenly she swung into a supportive role, all the while saying that the best idea would be for her to put the baby up for adoption. 
Cadence, looking at her life and prospects, saw there was logic in giving her baby a better opportunity in life. She went along with registering the prospective child with an agency in Denver. She agreed to do this on the condition that her mother promise that no final decision would be made until after the baby was born. 
Then a few weeks from her due date, some men came to their home and spoke with her mother. Cadence was told to go to the store for cigarettes while they talked, but she hung around to eavesdrop. She heard the first part of their conversation. The men had printed out the listing from the adoption agency website. But that was all she heard. Her mother burst out the front door, told her off for spying, and ordered her to the store. Only once she was convinced Cadence had gone did her mother return inside. When Cadence came back twenty minutes later, the men were gone.
She moved on to how she was treated like a queen over the following days. A car came for her and took her to Denver, where she was placed in a suite at the Denver Hyatt. A nurse was there to take care of her. In hindsight, she said being treated to such unexpected indulgence, kindness even, dulled her wits. 
The nurse praised her, saying adoption was the right thing to do. When Cadence told her that no decision had been made, she nodded but said nothing.
She was never told the sex of her child. All the prenatal checks, screenings, and scans were skipped. Her mother insisted that they were not necessary. She said having a baby was a natural process. You did not need doctors to do something animals did every day out in the wild. 
A doctor began coming to her room to check on her. He would stay for an hour and then leave. The nurse said the doctor had been flown in from interstate to take care of her. She said this dreamily, telling Cadence what a marvelous life her baby could have with parents who were well off. Think about that, she said. And think about your home, she added wistfully. It confused Cadence to hear such brutal words as though they bore cheerful and sound judgment.
Before Cadence showed any signs of labor, she was relocated to a private residence. She initially thought they were taking her to the hospital. They traveled by limousine. She did not know Denver at all and was constantly distracted by the nurse who fussed over her and asked her to oblige with one check after another. She started feeling drowsy and passed out. 
When she awoke, she knew she was not in the hospital, even though she was in a hospital bed with a monitor on a stand next to her. She was on a drip for some unknown reason. The window of her room looked onto a garden but she never set foot outside. She only got out of bed to go to the bathroom and then the nurse insisted she lay back down and rest. 
Then she was told there had been some complications but that she was not to worry.
The doctor appeared again. The activity around her increased. Her mother never showed her face at this house. 
Cadence sometimes heard voices in the adjacent room. One time there was some kind of argument. A woman was raising her voice—but it wasn’t her mother, nor was it the nurse. The next moment the doctor appeared. He looked a little harried, she remembered. Without saying a word, he gave her an injection and she passed out.
When she awoke, she was back in her hotel room. She immediately knew the baby was gone and she put her hand down to her belly and felt the cut from where it had been taken. 
An immense panic swept through her. She began calling for the nurse, who rushed in. Cadence was frantic, asking where her baby was. Asking what had happened. 
The nurse told her there had been some complications. She said the doctor had to perform a Caesarean if the baby was to survive. She said that was always going to be the method of delivery. They had told Cadence that several times, she said. The doctor had said the baby was not going to engage with the pelvis and that a C-section was necessary. Cadence refuted having heard this news before but the nurse dismissed her as having brain fog. 
The nurse then said a blood test revealed there had been a fetal-maternal hemorrhage, which meant it was lucky the doctor operated when he did, or else the baby may have bled out in Cadence’s belly. The baby was lucky to be alive, thanks to the doctor. 
When Cadence asked to see the baby, the nurse said it was not possible. They had to do tests. It was on oxygen. It was not out of the woods yet. The nurse never mentioned the sex of the child.  When Cadence asked, she was told that all would be revealed in good time before sedating her heavily.
The next day the nurse was gone. 
On the bedside table was a note with some cash. The note was from her mother telling her she had one more night in the hotel and to use the money to get a cab home.
Until now, Bob had sat speechless listening to Cadence’s story.
“I’m so sorry, Cadence,” he said, shaking his head with disbelief. “The cruelty of it all. It’s fucking medieval.”
Cadence continued, telling Bob how the experience had left her feeling betrayed by every grown-up in her life. She had vowed to, essentially, never be a victim again, and had determined that she alone would look after herself. When her Aunt Ruth from Denver dropped by for a chance visit, Cadence got her number and later begged her to take her in. 
Aunt Ruth was not a warm person, but she was a staunch Christian and could not say no to charity. She agreed to Cadence’s request but said that she would not be getting free board. There was plenty of work Cadence would have to do. Cadence seized the chance and moved to Denver where she excelled at school. She set her sights on becoming a lawyer because it seemed the best way to protect herself from ever again being the victim of ignorance and the cunning of others. 
For years, she tried to find her child. The original agency where she had been listed was closed. The adoption records were sealed and her efforts to gain access to them were thwarted at every turn. She told Bob she had gotten hold of the Denver Hyatt guest check-in records and had managed to trace the nurse to Chicago where she went to confront her. When she got back to DC, she was attacked by a man with a knife who threatened to kill her if she did not back off. 
She persisted as carefully as she could and located the doctor. Doctor David Osbourne. She confronted him too. The only thing he would reveal to her was that her baby was a boy, who was now thirteen years old.
Cadence held the letter in her fingers.
“Osbourne died recently, and he’d arranged for this to be sent to me upon his death.”
Cadence offered the letter to Bob. 
“It’s a lie, Bob,” she said as he began reading. “It’s a fucking lie. I’ll never believe the adoption was legit.”
Bob put the letter down, stood up, and moved around the table to sit beside Cadence. He put his arm around her and pulled her close. He felt her resist but drew her to him regardless. He put his other arm around her and held her. Her body relaxed. 
Within moments, she was sobbing in his arms, overwhelmed by her long-standing grief and the relief of sharing her story. She could for once let her guard down. With his head rested against hers, he said over and over again. “I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry.”
When her tears subsided, Bob relaxed his embrace.
“Okay, Cadence,” he said. “You’re not alone with this anymore. You hear me?”
She nodded.
“I’ll do whatever you want me to do. Help in any way I can.”
“Thank you.”
“Let’s find your son. You want me to help you find your son?”
“I can’t ask you to do that, Bob. It’s dangerous. The threats from these people are genuine. They’ll kill me if they find out I’m still trying to track him down. I don’t want you taking that kind of risk.”
Bob let go of her, took the letter, and flattened it on the table. He then used his phone camera to take images of both the letter and the envelope it came in.
“Well, that’s what we’re going to do. We’re going to find him. Alright?”
He then sat back on the other side of the table, took out his pen and notebook, and proceeded to ask her a string of questions. He jotted down all the significant details—dates, locations, spellings of names. Forty minutes later, he said that he had enough to go on.
Cadence felt as if the weight of the world had been lifted off her shoulders. 
“Shall we head back to the office?” Bob said with a grin.
“Yes,” said Cadence feeling like she was coming out of a trance. Slowly, her brain began going over all the work tasks she had on her plate. “There are a few things I need you to do that don’t concern my personal life. A bunch of stuff on Brandon’s case. We’ve got more witnesses to interview, for starters.”
“Sure thing.”
“God, I could use a drink,” she said as they walked to the elevator.
“So could I.”
“Well, we’re going to have to wait till tonight. I’m meeting one of the victim’s colleagues, Rachel Harper. It would be great if you came.”
“I can do that.”
Cadence sucked in a deep breath and exhaled as she pressed the down button.
“You okay?” asked Bob.
“Yeah. I’m okay,” she said, making no attempt to hide the fact that she was utterly drained. “This is what I do best—carry on with life like what matters most is my career.”
Bob placed a hand on her shoulder. 
“Don’t try and tell me the law’s just a job for you because I know damn well it’s not. You survived all that crap and made something of yourself. And the path you took makes you much more than your average young go-getter dying to make partner. 
“You were born to be a lawyer, Cadence. You’ve got everything noble about the law running through your veins.”
Cadence cracked a humble grin.
“Thanks, Bob.”




Chapter 21


The leather booth seats at The Phoenix were torn, the tabletop sticky with spilled liquor. After Cadence spoke to the barman, he came over and wiped the surface with all the care of stubbing out a smoke. 
“Well, this is nice,” said Bob. “Think I’ll bring Elaine here for her next birthday.”
Bob ran his eyes over the bar. It was small and narrow with the counter on one side and a line of booths on the other. There were three other patrons present, all perched on bar stools, their next drink a finger tap away. 
Just about every fixture in the under-lit joint was some shade of brown or magenta. A television screen with a ball game on cut through the gloom. 
“Man, this place is depressing,” Bob said. “I’m getting a beer. What are you having? Can I just say it wouldn’t be wise to order a Shirley Temple in a place like this.”
Cadence laughed. “I’ll have a vodka tonic. Thanks.”
Bob returned with the drinks. “So, this Rachel Harper. Where does she fit in?”
“According to Vinson’s estranged wife, she was the closest friend he had at work.”
Just as Cadence spoke these words, a slight-framed woman entered the bar, looking immediately out of place. She wore a dark pantsuit with a light blue shirt. Her hair was pulled back into a ponytail so tight that from the front it looked slicked back. As she stepped forward her eyes scanned the place. 
“Cadence?” she asked somewhat nervously as she approached their booth. Her skin was pale, her features slim and sharp. She wore very little make-up. Going by her appearance, Cadence guessed Harper was a smart and diligent individual.
“Hi, Rachel. This is Bob, our firm’s investigator. Please, have a seat.”
They all shook hands and while Bob fetched Rachel a drink, the two women chatted idly for a few minutes. When Bob returned, Cadence wasted no more time.
“Rachel, I’d like to start with a basic question. Can you tell me why no one at MVP Systems, apart from you, is willing to speak to me about Owen? As I told you when we spoke, I don’t think my client had anything to do with Owen’s death. So I’m trying to find out if there’s anyone at all who might have had reason to kill him.”
Harper sat with her glass of white in front of her untouched. Her hands were on her lap, and she gave careful thought to her reply.
“I can’t answer that question.”
“You can’t or you don’t want to?”
“The latter. Sorry, I’m going to find it very difficult to be completely open with you. More out of habit than anything.”
“That’s okay. Was Owen popular at MVP Systems?”
“Yes, he was.”
“Yet no one wants to talk to me about what happened to him. I don’t get it.”
“It’s the way the company’s become. Very secretive.”
“How so?”
“When I joined the culture was way different.”
“When was this?”
“Three years ago. Owen hired me. I mean, I was interviewed by a panel, but Owen told me later that he was the one who pushed them to give me the job.”
Harper lifted her glass, took a modest sip, and returned it to the same spot.
“And you worked closely with Owen?” asked Cadence.
“Yes,” she said, fixing her stare on Cadence. “But it was never, you know, inappropriate.”
Given the rapid decline of Owen’s marriage, Cadence had considered an affair was a possibility, but she had no reason to doubt Harper’s word.
“I wasn’t suggesting there was,” she said. “Please, go on.”
Harper proceeded to describe the company that she joined. She was effusive with praise. She had a science background, a degree in biotechnology, and this was a dream job. She was aligned with the company's mission of getting technology to do good in the world and she loved working for Owen. 
“Sound like you really admired him,” said Cadence.
“I did. He was a great boss, and he was the heart and soul of the company.”
“Did you work for anyone else?”
“No. I only worked on Owen’s projects, and I felt very lucky to be doing so. I was so grateful to land such a dynamic job. Not once did I regret leaving Milwaukee to take the job. 
“So when you started, the company was all about streamlining a path to get advanced technology working for positive causes, right?”
“Yes, that’s basically it. We were dealing with tech of all kinds—IT systems, robotics, drone technology, ocean pollution, 3D printing, space-age materials. A lot of high-tech R&D is done at the behest of corporations with deep pockets. You know, large corporations with a constant hunger for more efficiencies, or tech giants desperate for the next game-changing device. And there’s no shortage of companies wanting to improve things like production-line robotics. We had a different outlook.”
“Advantage Humanity, right?”
“Exactly. We wanted to get technology working not for the highest profit but the highest human gain. For instance, some Afghan students in Utah had developed a novel way to clear land mines using drones. A drone fitted with a metal detector would fly over a field and pinpoint every detection. Then it would go back and place detonators on each location so the mine could be safely discharged. That system is operating in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Cambodia now.”
“The work sounds fascinating. But what changed?”
“Everything changed almost overnight. The company suddenly became highly sensitive about internal security. All the staff were reinterviewed for their positions. We had background checks done on us and quite a few people were fired. Next thing, we all had to sign a highly restrictive non-disclosure agreement. It forbid you from talking about anything you did or saw or heard at the company. These new contracts provided the grounds for them to sue for the slightest infraction. They also wanted us to know that they would not stop at suing us. They told us that leaking company information could be deemed a criminal act.”
Cadence looked at Bob. “No wonder no one will speak to me. Now, Rachel, I get the need for company secrecy but why so Draconian?”
Harper shook her head.
“I don’t know. That’s the thing. I was shut out from everything else other than my direct projects.”
“What about Owen? What did he think about this new culture?”
“He hated it. He thought it was completely against the ethos of the company. I think he fought against it. And this is just my opinion. I think the moment all this began to happen was the moment he changed.”
“Are you saying that this change in company policy triggered his downfall?”
“I’m sure of it.” 
“Can you give me anything specific about what was going on?”
Harper shook her head. “I just don’t know exactly. It wasn’t like Owen confided in me. I mean, he couldn’t. He didn’t like the secrecy, but he obeyed it. My impression, for what it’s worth, is that he conflicted with other senior staff.”
“Lee and Duncan?”
“Yes. Then he started drinking, which kind of came out of nowhere. One minute, I’ve got a boss who’s always upbeat about the work we’re doing and the difference we’re making in the world. The next, he’s unhappy, insular, and drinking heavily.”
“Were you aware he had any kind of drinking problem in the past?” asked Cadence.
“No. Not at all. At work functions, he never touched alcohol and was very content not to. He was never preachy about it. He just said he never liked the taste.”
“Did he say anything to you to give you an idea about what was going on?”
Harper shook her head.
“Nothing to do with Russia?”
“Russia?”
“Blankets?”
“What?”
Cadence felt silly throwing words at Harper out of left field, but she had to remain vague to protect Mary Vinson as a source.
“I’m sorry,” said Cadence. “Just some random things I picked up on. Just wanted to see if they meant anything to you.”
Harper shook her head, took another sip, and took a look around the room. “God this place is such a dive.”
“You can say that again. So why did you want to meet here?”
“Because this was where Owen drank. After he left his wife, he moved into a place nearby. And this was the kind of place he could come and hide in a bottle.”
“How do you know he came here?”
“I met him here a couple of times. I wanted to look in on him after they kicked him out. I mean, I owe him so much. He told me this was where I could find him, and one day after work I came and sure enough, there he was, hunched over a vodka.”
“You say you met him here a few times. When was the last time?”
Harper looked sheepish. She shook her head. “Not that long ago. It was around the time that he was murdered. Actually, I’m pretty sure it was the night he died.”
With those words, a wave of grief came over Harper. She pulled a napkin from the stand on the table and dried her eyes.
“I’m sorry. He was such a nice guy. I just don’t understand it.”
“Tell us what happened that night.”
“He was pretty drunk by the time I arrived.”
“What did you talk about?”
“The company, mostly. And his marriage, a little. He kept telling me I should quit. He was saying I was too good for that place.”
“Why did he say that? Because of the oppressive culture?”
Harper nodded. “Yeah, it was bordering on toxic. I was already looking for another job, you know, just casually. But I was making a good income and I’ve got a mortgage to pay.”
“So you stayed.”
“So I stayed, hoping things would get better.”
“Did they?”
“No. If anything it got worse. We were all told explicitly not to speak to you. I know you asked me about that earlier. I just wasn’t ready to tell you right away. They said if you contacted us, we had to call Lee or Duncan immediately.”
“So why are you talking to us?”
“I was hoping you could shed some light on what happened.”
Cadence shook her head. “There’s not much I can tell you that you don’t already know. Does the fact that I’m defending the man accused of killing Owen bother you?”
Harper took another sip of her drink and then a big gulp and placed the glass on the table quite loudly. “Cadence, I’m in the dark about what happened. I don’t trust anyone at the company to help me understand what’s going on. So when they told me not to talk to you, I decided that’s exactly what I was going to do.”
“Rachel, this may sound out there, but do you think someone at MVP Systems wanted Owen Vinson dead?”
“What would be the point? He was no threat to them on the outside. He was out of the building. He was on a non-disclosure agreement and a non-compete clause like the rest of us.”
Harper’s phone pinged. She picked it up and looked at the screen. “I’m sorry Cadence, I’ve got to go. I’ve got to get back to work.”
“What? Now?”
“Yes. This is what it’s like. We get pretty good bonuses, but we are pretty much on call twenty-four-seven.”
“I don’t suppose you can tell us what you’re working on?”
Harper laughed. “If I told you, I’d have to kill you. No, they’d kill me. And then come after you. And I’m only half-joking.”
With that, Harper stood up. Cadence reached out and held her forearm lightly.
“Rachel, I have to ask. Would you be prepared to testify in court about all this?”
Rachel opened her mouth and began shaking her head.
“You don’t have to answer me now,” said Cadence. “Just think about it. Please.”
Harper nodded, her expression sober. “Alright. I’ll think about it. Just don’t bank on it, that’s all.”
“Okay.”
Harper did not make a move for the exit immediately. A pained expression on her face indicated she was wrestling with her thoughts. She leaned closer to Cadence and spoke quietly.
“I’m going to say something that you must understand will get me fired if it gets back to MVP.”
“Any secret is safe with me, I promise, Rachel.”
Harper took a quick look around the bar before speaking.
“The day Owen was marched out of the office he texted me, asking me to copy some files off his computer. I stayed at work late that night until everyone had gone, copied the files he asked for, and left.”
“Do you know what the files were?”
“No. I didn’t want to know. All I saw was the title of the folder.”
“Which was?”
“MVP Tektile.”
“What’s that?”
“Tektile is the trademark for the fire-retardant material we helped develop.” 
“The stuff used on container ships and research vessels?”
“Yes. But I do know that there was talk of the technology having the potential to be tweaked for military purposes.”
“Like what?”
“I have no idea.”
Harper’s words only prompted more questions.
“Rachel, can we—?”
Harper pulled her arm free. “I’ve already said too much, Cadence. I’ve got to go.”
Not waiting for a response, Harper headed for the door and slipped out into the night.




Chapter 22


Bob and Cadence tossed Harper’s parting message around but could not make sense of it. Bob volunteered to investigate before saying he needed to head home.
“One for the road?” Cadence asked.
Bob shook his head and looked at his watch. “Ah, I don’t know.”
“Come on,” said Cadence. “After a day like today, one drink isn’t going to do it for me.”
“Okay. I’ll just text Elaine.”
While Bob tapped on his phone, Cadence went to the bar. The bartender was leaning his hip against the counter at the other end, his face locked onto the television screen. He turned his head to see Cadence approach and stepped up to meet her.
When the bartender returned with the drinks, Cadence showed him a photo of Owen Vinson on her phone. “Do you know this guy?”
The man was non-plussed. “Who wants to know?” 
“Me. He was murdered recently, and I’m trying to find out what happened to him.”
The news of a patron’s death did not prompt the slightest reaction. No sigh of pity. No interest whatsoever in Owen Vinson. “He was a regular here, you could say,” was all he offered.
“Did you ever talk to him?”
“Nope. Just took his money and gave him his drinks.”
“You never chatted with him at all?”
“Nope.”
The bartender was staring at Cadence blankly. Feeling like the conversation had run its course, he went to move away.
“Hang on,” said Cadence. “Can I just ask when was the last time you saw him here?”
“A couple weeks ago,” the man said. “He was drinking with someone.” 
“Yes, I know. She was just here.”
“No, not her, unless the dude pulled a reverse Bruce Jenner.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, she was here but she left, and then a dude came and sat with that guy.” 
“How do you remember that?”
“I don’t know. I remember things got a little heated between them. I thought I was going to have to step in, but they seemed to sort it out.”
“How heated?”
“They weren’t about to come to blows or anything, not yet anyway. One of them told the other to back off, pretty loudly, like so everyone in the bar could hear. And he did. He got up and left.”
“Would you recognize the other guy?”
“I guess. I don’t think I’d be able to describe him in much detail. Actually, he was pretty tall.”
Cadence went to work on her phone and brought up the team page on the MVP Systems website. She presented the headshot of Lee Parkinson to the barman.
“Was this the guy?”
“Yeah.”
“You sure?”
“I said yeah, didn’t I?”




Chapter 23


When the Uber pulled up outside Cadence’s house, she thanked Bob for everything and got out. She turned and waved as the car pulled away then headed for her door. She found herself in half disbelief that she had shared so much of her personal story with Bob. She did not regret it but there was an unsettling feeling deep within, a fear that despite her trust in her friend, she had opened a can of worms. Flexing her mental strength, she steered her thoughts back to Brandon Colter, the information she had just unearthed at The Phoenix, and what she was going to do with it. The knowledge that she had some real leads to work on put a bounce in her step and she resolved to head on inside and get some notes down while it was all fresh in her mind.
She was about to push her front door key into the lock when she heard a man’s voice behind her.
“Ms. Elliott.”
The voice was deep and tinged with an Eastern European accent. 
She turned around to see a small man in a black suit, standing politely at attention with his hands by his sides. He did not look the least bit threatening.
“Who are you?” she asked warily.
“Ms. Elliott, Mr. Kovalenko wondered if you would mind having a word with him.”
Mr. Kovalenko?
It took only a few moments for Cadence’s memory to be jogged. A few years earlier, there was a case she had played a role in—the son of the Ukrainian ambassador was caught with some ecstasy pills in his car. 
What was his name? Sergey?
“Do you mean Sergey Kovalenko?”
“No, Ms. Elliott. Yuri Kovalenko. Sergey’s father.”
The man gestured down the street and Cadence’s eyes followed until they fell on a black limousine. The rear window slid down and the man inside popped his head out slightly, smiled, and waved at her.
Cadence had met Yuri Kovalenko after the firm’s successful defense of his son. He was a charming man in his early sixties, tall, lean, fit, and sharp as a tack. During their conversation at Hardwick and Henshaw’s Christmas party, Kovalenko had mixed light humor with shards of wisdom, reflecting the political insight he had honed as a member of parliament, foreign minister, and then ambassador to the US. Cadence had enjoyed his company very much and remembered Kovalenko had returned to Ukraine when his term as ambassador ended. So she now wondered what on earth he was doing back in America, let alone waiting outside her house in the dead of night.
“He asked whether you would indulge an old man in a late-night conversation.”
Cadence smiled.
“Of course,” she said smiling, stepping down to the pavement and up to the car. The driver skipped around her and opened the rear door so she could join Kovalenko.
“Hello, Cadence,” Kovalenko said as she settled into the black leather seat and the driver closed the door behind her. The driver then stood at the front of the car.
“Hello, Mr. Kovalenko. What are you doing in Washington?”
“Please. Call me Yuri.”
“Okay, Yuri. But I thought you went back to Ukraine. Have they made you ambassador again?”
“No. I am back living in Odessa. I am here as part of a trade mission.”
“I see. And you want to see me?”
“Yes,” he said. “There’s something I wanted to talk to you about.”
Puzzled, Cadence knitted her brows and smiled. “I can’t imagine what this is about. But okay. Shoot.”
“I hear you are making inquiries at a company called MVP Systems. I assume this is part of your due diligence in defending the man accused of killing Owen Vinson. Am I correct?”
Cadence’s jaw practically dropped. “Who have you been speaking to?”
She knew Yuri and Jackie were good friends, so if that was where he got his information it bothered Cadence a great deal. Jackie should not be talking about the case.
Kovalenko read her mind.
“No one at your firm told me, don’t worry. I have my own sources.”
“Why on earth would you have any interest in my case?”
“Because Cadence, there’s a lot more riding on it than you know. And it’s a lot more dangerous than you might appreciate if you don’t mind me saying.”
“Yuri. I think I can deal with a few uncooperative suits. They won’t be able to dodge me when I put them on the stand.”
Kovalenko swept some dust off his right knee. 
“You may need to think about this case in a different way, my dear. That’s why I’m here. I think very highly of you, and I don’t want to see you get hurt.”
The gravitas of Kovalenko’s manner told Cadence this was no joke. 
“What are you talking about?”
“And as much as it would pain me to see you get hurt, I’m talking about there being many, many lives at stake.”
As Kovalenko spoke he popped open the lid of the compartment positioned between them. He took out a bottle of eighteen-year-old Glenfiddich with one hand, a crystal glass in the other, and poured out a generous dram.
“Nightcap?” he inquired, offering the glass to Cadence. 
She wavered for all of a millisecond. This strange day was just getting stranger. She was hardly inebriated from the two drinks she had had at The Phoenix and, given Kovalenko’s ominous behavior, a nip of good scotch was most welcome.
“I’m listening, Yuri,” she said, taking the glass.
Kovalenko poured himself a glass and then returned the bottle to the compartment. “Has anyone spoken to you about blankets?”
He did not look at her as he said this, and the tone of his voice told her he somehow knew what she had heard.
“Blankets and Moscow,” he continued. “Someone might have made mention of this to you recently?”
Did he have Mary Vinson’s home bugged? He must have. How else could he know? And why would he do that?
“I know you visited Mary Vinson, and I thought it appropriate that I enlighten you a little. There are some things you need to know. You are entering a world of which you know very little. I don’t mean to sound patronizing. Please don’t think that I consider you to be a child. You are smart and extremely capable but there is no way for you to know what I’m about to tell you.”
Kovalenko certainly had Cadence’s attention. She was hanging on his every word, her blood now cold with dread.
“Go on,” she said with all the steadiness she could muster.
“Cadence, back home in Ukraine there is a great deal of concern about some very advanced technology being secretly peddled to the Russians.”
“What kind of technology?”
“You could call it leading-edge camouflage for military equipment. It’s masking, or stealth, technology. In this day and age, conventional warfare has become somewhat obsolete. By that, I mean that weapons are not deployed in the same old ways. 
“In my home country, we live in constant fear of war. We fear that one day Russian tanks will roll right through our country once more. And while that keeps us up at night, the greater fear is that we might not see them coming.”
“How could you not see them coming? They’re tanks.”
Kovalenko took a sip. “Yes. Tanks that might well be wrapped in cloaks of invisibility.”
“Cloaks of invisibility? Like out of Harry Potter?”
“That’s not an inaccurate comparison. Let me explain. The big wars of the future will be more a game of cat and mouse than ever. And they will most likely be conducted remotely. You don’t stop a tank with another tank, you hit it with a missile. That is how our defense systems are set up. We don’t fire at a tank when we see it come over the hill, we fire from fifteen miles away. Even with a portable anti-tank missile, we can strike from a distance of up to three miles.”
“Which is out of the tank’s firing range, I take it?”
“In most cases, yes, but the key factor here is that our defense systems use guided missiles. An infrared homing system locks onto the heat signal emitted from the tank, you push the button, and then—boom—the tank is destroyed. But what if the infrared guidance system can’t see the tank? Then we have a big problem.”
“I’m guessing this has to do with MVP Systems.”
“Yes. We believe someone is supplying the Russians with the most advanced cloaking system on the planet called Tektile. Covered in this new material, a tank becomes invisible to infrared. Not only can such a blanket completely suppress the tank’s heat signature, but it can also be manipulated to make that tank appear to be just about anything you like. With Tektile, the Russians could make a column of T-34 tanks approaching our border look like a line of Toyota Corollas.”
“What?”
“What I’m telling you is true, Cadence. The rules of modern, remote high-tech warfare will be a game of hide and seek. And you can’t hit what you can’t see.”
“And MVP Systems is selling this technology to the Russians?”
“Maybe. We don’t know for sure. But someone is, along with other technology that is of great concern, and we want to stop them.”
“What other technology?”
“Robotics. Swarm drones—”
“I was told MVP Systems had developed anti-mining drones.”
“Completely different thing. Swarm drones are offensive weapons. They are armed and can operate independently or as a large pack, hitting multiple targets at once or the same target multiple times. Perfect for remote warfare where you can inflict hundreds of casualties without risking the lives of your own soldiers.”
“How could they do that? Surely, it’s illegal for American companies to sell arms to Russia.”
“It is. But when it comes to arms dealing, operators go to extraordinary lengths to cover their tracks so that they can sell to the highest bidder. The rewards are so lucrative they are on par with South American cocaine syndicates when it comes to smuggling ingenuity.”
Kovalenko reached down next to him and picked up a laptop that he rested on his thighs. 
“I want to show you something,” he said, lifting the screen and tapping at the keyboard. “I think you will find it very interesting.”
“What?”
The activated screen lit up Kovalenko’s face. “Let’s call it an introduction to the black-market arms trade.”
“Dear Lord, give me strength,” said Cadence, taking a sip of her scotch.
“Are you religious, Cadence?” asked Kovalenko without taking his eyes off the screen.
“Let’s just say my faith’s been sorely tested,” she said throwing back the remnants of her glass. Kovalenko turned to her with his eyebrows gently raised.
“It’s been a hell of a day, Yuri. Are you telling me Owen Vinson was killed because of some secret arms deal with Russia?”
“I don’t know the answer for certain, Cadence. It’s possible, though. This is a deal worth billions of dollars and it puts thousands of lives at risk. If Owen Vinson was killed over this, he would not have been the first.”




Chapter 24


On the forty-minute drive out to Potomac to visit Beth Marshall-Newhouse, Cadence kept her eyes on the road, but her mind wandered elsewhere. It had been two weeks since that day of unfolding drama with Bob and Kovalenko, and her life and emotions had returned to something that resembled normal. The material Kovalenko had shown her and his concern for her welfare had been noted, but she had gone to work the next morning and resumed her focus on Brandon Colter’s case, albeit with a fresh angle of international intrigue thrown into the mix. 
She had already decided what to do with the Kovalenko intel. She was not going to bother Lee Parkinson and Duncan Meeks with phone calls and ambushes. She was happy to wait and compel them to appear in court as witnesses for the defense in Colter’s trial.
Gripping the wheel of her metallic blue 3 Series BMW, she smiled, feeling the contentment of being in control of what she could control, and letting go for the moment of what she could not. She granted herself a moment of self-care. Some of the therapy she had received over the years must have sunk in. Every now and then, she would remind herself of how much she had accomplished and how proud she should be. 
No one at Hardwick and Henshaw had a clue where she had come from exactly, but a trailer park in Colorado Springs would have been no one’s guess. 
Except now, one person knew pretty much everything. Confiding in Bob had been a therapy session in and of itself. In the days that followed, Cadence had grown less anxious about revealing things she had kept buried deep for so long. She felt less alone with her secret, and a little less apt to punish herself. Bob’s sympathy had somehow legitimized the idea that she was worth more than she had given herself credit for in the past. 
She hated the term “self-care”, with its weak and superficial connotations, but she could feel its genuine worth. She was a long way from being healed, but for the first time in what seemed like forever, Cadence allowed herself to think that it was unfair to judge herself too harshly. No, she was not letting herself completely off the hook. Her demons were not expunged. But there at least was a path to forgiving herself. A small one. And that fragment of respite was a nourishing ray of sunshine on her soul. 
As she closed in on Beth’s address, Cadence was stunned by the houses in Potomac. One mansion after another lined the streets, but not close together—they were spread out on generous plots of land and skirted by manicured lawns and gardens. By comparison, Beth’s sprawling two-story home on a generous block backing onto the river looked quaint. 
Steering the car up the driveway loop in front of the house, Cadence passed a full-sized basketball court. She parked, and walked up to the broad wooden double doors. When she pressed the buzzer, she could hear the sound of door chimes ringing through the house. Within a few moments, Beth appeared at the door, looking casually stylish in a crisp white blouse and floral skirt.
Cadence brushed a strand of hair behind her ear as Beth greeted her with a smile. “Looking gorgeous, as usual, Cadence. Oh, I love that necklace.”
Beth leaned forward to inspect the piece. It was a light gold chain from which hung a gold disc featuring a smiling emoji with ruby lips. 
“It was a birthday present gift from my friend Sophie. I don’t think you’ve met her.  
“It’s divine. Come on in.”
Following Beth inside, Cadence marveled at the spacious foyer with a curved staircase winding down to the white tiled floor. Moving through the house they entered another vast room in which a grand piano—a Steinway, no less—took pride of place. It seemed every room in this house could swallow Cadence’s apartment whole. 
Beth finally stopped and watched as Cadence ran her eyes over the place.
“It’s a magnificent home, Beth,” she said. 
“We’ve lived here for ten years, now. Daddy left it to me when he died. My boys have flown the coop and I’ve thought of downsizing, but I just love it here.”
“Are your sons nearby?”
“Not really. They’re both at college out West, following in daddy’s footsteps. Both are on basketball scholarships.”
“Wow. The Marshall talent runs deep.”
“My husband Michael says they take after him, but he’s fooling no one. He can barely catch let alone shoot. No, there’s no doubt who gave my boys a genetic leg-up. But they’ve got a lot of work ahead of them if they want to emulate their grandfather. Jeffrey, my eldest, has the most determination but Charles has more natural talent.”
“It seems he gave Brandon a similar genetic boost,” said Cadence.
“Yes,” said Beth. “Though I never really thought about that, I hate to admit.” Uncomfortable now, Beth steered the topic back to her sons. “Charles does love basketball, but he may be more interested in becoming a lawyer. If he turns out half as impressive as you, I’d be very happy.”
Cadence smiled at the compliment. Large photos ringed the room. Some of the boys. Some of Beth and her husband. One photo stood out. Larger than all the rest, it was a striking action shot that captured Larry Marshall sailing through the air, arm cocked back and ready to dunk. 
“The 1989 play-offs,” said Beth. “That was the dunk that won game six and gave the Wizards their third straight NBA title. It’s Daddy’s most famous photo.”
Cadence nodded, unsure of what to say. Given what Beth had told her about his treatment of Brandon’s mother Penny, she was not inclined to like the man, let alone admire his sporting feats. 
“Can I get you some coffee?” asked Beth.
“No, thank you. I’m fine. I think we’d better get started.”
They moved to a nearby dining table where Cadence removed some documents from her briefcase and laid them out.
“How’s Brandon doing?”
“I’m not sure, to be perfectly honest. I don’t think his health is very good at all. The last couple of times I’ve seen him, I’ve noticed he sometimes slurs his words. His sharpness of mind varies too. But according to this medical report, he’s just fine. All inmates are given a physical, and while I’d love to say it’s thorough it’s not. It’s a once-over at best. The prison system’s resources are stretched to the limit.”
“I thought you were going to ask the doctors to take another look at him.”
“I did. This is the report from the second examination here. Again, they’ve given him a clean bill of health.”
“That’s not right.”
“He needs a thorough assessment. Mental and physical. I’m working on that. There’s a psychiatrist friend of Jackie’s, a Dr. Hector Lucas. I showed him segments of my interviews with Brandon. I pointed out the slurring, and he thinks there’s definitely something going on.”
“Like what?”
“Well, he suspects it could be a degenerative illness.”
“Like MS?”
“Maybe but we just don’t know. But I need to find out before the trial starts.”
“What if he needs treatment now, for heaven’s sake? He hasn’t even been convicted yet. Why can’t he be examined by a specialist?”
“I’m putting all the pressure I can on the prison’s medical director to get Dr. Lucas in there. As it stands, the prison says their corrections staff are trained to detect and report any worrying symptoms.”
“My God. Brandon’s health is in the hands of his jailers.”
“That’s right, I’m afraid.”
Beth picked up the medical report and read over it. “What would happen if he was diagnosed with a mental illness?”
Cadence knew what Beth was hoping to hear—that being mentally ill might offer a better path for Brandon than prison.
“I don’t think Brandon’s condition is in the realms of insanity but, for argument’s sake, if we were to go down the path of an insanity defense, his future would be just as bleak. I, for one, wouldn’t want to argue diminished capacity because he has asked me in sound mind and body to defend him. But if he was convicted on an insanity plea, he’d be sent to a mental institution for the rest of his life. And, believe me, we don’t want him there. If there’s one unerring truth from One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, it’s that mental institutions are not a benign form of incarceration.”
“My Lord. But what if he is mentally ill and ends up in prison?”
“Then he would be one of the thousands of inmates in dire need of specialized care who never get it.”
“Because their jailers are the eyes and ears of the prison health system?”
“Exactly. Now, I am not going to deviate from defending Brandon on a plea of not guilty, but I must get Dr. Lucas access for a proper assessment. Meantime, Brandon’s general medical history is non-existent. I’m looking for clues as to what’s going on with him. And that’s why I’m here.”
Beth looked stumped. “But I’ve had so little to do with him. It’s been so long. I was barely aware of Brandon’s existence. I mean, the first time I realized that daddy had another family was when I was very young.”
“Tell me what happened. Did your father sit you down and tell you?”
“No, it was something I just suspected. I’ve been doing a lot of thinking about our lives recently, and about Brandon’s. There we were living like royalty. Money was never an object. I mean, before I left home, I’d never been on a commercial airline. Our family used to crisscross the country on private charters, for games and vacations. I probably rode in more luxury choppers and Learjets than taxis. And I’m not exaggerating. And to think poor Brandon was always here in DC, grateful to have shoes on his feet.”
Beth’s mood sank as her mind drifted back.
“Tell me about it,” said Cadence. “Take your time.”
“Okay. The one thing that does come to mind is when I was with Daddy at a shopping mall in the city. As usual, he had a bunch of friends with him. You know, his entourage. They were like bodyguards, particularly so when I was with him. He’d tell me that you never know how crazy people are. As much as he wanted to trust perfect strangers who idolized him, he would always reference John Lennon. He was for peace, Daddy would say, and he was shot by a guy who’d just gotten his autograph. You could say Daddy was a bit paranoid, but now I know that as a parent he’d never have forgiven himself if he allowed someone to get close and hurt me.”
“Is that what happened on this day?”
“Kind of. We were on our way to see a movie and this woman came up beside us. She moved in close to me and then jumped in front of Daddy. She got worked up and was calling him Larry like she knew him. And even though I was young, I could tell that this woman was mad, but not crazy. You know what I mean?”
“Yes.”
“And she was saying to Daddy, ‘You have to help us. Why won’t you help us? He’s your boy.’ And that’s when one of daddy’s friends stepped in and shoved her out of the way. She was crying and all, and we moved on. I was confused. When she said ‘boy’ it didn’t make any sense to me at all. So I thought she must be crazy. And I’ll never forget what she said next. ‘He’s in the hospital but he’s twice the man you are.’”
“And that was Brandon’s mother?”
“It had to be. Unless there are others out there. And really, Cadence, who knows? I could have more than one half-brother or sister out there.”
Cadence mulled over what Beth had told her for a moment. “When was this?” 
“I have no idea.”
“Do you remember what movie you were seeing?”
“Yes, I do. It was Toy Story. It had just come out and there was a huge line of people waiting and we just strolled up to the front like VIPs.”
Cadence began working on her smartphone.
“Okay. I’ve got a date. Late November 1995.”
“How’s that going to help?”
“You said the woman said her son was in the hospital. He was vying to make the US Olympic team as a heavyweight boxer for the Atlanta 1996 Games. I’ll get my investigator to try and find the hospital Brandon was in.” 
“How will that help?”
“Beth, the prosecution is going to use every bit of Brandon’s medical evaluation against him. As it stands, they can say there’s nothing wrong with him, and that his memory loss is just a ploy. If they can sell this to the jury, it bolsters their argument that he’s a cold-blooded killer.”
“And if you find something of value in his medical history?”
“It could be vital to proving he’s innocent.”





Chapter 25


“Knock, knock.”
Not wanting to lose her train of thought, Cadence kept her eyes on her computer screen. “Come in, Bob. I’m just finishing this off then we can get started.”
As Bob stepped into her office and took a seat, Cadence tapped away at the keyboard, paused a moment, then tapped away again before stopping. 
“You look pleased,” said Bob.
“I am,” she said. “Jackie put me onto a psychiatrist, and he can go see Brandon this Thursday.”
“I thought you weren’t expecting to get that approved before the trial.”
“I wasn’t, but I just reminded the prison’s medical director that in the absence of a specialist’s report, I’d be putting him on the stand to explain his reasons for denying it.”
“So I guess that worked.”
“I just sent him a thank you note,” she said looking at her watch. “You’re early.”
Unlike most women her age, Cadence wore neither a Fitbit nor the latest Apple watch. All she wanted a watch for was to tell the time, accurately. So she had indulged herself with an Omega Seamaster with a white dial and gold bracelet. 
Bob began to speak but checked himself, looked back over his shoulder, then got up and shut the door. “I thought we’d cover the other matter first.”
A hint of unease showed on Cadence’s face, her stomach suddenly filled with butterflies. “Of course.” 
She had not kept tabs on what Bob had been up to. Even when she had asked him to look for Colter’s hospital record, she did not mention Dr. Osbourne’s letter and what he had managed to glean from it. She had told herself to wait. Patience and caution were the ground rules of that particular mission. 
“Have you found something?” she asked.
Bob shook his head. “Nothing significant. Yet.”
Bob then told Cadence he suspected Osbourne had slipped up in his letter. In the paragraph where he referenced his trip to Denver, he wrote “we” in the first two sentences. But in the third, he wrote “we all.” Bob said Osbourne knew Cadence was aware of three people involved in the forced adoption: him, the nurse, and her mother. If he was just referring to two people in that third sentence, he would have had no reason to use the word “all.” This told Bob that more than two people had flown to Denver from Washington DC for the birth. 
“Cadence, you told me you heard the voice of a woman in the next room,” said Bob. “You said that it wasn’t your mother or the nurse. I think the adoptive mother was there.”
Cadence felt sick. All she could do was nod.
“I think she was there to take possession of the baby immediately,” Bob said. 
“Yes, of course. It must have been her.”
Bob waited for Cadence to say something else, but she was lost in thought. 
“So, what this means, I think, is that a group of people flew out from DC,” he said. “So, working off June 10, the date you gave me for the birth of your son, I started looking into all the flights that went from DC to Denver and back around that date.”
“How many flights is that?”
“About forty a day.”
“How on earth can you find the flight they took?”
“It’s not going to be easy. Look, the airlines will have a complete record of their revenue from tickets sales, but the actual names of customers won’t be saved. I checked this out with a contact at the Federal Aviation Administration. But if Osbourne was a long-term member of some loyalty program, then they would have the details of all flights he took as a member.”
“But they wouldn’t give that information to you.”
“No, they wouldn’t. Unless we demanded the data as part of a lawsuit.”
“Well, since we’re trying to operate undetected that’s out of the question.”
“My friend at the FAA might be able to pull some strings.”
“What would you tell him?”
“I’d say I’m trying to solve a murder and save the life of an innocent man.”
“How do you know he can be trusted? If these people discover you’re trying to find my son, they will kill you. And me. The doctor may have been a damned coward, but I have no doubt the man who held a knife to my face would relish the opportunity to finish the job.”
“Nothing is without risk, Cadence. Unless the people who have your son have eyes and ears on airline staff, I think we’d be safe.”
“I suppose you’re right.”
“Good.”
“Thanks, Bob. I really appreciate it, but I could never forgive myself if something happened to you. You have your wife, daughters, and grandkids to think of. I’m begging you to be ultra-safe.”
Suddenly, Cadence’s face froze. An idea struck her like a bolt of lightning. 
“Bob, maybe you should forget about commercial flights.”
“What do you mean?”
“I just thought of something. I was with Beth the other day and she was saying how her family never flew commercial airlines. Wherever they went, they went by charter.”
“And?”
“The adoptive family was rich. Maybe they didn’t have to charter a plane. Maybe they owned one.”
“Of course. There are publicly available flight records of every craft. I can log each plane’s number, trace its owners through a business search, see who comes up, then try and get the manifests somehow.”
“That’s going to be very hard to do without showing your hand.”
“So?”
“We’ll have to steal the manifests.”
As Cadence spoke, she could not believe she was saying these words. Her head was spinning. She grabbed a bottle of water that was at hand and took a swig, then breathed deeply through her nose.
“It’s all a bit scary, Bob.”
“I understand.”
“I mean it’s only natural to want the truth. But my truth doesn’t beckon like a pot of gold. It looms like a bottomless pit. I’m terrified by what I might find.”
“I understand what you’re saying but you don’t know that.”
Cadence shook her head. “Yes, I do. My truth is a black hole. A black hole sun.”
Those words just came out of the blue. She had never ascribed any meaning to the famous Soundgarden song before, never delved into its lyrics, never found the song relevant to her on a personal level at all. She loved the band and loved the song and would have killed to make out with Chris Cornell but that was it. Right now it seemed that the song had come directly to her via some trick of the universe, one of those songs that people seem convinced was written for them especially. It bore the light and the dark of her quest, the golden source of life and the black mass of oblivion.
“Cadence?” Bob said, snapping his fingers in front of her. “Cadence. You with me?”
Cadence shook her head, coming out of her daze. “Yes. I’m with you. The whole thing really messes with my head sometimes, you know.”
“I won’t pretend to know. And you’re not facing this alone from now on. You got that?”
She smiled, ever indebted to her friend. “What would I do without you, Bob?”
“You’d be screwed, quite frankly. I mean more screwed than you already are. Now let’s move on to the case.”
She laughed.
“Yeah, let’s. Time’s ticking. The trial will be here before we know it.”
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Chapter 26


The morning of the first day of the trial, Cadence was in a cold sweat. The outfit she had spent hours choosing the night before now appeared to be all wrong. She had to be out the door in fifteen minutes, so there was next to no time to get it right. This was not a crisis of pure vanity. The cliché that you only have one chance to create a good impression has real, and sometimes profound, consequences in court. If Cadence did not strike the right visual note with the jury, she could put Brandon Colter’s case back before it had even started. 
She took a few breaths to calm nerves and told herself to go straight down the middle of the road. Something commanding and conservative. A style that would catch the eye with zero chance of blinding it. The right ensemble was clear in her head before she reached the closet. 
She took a fawn tie-neck pleated blouse of its hanger, followed by a navy blazer and matching knee-length skirt. After laying these on the bed, she went back to the closet, bent down and found the box containing her oatmeal-colored pumps with block heels. 
When she looked at herself in the mirror a few minutes later, her nerves subsided. With her hair pulled back into a ponytail and her earrings small and understated, she liked what she saw.
Cadence Elliott was ready to take on the world.
She got to court early as planned, and set her files out neatly on the defense table. Again, she read through the bullet points of her opening statement. She had to make a strong impact on the jury from the get-go.
She did not memorize the address word for word. Trying to stick to a script risked getting lost. She believed a trial lawyer had to be mentally agile. You needed to be able to think and speak on your feet, ready for what you never saw coming. She embraced the fluidity of the courtroom, where a case could be won on moments seized, and lost on opportunities missed. 
When Gerard Underhill arrived with his team, they exchanged a friendly greeting. On one level, a trial was strictly business. On another, it was deeply personal—Cadence and Underhill were squaring off in a duel, and there could only be one winner. 
The side door to Cadence’s left opened and a deputy ushered Brandon Colter inside. Chained at the wrists and ankles, Colter made his way to the defense table with two deputies who struggled to be seen behind his hulking mass. As he sat down next to her, Cadence patted his forearm.
“How are you, Brandon?”
“As good as I can be,” he said, his deep voice kept to a whisper. To Cadence, he seemed confused and scared. He was back in his shell. 
“You look nice,” said Colter, looking at the floor in front of him.
The compliment pleased Cadence, mainly because it indicated he was not as disconnected as she had thought.
“Thanks, Brandon. Now, remember what I told you. You’re going to hear some terrible things being said about you. But you can never react, okay? The prosecutor will do everything he can to turn the jury against you. But the jurors are human. They have hearts and minds of their own, and we get to tell them our side of the story. We take the blows and then we counterpunch. Okay?”
“Yes,” said Colter, his eyes still trained on the floor.
“You’ve got me in your corner, okay?”
Brandon nodded.
Just then a voice came from behind.
“Ms. Elliott?”
Cadence turned around. It was Lorenzo Pezzotti, freshly shaved and looking dapper in a light gray suit. 
“I just wanted to wish you and Apollo luck,” he whispered before addressing Colter a fraction louder. “Hey, Apollo.”
When Colter turned and saw Pezzotti, his face lit up. Pezzotti held his fists up in the classic boxing defensive pose. “Stay strong, Apollo,” he said with an encouraging nod.
Colter was at a loss for words, but he was clearly moved. He gave Pezzotti a single nod and a half-smile.
“You ready?” Cadence asked, glad to see her client perk up a little.
“Bring it on,” he said slowly with the hint of fire in his eye. 
The quiet hum of the courtroom was interrupted by a sharp knock and the loud voice of the bailiff. 
“All rise! The Superior Court is now in session. The Honorable Judge Melvin Skinner presiding.”
With everyone on their feet, Judge Skinner ambled in and took his seat at the bench. 
“Good morning, everyone,” he said, quickly scanning the courtroom. He then chatted with the bailiff, read out the case, and noted that all counsel and the defendant were present. He then asked the jury to be brought in and administered the oath, telling them they were the judges of the facts, and he was the judge of the law. That done, he turned to Underhill.
“Okay then. Let’s have the opening statements. I take it you’re ready to begin, Mr. Underhill?”
“I am, Your Honor,” Underhill said, getting to his feet and buttoning his navy suit jacket. Standing at the lectern with his handsome jaw thrust out and his back rod straight, he oozed confidence.  
He kicked off by expressing his gratitude to the jurors. He saluted them for accepting such a vital and difficult role and flattered them by saying how intelligent and worthy they were. Quite a tribute, given he had spent all of half a day with them at jury selection. Underhill had tried hard to include as many young white men in as he could, believing they would be the most sympathetic to his cause. In the end, he was pleased with the final mix—a white majority overall, and a slim majority of women.
Cadence expected Underhill would try and spook the jury from the get-go, presenting Colter as the black-hearted monster who followed you home, and that’s exactly what he did.
“Members of the jury, this case is about fear and what it will drive a desperate and violent man to do. It’s about a good man being murdered by an evil one for no purpose other than to save his own skin. It’s about a father whose life has been stolen, and a killer who wants your help to get away with it.
“So, from the outset, I urge you to always keep in mind the victim here. His name is Owen Vinson. Successful businessman, loving father, law-abiding citizen. Owen Vinson’s mind was bright, his temperament mild. A man who bothered no one. A man who made it home one night and walked into a nightmare he never expected and from which he never escaped.
“You see, whether he knew it or not, Owen Vinson had a neighbor. A man who he probably knew because he would have passed him on the street. A man who lived close by, not in a house but in a tent half a block from Owen Vinson’s home. That man was the defendant, Brandon Colter.
“One night the paths of these two men crossed with tragic consequences. I will tell you what happened using only facts. It’s a story put together from the irrefutable evidence collected by police investigators and forensic scientists, as well as eyewitness accounts.”
As Cadence listened to Underhill’s oratory, she ran her eyes over the jury. She did not have trouble reading the impact he was making. They were hanging on his every word. 
“Owen Vinson walked home from a nearby bar,” said Underhill. “It wasn’t that late—coming up to midnight. He let himself in and headed to the kitchen for some food. He was safely home alone, or so he thought.”
Underhill bowed his shaking head. “Honestly, members of the jury, the horror that the poor man was about to endure just turns the blood ice cold.
“Because Owen Vinson wasn’t alone. Someone else was inside his house with him. What Owen hadn’t noticed was that a window at the back of the house had been smashed in by a killer.
“And now the killer was right behind Owen Vinson.
“With Owen’s back turned, the killer attacked. The two men struggled, and during that struggle, the killer grabbed hold of a kitchen knife and stabbed Owen to death. 
“Who was this killer?
“Well, the facts are clear. They tell us it was that man sitting there. 
“The defendant, Brandon Colter, is the killer.
“How do we know this? 
“Let me first make one thing clear. The reason this case has made it to trial is that the evidence is so utterly compelling. If we were not able to show the Honorable Judge Skinner that we had powerful enough evidence to prove Brandon Colter killed Owen Vinson none of us would be here. 
“Yes, all defendants indeed are to be presumed innocent, but the very reason we are all here is that we have shown the judge that there is compelling evidence to find that man guilty. In other words, if the evidence was not damning, none of us would be here now.
“I will say again that this is not a fishing expedition. It’s not a guessing game. Everything I say is borne of factual evidence, not speculation or supposition.
“The defendant was seen leaving Owen Vinson’s house the night of the murder.
“The police found traces of Owen Vinson’s blood inside the defendant’s tent. That’s right, Owen Vinson’s blood was inside the defendant’s tent.
“The defendant was seen throwing the murder weapon into a dumpster.
“When the police tracked down their prime suspect, he had stayed away from his tent for days. They took him in for questioning and they examined his clothing.
“Guess what they found on his pants? The blood of Owen Vinson, that’s what.”
“And guess what they found on the murder weapon? The fingerprints of the defendant.
“And, as if we need more conclusive evidence, the defendant confessed. He feigned memory loss at first but then admitted that he was guilty.
“This confession was not tortured or beaten out of him. He volunteered it. 
“Why would he do such a thing? Because the unbearable weight of guilt, and the compulsion to come clean, got the better of him. That’s why.
“The defendant knows himself better than anyone. He knows what he is capable of. He knows he has a temper. He knows he has broken into homes to steal before.
“But there is one thing he claims not to know. He claims to have no memory of the night Owen Vinson was murdered. How convenient. He confesses to the crime, then claims he has no recollection of it. Perhaps he thinks he can escape justice by playing mind games. Who knows?
“Let’s not forgot, ladies and gentlemen, the only reason we’re here is because he changed his mind, got a lawyer and decided he was going to plead not guilty. 
“Maybe he had second thoughts about going to jail for the rest of his life. Maybe he decided he lacks the courage to take responsibility for what he’s done. 
“Well, that’s where you come in. As Judge Skinner said, you are the judges of facts in this case. 
“And I’ve just told you the facts. The man sitting there killed Owen Vinson in cold blood.
“But instead of facing up to the facts, the defendant wants you to let him get away with it. He wants you to let him go. To set him free.
“He wants your mercy even though he deserves none. What mercy did he show Owen Vinson?
“If he was in Owen Vinson’s home to steal, why didn’t he just get the hell out of there? The defendant is a big, powerful man. He trained as a boxer. He could have pushed Owen Vinson aside and scrammed. But he didn’t.
“Why? We don’t know. Maybe it was the evil in his heart. Or maybe it was fear, pure and simple. Owen Vinson had seen him. Owen Vinson could have identified him, could have been the key witness that led him to be convicted of first-degree burglary and sent to prison. 
“Remember this: this man had a suspended sentence hanging over his head. He was on probation. Burglary is a felony offense. And if convicted of another burglary he would be sent to jail for twenty years. 
“He knew that.
“And so he either killed Owen Vinson to protect himself or simply because he wanted to. 
“I told you that this case is about fear. The fear of getting caught.
“Well, the defendant got caught, and he has every reason to be scared. Because the underlying purpose of this trial is to deliver justice. And the defendant now has to fear the truth. He has to fear the deliverance of justice. He has to fear the consequences of his actions, as we seek justice for the senseless murder of a good, innocent man. 
“And your purpose in the case is also partly about fear. It’s about putting the fear of God into people like the defendant who think they can get away with murder. 
“They can’t. We mustn’t let them. 
“I ask you, members of the jury, to stay the course of justice, to not be swayed by words that seek to dilute the power of factual evidence. The evidence clearly shows that the defendant took another man’s life. Stick to the facts and you can draw only one conclusion: that the defendant is guilty on all counts.”
As Underhill took his seat, Cadence made her way to the lectern. The quiet confidence she projected was a mask. The butterflies in her stomach were fit to burst free. Yet she was treading an expected path. She knew Underhill would be a hard act to follow. She knew that while the courtroom was silent, it was still resonating with the power of Underhill’s words. 
Cadence had observed more than a few nods among the jurors as he spoke. He had swept every one of them along, their minds deeply in sync and sympathy with his logic. Breaking that hold on them was not going to be easy. But that was her job, and she was up to the task.
She began the same way Underhill did: offering customary thanks to the jurors for their service. From the first syllable, her voice never faltered. Within seconds, she had found her stride, and soon she was ready to launch into her counterattack.
“Now, members of the jury, I want you to consider very deeply what justice is. 
“What is the most important element contained in the concept of justice? Yes, it’s about restitution, it’s about power, and it’s about the morality that guides us as a society. 
“But for the process to be truly just it must be fair. 
“Fairness is the bedrock of justice. Not acrimony. Not hysteria. Not expediency.
“The defendant, Brandon Colter, the gentleman sitting right there has the unassailable right to be treated fairly. 
“We need to be very clear about a point of distinction. There is a big difference between a fact and what that fact tells us. They are not one and the same. This is the fault-line of a trial. While I can’t disagree with a fact, I can most certainly disagree with how that fact is read or interpreted.
“And what you have just heard is Mr. Underhill claiming that he has simply presented the cut and dried facts, as though they are fixed, unalterable and inarguable.
“What he has presented, however, is a version of how those facts can be read. And that, members of the jury, is something that I take issue with. I’m telling you that his presentation of the facts is open to scrutiny and challenge and a strenuous demand to be proved beyond a reasonable doubt.
“I look at the facts presented to you and say Mr. Underhill’s reading of the evidence is grossly unfair, if not downright wrong. 
“I’m not here to argue technicalities and to obstruct justice. I’m here because the defendant says that he is not guilty. He says he is not a murderer. He says he did not kill Owen Vinson. 
“One man has lost his life in the events we are examining. We need to ensure that another life is not thrown away. 
“Justice is about fairness, or it is about nothing. You must begin this process by presuming that this man here, Brandon Colter, is innocent. 
“I want you to think about that. You are to presume he’s innocent. That’s your starting point. And it’s not a polite request. It’s a fundamental, humane demand. Brandon Colter is innocent unless it is proved beyond a reasonable doubt that he is guilty.
“And in the name of fairness, I can tell you that the witness who Mr. Underhill told you saw Brandon Colter at the scene of the crime, is vague at best about the details. 
“I can ask how is it surprising that Brandon Colter was seen walking along Mr. Vinson’s street when his tent was up ahead?
“In the name of fairness, I need to relieve you of a basic assumption that has been planted in your mind. You have been told with absolute certainty that Brandon Colter was inside the victim’s home. Yet there is no evidence to prove that. None. Forensics found no fibers from Brandon Colter’s clothes or his DNA at the crime scene. They found none of his fingerprints anywhere inside the house.
“So he is supposed to have broken a window, opened a door, fought with the victim, and then left without leaving even a microscopic trace? Really? I mean, that’s Mission Impossible kind of stuff. But we aren’t dealing with make-believe movies. We are dealing with real life.
“Brandon Colter is not a meticulous assassin. He is an ordinary man, a humble man, who has lived on the streets for twenty years.
“The evidence tells us that the victim’s blood was found inside Brandon’s tent. On his clothes. The evidence tells us that his prints were found on the murder weapon and the victim’s wallet.
“So does that mean he killed Owen Vinson? Is there no other possible explanation? 
“How about this? Maybe the killer threw the knife and wallet in Brandon’s tent. Maybe Brandon, finding these items in his tent, picked them up, noticed blood on his hands, wiped them on his clothes then went and disposed of them.
“That is far more plausible than the story Mr. Underhill told with such conviction.
“And what of his confession? In time, I will have the opportunity to show you how this so-called confession was obtained. I will show you how Brandon was exploited to get that confession.
“His lack of memory is not an artful ruse, it’s not a thing of convenience. Brandon Colter has a medical condition that has impaired his memory. Like a child who can’t remember what they did at school that very day, Brandon sometimes struggles to recall recent events. 
“And while he may lack clarity of mind, he has a clarity of heart. That confession was evidence only of one thing: the pitiless state that living destitute on the streets of DC for decades has on one’s mental condition and self-esteem. 
“As you will hear, Brandon Colter is not the black man in the alley you should fear. He is the victim of life and circumstance. 
“I’m not here to ask you to dig into your pocket and spare him some change. What I am asking, no, what I am demanding is that you treat him with the dignity he deserves. 
“That’s the other thing about justice and fairness—it’s one size fits all. It’s what we all deserve and it’s what you would cry out for if you were sitting there in Brandon Colter’s place.
“Brandon doesn’t have much, but he has everything to lose.
“So please, be just but be fair. Abide by those words and you could not come to any conclusion other than Brandon Colter is an innocent man. Innocent of every charge he faces in this court. 
“You must start by presuming he is innocent. By the end, you should believe him to be so.
“Thank you.”
During her address, Cadence held the eyes of almost all the jurors at some point. By the time she finished speaking, she felt calm. She had seen them riveted. She had seen them visibly moved. She had seen them acknowledging her points silently. 
She returned to the defense table feeling confident that she had evened the score.
Now she had to turn her mind to what was coming: Underhill’s first witness.
As she pulled her chair towards the table, her phone buzzed with a new text message. It was Bob.
“Good news. Found the hospital where Colter was admitted. Just getting authorization cleared by management.”




Chapter 27


Underhill’s first witness was Janine Pearce, a woman in her early sixties who lived next door to Owen Vinson. Tall and thin with shoulder-length straw-blond hair that was gray at the roots, Pearce stepped up to the stand and recited the oath with a husky smoker’s voice. She fidgeted as Gerard Underhill flipped through his papers on the lectern, flicking her hair off her overly powdered face and combing it with her fingers. 
Cadence had read Pearce’s statement many times—enough to almost know it by heart—and a reference to a bitter divorce stuck out. 
Underhill cleared his throat to begin.
“Mrs. Pearce,” he said. “You live next door to the house previously occupied by the victim Owen Vinson. Is that right?”
“Yes. I’m on the first floor, though,” she said. “He was in the basement.”
Pearce answered with a slow deliberateness typical of those asked to give an honest account of themselves in public. 
“Did you know Mr. Vinson?”
“Yes, I did. I would not say we were friends. We just bumped into each other, as you do. But he was a quiet sort of a man. Not that I’m very outgoing myself. We would just say hello to each other and go about our business.”
Underhill stepped to the side of the lectern, moving a little closer to the jury on his right.
“If I could,” he said. “I’d like you to cast your mind back to the tragic night of Mr. Vinson’s death.”
“Yes?”
“Do you have a clear memory of that night?”
“Yes, I do,” Pearce said, tilting her body a little closer to the microphone.
“Could you please tell the court what you saw and heard?”
Pearce took a quick look at the jury, her thin lips tightening momentarily.
“Well, I remember it was quite late. I don’t sleep well most nights, and on this night, I tried to sleep for a couple of hours, but I was wide awake. So I got up to make myself some chamomile tea and that’s when I heard a noise coming from next door.”
“What kind of noise?”
“It was a loud thud followed by shouting.”
“Did you hear what was said?”
“No.”
“Did you know where the noise came from?”
“It had to be coming from Owen’s place. The apartment next to mine, the owners have it on Airbnb but it’s empty most of the time. Even when people are there, they only stay for a night or two.”
“But how would you know if there was someone there or not?”
“The plumbing.”
“What do you mean?”
“The plumbing next door is awful. Whenever the tap is turned on there’s a loud thumping sound. Hot or cold. It doesn’t matter. Everyone who stays uses those taps—it’s like the first thing they do after they arrive. And it’s the sure way to know if there are occupants. I’ve complained to the owners about the noise, but they won’t do anything.”
“That’s not very understanding of them,” said Underhill. “But on the night in question, you heard no plumbing noises coming from next door?”
“No. None. It was empty.”
“And the banging sound you did hear—this was definitely coming from another source?”
“Yes,” Mrs. Pearce nodded assuredly. “Most definitely. And I could tell it was coming from below. So it had to be Mr. Vinson’s apartment.”
“Was the shouting a male voice?”
“Yes.”
“What was its tone?”
“It was angry, I guess. It was just shouting. Like I said, I couldn’t make out what was said.”
“Did you hear more than one voice?”
“No. It seemed like only one voice.”
“Okay. Then what happened?”
“The kettle started boiling on the stove, so that was all I heard.”
“What did you do then?”
“I made my tea and went and sat by the window and looked out onto the street. I do that a lot when I can’t sleep but I was also worried about Mr. Vinson.”
“Did you see anything of interest in the street?”
“Yes. I saw a man walking from Mr. Vinson’s place, and he continued past my window.”
“Did you get a good look at this man?”
“Yes. I knew who it was right away.”
“Is that man in the courtroom, Mrs. Pearce?”
“Yes. That’s him sitting there.”
“Please note for the record that the witness is pointing at the defendant,” said Underhill. “Now you’re quite certain it was him?”
“I’m one hundred percent sure it was.”
“Do you know the defendant, Mrs. Pearce?”
“Not personally. But I have seen him many times.”
“That’s because he lives nearby.”
“In a tent,” said Pearce disapprovingly.
“Have you ever spoken to the defendant?”
“Yes. Once. He asked me for money, and I refused to give him any.”
“I see. What was his reaction when you refused to give him money?”
“He looked angry. I thought he was going to rob me. But he let me go.”
“He let you go? What do you mean? Was he blocking your path?”
“Yes, he was. He frightened the living daylights out of me. Then he stepped aside. I was so scared; I practically ran away.”
“No more questions, Your Honor.”
As Underhill gathered his papers and walked back to the prosecution table, Judge Skinner peered down at Cadence. “Counsel, do you wish to cross-examine the witness?”
“Yes, Your Honor. I have a few questions,” said Cadence before making her way to the lectern. Once there she locked eyes on Pearce, who now had her chin tucked back defensively. “Mrs. Pearce, did you see the defendant leave Mr. Vinson’s house?”
“Yes, like I said.”
“I see. So you saw him walk out the front door, is that right?”
“I was looking from above. I can’t see the front door.”
“Oh, so then you saw him walk up the steps from Mr. Vinson’s front door. Is that right?”
“I can’t remember precisely but I’d say yes.”
“I’m sorry, Mrs. Pearce that sounds like a guess. Did you see the defendant walk up the flight of steps from Mr. Vinson’s front door? Yes, or no?”
“Well, since you want to paint me into a corner like that. No.”
“But you definitely saw the defendant on the street, is that right?”
“Yes, I’m one-hundred percent sure of that.”
“Was he running?”
“Er, no.”
“Was he holding anything?”
“I couldn’t tell.”
“Did it seem to you that he was in any sort of hurry?”
“Who knows?”
“Am I to take it that it’s your impression that he was not running? He was not showing any sign of panic?”
“I guess that’s fair. But he came from Mr. Vinson’s apartment. There’s an alley down the side. I’ve seen him lurking in there before. That’s where he must have come out from. From around the back.”
“I see. Can you see the entrance to that alley from your window, Mrs. Pearce?”
“I don’t think so.”
“I see. So all you saw was the defendant walking past your window, isn’t that right?”
“You make it sound like I’m making things up.”
“I’m not making it sound like anything, Mrs. Pearce. I’m just trying to get the facts. Did you see the defendant emerge from the alley?”
Pearce kept her head dead still.
“No,” she said sharply.
Cadence said nothing for a moment before picking up a document from the lectern and taking a good look at it. All eyes in the courtroom were now on that document.  
“Mrs. Pearce, you really didn’t like the defendant living on your street, did you?”
Pearce’s eyes narrowed. 
“I don’t want to be scared walking home. Is there something wrong with that?”
“No, there isn’t Mrs. Pearce,” said Cadence, her eyes lowered to the document she held in her hand. “Just a couple more questions. Firstly, do you have a Facebook account?”
Pearce jerked her head back slightly and knitted her brow at the unexpected question.
“Objection, Your Honor,” called Underhill. “Relevance.”
“Your Honor, the relevance will be made very clear very soon,” said Cadence, turning to Underhill who was eager to check whatever move she was trying to pull. It pleased her to see she had his undivided attention. He was clearly wondering if he had missed something in his background check of Janine Pearce. 
As it happened, he had.
“Overruled,” said Judge Skinner with a nod. “The witness shall answer the question.”
“Yes, I have a Facebook account,” said Pearce, like it was nobody’s business, least of all Cadence’s.
“Mrs. Pearce, are you a member of any Facebook groups?”
Pearce took a few seconds to respond before offering a curt, “Yes.”
“And you are a member of the group Tent Free DC. That’s right, isn’t it?”
Again, Pearce looked every bit like someone compelled to answer. 
“Yes,” she said, her eyes narrowed.
“Would you mind telling the court what issue the Tent Free DC group is concerned with?”
“We don’t like the fact that people can put up a tent anywhere they like in DC. It looks terrible and like many residents, I feel unsafe.”
“You want the homeless cleared off the streets, is that right?”
“They’ve got shelters they can go to.”
“Mrs. Pearce, have you posted photos and comments on the group’s page?”
“Yes, I have,” Pearce said with an air of defiance.
“Like this one?” asked Cadence lifting the document higher but not showing Pearce. “Did you post a photo of a homeless person’s tent with the comment, ‘How is it okay that this kind of trash is allowed to pollute our streets?’”
Pearce sat silently glaring at Cadence, her mouth grim and tight. Her jaw was grinding busily but no words were coming out.
“Mrs. Pearce?”
“Yes.”
“I’m sorry? I’m not sure if you are confirming that that’s what you posted. Was that your post?”
“Yes.”
“Now, the tent in the photo. That’s the defendant’s tent, isn’t it?”
Pearce paused for as long as she possibly could.
“Yes,” she snapped, her face red with humiliation.
“No further questions, Your Honor.”




Chapter 28


“What the hell?” muttered Brandon Colter when Tommy Grimes’ name was called. Brandon looked over his shoulder, and his eyes followed Grimes as he sauntered through the gate and up to the witness box. “What’s that son-of-a-bitch doing here?”
Cadence leaned toward her client. “Brandon, I told you yesterday he was going to testify.”
Cadence had told Colter many times that Tommy Grimes, the man he assaulted in the men's shelter, was going to testify against him, but she did not wish to make a point of it.
Colter nodded; his eyes fixed on Grimes. “Yeah, I remember.” There was a lack of conviction about his reply that suggested he did not remember at all.
After Grimes had taken the oath, he turned his full attention to Underhill. Not once did he glance Colter’s way.
“Mr. Grimes, how well do you know the defendant?” Underhill asked.
“Well enough to keep my distance from him.”
“What do you mean?”
“We go back a way. Back to the Nineties. We were both fighters.”
“By fighters do you mean boxers?”
“Yeah, that’s right. We were the same age, same weight division, and everything. Same goals.”
“Same goals. What were they?”
“The Olympics. We were both heavyweights vying to make the team for Atlanta.”
“And neither of you made the US team, is that right?”
“Yeah.”
“Were you friends?”
“No. Nothing personal, we just never hung out. But years later we ended up in the same place. On the streets.”
“And what is your relationship with the defendant now?”
“It’s not warm. You could call it frosty.”
As Cadence had expected, Underhill was getting the fact that these two men were not fond of each other out in the open early. This was preferable to leaving it for Cadence to expose and exploit as something he may have wanted to hide.
“I understand. You are not on good terms. Has there ever been a physical altercation between you two?” asked Underhill.
“Yes. He jumped me at the shelter.”
“Do you mean he assaulted you?”
“Yeah. But it ain’t a fair fight these days. Not with my arthritis. I got no power and no speed. I’m like an old man.”
“Why did he attack you?”
“Don’t know. Better to ask him.”
“Okay, Mr. Grimes. Let’s move on. On the night that Owen Vinson was murdered did you see the defendant?”
“Yes, I did. I was on Florida Avenue, and he comes walking past on the other side of the street. Looking all agitated.”
“How do you mean agitated?”
“Looked like he was nervous or something. He was walking kind of fast, looking around to see if he was being followed.”
“Did he see you?”
“No, I was on a stoop, back off the street a bit. He just walked on by without seeing me.”
“Go on.”
“Well, I thought to myself, ‘What’s he up to?’ I mean there was no one following him, so I figured he must have been strung out.”
“By strung out you mean on drugs?”
“Yes.”
“Did you ever see the defendant use drugs?”
“No. I’m just saying that’s what he looked like. When you’re strung out you get paranoid. You need to score but you’re scared you’re going to be busted and that’s the last thing you want when you’re looking for a hit. Anyway, everyone on the street ends up using something.”
“You know what being strung out is like, I take it?”
“I do because I used to be an addict, but I’ve been clean for two years now.”
“What did you do after the defendant passed you?”
“I was curious. I wanted to see where he was going. And you know, this is a guy who’s always said he never took drugs. I never believed that for a minute. So I wanted to see if he was going to score. Then I could tell him to his face what a liar he is.”
“Didn’t he see you following him?”
Grimes shook his head. “He wasn’t hard to fool. I kept back far enough so he never noticed me.”
“Where did he go?”
“He went down an alley.”
“Did you follow him down that alley?”
“No. I got to it and looked down and I saw that he’d stopped. He was standing next to a dumpster.”
“How far away were you?”
“Couldn’t have been more than twenty feet.”
“And what did you see?”
“I saw him pull this knife out that he had tucked under his arm, and he dropped it in the dumpster. He had a wallet, took all the cash out and threw that in the trash too.”
“You could see all this clearly from where you were standing?”
“Yes.”
“Did you get a good look at the knife?”
“Yes, I did.”
“Can you please describe it?”
“The blade was about half a foot long. It was a kitchen knife.”
“A kitchen knife?”
“How could you tell?”
“The shape of the blade. And the shape of the handle.”
Underhill went to the lectern and brought up a photo of the murder weapon. “Members of the jury, this is Exhibit 24. Was this the knife you saw the defendant dispose of, Mr. Grimes?”
“Yes, it was.”
Surveying the jury, Cadence did not have to be a mind reader to know they believed every word Grimes had said.
She needed to find a way to shake their faith in Tommy Grimes. 
[image: image-placeholder]Cadence stood at the lectern and studied Grimes for a few moments. His opinion of her had not improved since they had spoken at the shelter. The same disapproval was stamped on his face.
“Mr. Grimes, what time was it that you claim you saw the defendant disposing of a knife?”
“I don’t know. After midnight. That’s about as good as I can guess.”
“And you watched him from how far away?”
“About twenty feet.”
“And you hid so that he couldn’t see you watching him, is that right?”
“Yes.”
“So you weren’t just standing in the middle of the entrance to the alley, I take it?”
“No.”
“Does that mean you were hiding around the corner?”
“Sort of.”
“Were you standing on the street side of the corner looking into the alley? Does that sound right?”
“That’s about it. I stuck my head around.”
“Did he see you?”
“No.”
Cadence held up a piece of paper. 
“Mr. Grimes, I have here the weather report for that evening. Overcast and very light rain.”
“It wasn’t raining.”
“But it had been, hadn’t it?”
“Earlier on.”
“Objection,” said Underhill. “Relevance. Are we really here to discuss the weather?”
Cadence turned from Underhill to Judge Skinner. “Your Honor. The elements affect visibility. I would have thought that was obvious.”
“Overruled. Please proceed, counselor.”
“Mr. Grimes, the reason I bring up the weather is that in overcast conditions, at night, visibility is highly compromised.”
Cadence tapped a button to bring up a photo of the alley on the monitor. 
“This is where you say you saw the defendant. These photos show all the light sources in the area.” As she spoke, she flicked through four photos that showed the alley from all angles. 
“What these photos make very clear is that there is only one source of light in the area. So, at almost one in the morning with clouds blocking any moonlight, I imagine it would have been very hard to see much at all down a dark alleyway.”
“I know what I saw,” said Grimes coolly.
“Okay. Tell me, what did you do after spying on Mr. Colter?”
“I walked away.”
“Really?”
“Yes.”
“So you left before the defendant?”
“Yes.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes.”
“Well, now I’m confused because part of the evidence filed by police is video footage from a nearby shop that shows the defendant walking in a direction away from the alley.”
“So?”
“So? Well, if you keep watching that video, guess who walks past in the same direction ten minutes later?”
“No idea.”
“You, Mr. Grimes.”
“Objection,” said Underhill. “Relevance. This has no bearing on the testimony of the witness. Ms. Elliott is desperately trying to distract the court from the case at hand.”
“Counselor.”
“Just a few more questions, Your Honor.”
“Mr. Grimes. Did you go to the dumpster after the defendant left?”
“No.”
“Isn’t that why you were able to give such a precise description of the alleged murder weapon?”
Grimes shook his head in silence.
“You’re shaking your head, Mr. Grimes but I think you must either have an extraordinary ability to see in the dark, or else you went and had a look yourself.”
“What difference does it make?”
“It makes a world of difference, Mr. Grimes. We place a great deal of importance on telling the truth in this courtroom.”
“Whatever,” Grimes snarled. “I saw him get rid of that knife.”
“What about the wallet, Mr. Grimes? What became of the wallet?”
“I got no idea.”
“No one does. It’s still missing.”
“So what? That’s got nothing to do with me.”
“Maybe that’s true. But you didn’t go straight to the police to report what you saw, did you?”
“No, I didn’t know if I should.”
“Really? It seems you had a good reason to report that a man you dislike was up to no good and you did nothing. Your reluctance to do so didn’t have anything to do with the missing wallet, did it?”
Grimes shook his head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Mr. Grimes, the police had to come to you. That’s what I’m talking about. You had no intention of going to the police to tell them what you saw, did you?”
“Yes, I did.”
“I’m sorry, Mr. Grimes but actions speak louder than words. No further questions.”
With that, Judge Skinner adjourned court for the day. 
Colter let out a big sigh. Cadence turned to him and placed a hand on his big shoulder. 
“You okay, Brandon?”
“I guess,” he said. “It just feels like everyone’s got a say in here but me, even my enemies.”
“It’s hard, I know, Brandon. But remember, the men and women of the jury are not your enemies. They’re just normal people. They have hearts, souls and common sense. They’re not buying what Tommy Grimes is selling, believe me. We’ve got a long way to go. This is only round one. We’re just getting warmed up, okay?” 
Colter nodded. “Okay. I’ll see you.”
After watching Colter being led away, Cadence began packing up her things. Suddenly, there was a tap on her shoulder. She turned around to see Bob.
“I got something,” he said, the neutral expression on his face indicating what he had was not exactly good news.
“Okay,” she said, getting to her feet and grabbing her files. “Tell me on the way back to the office.”




Chapter 29


After a day spent inside the courtroom, Cadence savored the touch of the cool afternoon breeze on her face. The DC air may not have been exactly fresh, but it was invigorating. Although it was only a little less than a mile from Judiciary Square to the Hardwick and Henshaw office on 10th Street, the normal firm practice was to take a cab and save time. Cadence felt like walking and Bob, energetic as always, did not have to be asked twice.  
“So, what have you got?” asked Cadence, preparing herself to be underwhelmed given it was clear Bob was not bursting with good news.
“Brandon Colter was a couple of months away from making the US Olympic team,” Bob said. “From the people I spoke to, he was a shoo-in to represent America in the heavyweight division in Atlanta. On form, he would have fought Cuban legend Felix Savon for the gold medal. But he never got picked. He never made the team, and this is why.”
Bob raised a document he was holding and tapped it with the back of his hand. 
“Brandon was at a fast-food joint with his mother in Lanier Heights. There was a fight outside and he went to stop it, but, in the process, he ended up getting hit. He went down and his head hit the pavement hard. He suffered a brain bleed and spent two weeks in a coma.”
“That was when his mother Penny confronted Beth’s father.”
“Right. But when he woke up, his boxing career was over. He never stepped into the ring again.”
“Do you know if that injury left him with any ongoing mental problems?”
“No. I haven’t found anything like that. But it stands to reason. He checked out of the hospital soon after he woke up and then, as far as medical records go, he fell off the radar.”
“Thanks, Bob, I’ll get those details to Dr. Lucas and see what he makes of it.”
The pair came to a corner and had to stop for the lights.
“That’s not all, Cadence.”
Cadence turned to Bob. “What do you mean?”
“I dug around. And I know who punched Brandon.”
“Who?”
“Tommy Grimes.”
Cadence’s immediate reaction was to lament the fact that Grimes had just been on the stand. “God, I wish I’d known that earlier.”
“I know. I literally got the info as I was about to walk into court. I had to ask a few favors to get the records checked and found out that Grimes was charged with assault and got locked up for thirty days.”
Cadence shook her head, shaking away her disappointment. The lights turned green, and they continued to walk. “You know, Bob. It doesn’t matter in terms of the case. I think the jury has no doubt that Grimes is biased against Brandon.” 
“Fair enough. All the same, I wish I got it to you sooner.”
“No, thanks Bob. Really, it’s not a blow to the case at all. Let’s wait and see what Dr. Lucas thinks. You’d have to think it would help him get a more precise diagnosis of Brandon’s condition.”
“Yeah, you’d think so,” said Bob. 
As they approached 10th Street, Bob stopped and touched Cadence’s shoulder for her to do the same. “There’s something else I want to tell you.”
A shot of dread stirred in Cadence’s gut. She knew what Bob was about to tell her had nothing to do with Brandon’s case.
“In the days around your son’s birth, eleven private aircraft made trips between DC and Denver. I’m researching every one of them, getting the registration details, and finding out who the owners were. Many of them are companies and some don’t exist anymore. Right now, the chances of me getting hold of the actual flight manifests are slim but I’ll be trying every way I can.”
Cadence gave Bob an appreciative smile. “If anyone can find a needle in a haystack you can, Bob. I just want you to promise me you are being ultra-cautious.”
“I am. I swear.” Bob held up his right hand in a three-fingered salute. “Scout’s honor.”
“Good.”
Bob looked at his watch. “Okay, boss. I’m going to head off.”
“Thanks again, Bob,” she said. “For everything.”
“Oh, almost forgot,” said Bob, digging into his messenger bag. He fished out a document. “Here’s the hospital report. Sorry it wasn’t as helpful as we’d hoped.”
“You never know, Bob. Right now, it’s too early to say. I want Brandon to get the help he needs. And that’s not going to happen if he has to spend the rest of his life in jail.”
 




Chapter 30


Detective Pat Monroe looked as comfortable sitting in the witness box as he would be on a bus. Unlike most witnesses who are daunted by the prospect of testifying before judge and jury, Monroe was a frequent flier in the role. Time in court was merely an extension of his job. If he could help put the icing on the cake of an investigation he had put a lot of time and effort into then all well and good. 
As Underhill walked Monroe through the initial questions that established his cred as a homicide detective, the jury was all ears. In court, there was an amicable and humble tone to Monroe’s professionalism. This was a side he never showed to Cadence Elliott. 
Once Underhill had finished with Monroe’s gleaming track record, he turned to the murder of Owen Vinson.
“Detective Monroe, can you please tell the court how you came to be the lead investigator on this case?”
Monroe gave a quick nod and shifted his buttocks in his seat a little before answering. “Very standard. A homicide was called in, I was on duty, got the details, and got myself down to Morse Street—to the crime scene.”
“What did you see when you arrived?”
“I entered the property from the front and walked through to the back. When I came into the kitchen, the victim was lying dead on the floor. There was a pool of blood around him, and I could see a gaping wound in his neck.”
“Did you see anything else immediately pertinent to your investigation?”
“Well, the first thing is to ascertain whether it is actually a crime scene. By that I mean we have to rule out suicide. That didn’t take long. This was no suicide.”
“How can you tell?”
As Underhill asked his question, he brought up a photo of Owen Vinson’s dead body on the courtroom monitor. Monroe took a quick look at the screen before addressing Underhill. 
“There was only one wound in the body that could be considered fatal. There, at the side of the neck. That’s what killed the victim. It’s just about impossible to inflict such a wound on yourself. Put it this way, it may not be impossible, but no one kills themselves like that. Suicides by knife tend to be pulling it into the chest from the front, or else by cutting the wrists.”
“So Owen Vinson was murdered?”
“Yes.”
“Please, Detective Monroe. Continue.”
“There were two stab wounds in total. One that had struck the victim’s right clavicle and the other that ran behind the clavicle and down into the chest cavity beside the neck.”
Monroe continued, stating that it was evident that there had been a struggle in the kitchen. When he inspected the rear entrance of the dwelling, he saw that the intruder had forcibly entered via the back door, breaking a window for access.
“I see. What did you surmise from those observations?”
“It indicated that this was most likely a burglary gone wrong. I was aware that there had been a few break-and-enters in the area in recent months. This time it appeared the burglar was caught in the act.”
“At what point did the defendant become a person of interest?”
“Very early on,” said Monroe. “An eyewitness identified him. Once we had a name, we saw that he’d been charged with the burglary of a nearby property. So this was obviously someone we wanted to speak to.”
“And so you went looking for the defendant?”
“Yes. We were told he lived in a tent down the street but when we got there he was nowhere to be seen. As the court has heard already, we found blood inside the tent, so that became a crime scene. Over the three days we monitored that tent, the defendant did not return once.”
“How did you find him then?”
“We had to go looking. We knew he was homeless and so we checked the shelters and hit the streets. That’s what led us to Mr. Grimes, who led us to the murder weapon.” 
“When did you first question the defendant?”
“We located him on the street two days after the night of the crime. He had wandered a few miles from his tent. We asked why he hadn’t been back, and he was very vague about it. We asked him if he was in the area on the night of the murder and, again, he was vague. We saw what appeared to be blood on his pants, and it was at that point we asked him to accompany us to the station.”
“Did you arrest him?”
“Not at that point. He was a person of interest. And he agreed to come with us.”
“Can you please tell us when the decision was made to arrest the defendant?”
“During the course of our interview, the defendant was vague and evasive. We asked him about getting rid of a knife and he owned up to it. We kept him for questioning because we felt he wanted to come clean.”
“You believed that he had done something wrong and that he wanted to tell you?”
“Yes. Exactly. And ultimately, our suspicions were confirmed.”
“In what way?”
“He confessed.”
“Just like that.”
“Just like that. He came out and said it. We asked if it was an accident. He said yes. We asked if he only meant to rob the house. Again, he said yes.”
Underhill held up his right palm. “I’m just going to stop you for a moment and play the part of the interview that you’re referring to for the court.”
Underhill brought the interview video up on the screen. He proceeded to play various sections, each time asking Monroe to comment on his line of questioning, his strategy, and Colter’s responses. Beyond Colter’s confession, Underhill said there was an exchange in which Colter’s motive was made clear. With that, he hit play again.
“Here’s what I think, Brandon,” said Monroe. “I think you were scared this guy was going to get you thrown in jail. You were on probation, weren’t you? And if you were caught robbing someone’s house you were going to go to jail for a very long time. And you didn’t want that to happen, did you, Brandon?”
“No,” Colter said, shaking his bowed head.
“You didn’t want to go to jail, did you?”
“No.”
“But he could finger you. If he went to the cops, which he would, he would tell them it was you. Isn’t that right?”
Colter nodded. “I don’t know.”
“Yes, you do, Brandon.”
“It was him or you. And you took him out. Right?”
Colter, still with his head bowed, began to nod.
With that, Underhill turned off the monitor and told Judge Skinner that he had finished his direct examination.
Cadence was surprised Underhill had not broached the topic of the methodology of police interviewing. She thought this would have allowed Monroe to convince the jury that the police got their confession in a perfectly legal manner, even though some people, like defense attorneys, may not like it.
Since Underhill left this topic untouched, he must have been happy for Cadence to explore it with Monroe. He obviously believed Monroe was more than capable of defending his interview technique.
And he was right. 




Chapter 31


“Detective Monroe, how many people of interest did you have for your entire investigation?”
“Just the one. Right from the start. Not every investigation has a cast of suspects like Clue, Ms. Elliott.”
Monroe said this with a smile that allowed him to come across to the jury as good-natured rather than a smartass.
“I understand, Detective. So, right away, you believed this was a case of an interrupted burglary, is that right?”
“Yes. Exactly. When I say from the start, I mean from the time that we secured a body of evidence that indicated very strongly what happened. Let me make that clear. We didn’t find a body and then go hunt down the defendant. We followed the evidence.”
“Did you consider any other possibility other than a burglary gone wrong?”
“You’re going to have to be more specific. Given what I just told you, I’m not sure what you’re asking.”
Cadence tapped into her inner calm, well aware that the detective was tempting her into a display of irritation or annoyance. A lapse in her composure would backfire on her.
“According to your investigation,” she said calmly, “this was a burglary, right?”
“Yes. That’s what the evidence told us. It’s why the defendant was charged with felony murder. And it’s what the defendant confirmed when he confessed.”
“I’ll get to that.”
“I can’t wait.”
“Detective, what was the burglar in the house there to steal?”
Monroe shrugged. “Well, he got a wallet full of cash and credit cards. That was a pretty good get for most thieves.”
“Was the defendant found with any credit cards belonging to the victim?”
“No. The cards had been used but only in small amounts that meant a PIN number wasn’t required.”
“But you have no evidence whatsoever that the defendant used those cards, do you?”
“We don’t know who used the cards.”
Since Monroe avoided answering no, Cadence took another route.
“Detective Monroe, do you have any proof that the defendant used the victim’s credit card?”
“No. We just had an eyewitness report of him disposing of the wallet along with the murder weapon. So, no direct proof but we are confident the wallet was in the possession of the defendant.”
“What about the laptop?”
“What about the laptop?”
“Owen Vinson’s laptop was sitting in plain view on the kitchen table. That’s easy money. Yet it was left there. If the prime motive for the killer being in Mr. Vinson’s home was to steal, why wasn’t the laptop stolen?”
“I can’t answer that question. I’d be speculating, and you wouldn’t want me to speculate, would you?”
“You’re an expert witness, Detective Monroe. Your opinions on all the elements of this crime matter, because one would hope that you considered everything when you went about the task of trying to find Owen Vinson’s killer.”
Cadence’s comeback prompted a show of slight irritation on Monroe’s face. 
“Detective, did it strike you as odd that the victim’s phone was left there on the kitchen counter? Again, this was something that could be quickly and easily sold on the street?”
“Maybe it’s odd to you, Ms. Elliott. But maybe after stabbing a man to death, the killer just wanted to get the hell out. And maybe he thought stealing the laptop and phone would be a stupid idea. Maybe he thought they would be too easy to trace. So maybe he was smarter than you give him credit for.”
“Yes, maybe. I am particularly interested in the laptop, Detective Monroe.”
“You sure seem to be.”
“You are aware, are you not, that the victim’s blood was found on the laptop?”
“Yes, of course, I am.”
“How do you explain that?”
“I’m not sure how this is relevant.”
“Given the wound the victim received, there was a lot of blood, wasn’t there?”
“Yes.”
“And there was no indication that that victim left the kitchen and reached the laptop after being stabbed, was there?”
“None at all.”
“He died where he was fatally wounded, in the kitchen. Is that right?”
“Yes.”
“Did you not wonder why the victim’s blood was on the computer?”
“It was a minuscule amount of blood. Maybe he cut himself shaving that morning. Who knows?”
“But you’d expect the killer to have blood on his hands after the stabbing, wouldn’t you?”
“I would expect so.”
“Isn’t it possible that the killer used the computer after Mr. Vinson had been murdered, and that’s how the blood got there?”
“Yes, it’s possible. But I don’t see why—”
“It’s possible. But as you just said, Detective, the first thing a burglar would do, if he’d just killed a man he didn’t intend to kill, would be to get the hell out of there. Isn’t that right?”
“That’s one theory. There could be a hundred theories. But like I said, I followed the evidence. And I don’t agree with you. The defendant may not have gone there intending to kill. But there’s no doubt that he decided to kill. Brandon Colter knew if he was identified by the witness, he’d be sent straight to prison for a very long time.”
Cadence kicked herself for opening the door for Monroe. He stepped right on through and reiterated the perfectly plausible motive Colter had for killing Owen Vinson. She decided to change tack.
“Detective, you say the defendant confessed to you.”
“Yes.”
“And it was a completely voluntary confession, right?”
“We don’t beat confessions out of people. We took him in for questioning. He wasn’t even under arrest. We asked him a bunch of questions and in the end, his guilt got the better of him.”
“I see, his guilt got the better of him, did it?”
“Is that a serious question?”
“Sorry, perhaps I was just thinking aloud. But here is my next question. Detective, do you know what the Reid Technique is?”
Monroe scoffed. “You know I do.”
“Detective, this is for the benefit of the court, you understand. You and I are not just having a chat between ourselves. Could you please tell the court what the Reid Technique is?”
“It’s the good cop, bad cop interview technique you’ve seen a thousand times on TV. Believe it or not, we use it, or a version of it, when we conduct interviews. It is very effective, and it is perfectly legal. We operate within strict guidelines.”
Cadence tapped on her laptop to launch the video on the courtroom monitor. As she did so, she lobbed another question at Monroe.
“Again, for the benefit of the court, Detective Monroe, the Reid Technique is adversarial by definition, isn’t it?”
“It’s adversarial like courtroom trials are adversarial, Ms. Elliott.”
“Did you use the Reid Technique on the defendant when you took him in for questioning?”
“Yes, we did.”
“And right from the outset, you acted as if the defendant—who at this point had not been charged with any crime—was guilty of murder. Isn’t that right?”
“Like I said, it’s perfectly legal.”
“And you began by telling him that he was guilty of murder, didn’t you?”
“Yes.”
“You told him that you knew that he was a killer, didn’t you?”
“Didn’t I just answer that question?”
“You had the defendant alone in a room, is that right?”
“Of course. That’s what we do when we interview someone. It’s not a group activity.”
“And did the defendant deny being involved in the murder?”
“No. He only pretended not to know what we were talking about.”
“I’d like the jury to see the initial part of the interrogation so that they can see exactly how your so-called perfectly legal technique extracted a confession from the defendant.”
In the section of the interview that Cadence played first, Monroe presented a string of accusations to Colter as though they were fact. He then told Colter that witnesses saw him leave Vinson’s house. And when he told Colter that the victim’s blood was found in his tent, even though the forensics results were not back from the lab, Colter’s guilt was triggered, after which he admitted to getting rid of the knife and wallet. 
“Detective, you lied to the defendant, didn’t you?”
“It’s perfectly legal to present the case that the police believe to be true during questioning.”
“But you lied to him, didn’t you? You had no forensics results at that stage. And you did not have more than one witness who said they saw him leave the crime scene, did you?”
“We had a witness who swore he was at the scene of the crime.”
“The court has already heard that that witness only saw the defendant walking down the street. You lied to the defendant repeatedly, didn’t you?”
“I don’t consider what I said lying.”
“You told the defendant that you knew he killed Owen Vinson, didn’t you?”
“Yes.”
“But that was a lie too. Your evidence at that stage was far from conclusive. Your accusations were unfounded, were they not?”
“You seem to want me to agree with you, but I don’t. See, this is the benefit of an adversarial system. We get to tell two sides of the same story.”
“Detective, how long did you detain the defendant?”
“We didn’t detain him. He could have asked to leave any time. But he confessed, at which point we had to charge him and arrest him.”
“Isn’t this why the Reid Technique gets so many false confessions?”
“Really? Can you tell me which confessions were false? I don’t think so. As much as you don’t agree with it, it’s my job to solve crimes. It’s my job to catch people who commit horrible crimes.”
“Your job. Yes. Can I ask, Detective Monroe, does it improve your promotion prospects to get a voluntary confession?”
“What are you talking about?”
“I think you know perfectly well what I’m talking about. Isn’t it regarded as great police work to solve the crime and get a conviction without a costly trial?”
“It doesn’t hurt. Just like it doesn’t hurt your promotion prospects if you get someone who’s guilty of a heinous murder off.”
Cadence did not respond. She cued the tape to make her next point.
“Members of the jury. I’d like you all to see and hear the so-called confession which underpins the case against my client.”
With that she hit the play button. 
“Detective, during the interview did you think Mr. Colter understood the gravity of his situation?”
“I have no idea what he understood. All I can say is that it wasn’t hard for anyone to understand what was happening. All he had to do was answer our questions. The part of the interview that you did not show was when he agreed that he was in possession of the murder weapon and that he disposed of it for fear of getting caught. He then confessed to homicide.”
“The confession. That’s exactly what I’d like us to examine now.”
With that she replayed the critical moment in the fate of Brandon Colter. In the video, Monroe was leaning forward, like he was just having a quiet pep talk with Colter. Cadence turned the volume up louder so the jury could catch every word.
“Look, Brandon,” Monroe said, “I know you’re not a cold-blooded killer. We all know you’re not a cold-blooded killer. Look, you’ve stolen a couple of things but you’re not a murderer. But you were scared, weren’t you?”
Colter had his eyes lowered to the ground, like he was not game to meet Monroe’s eye. 
“You were scared of getting caught. You knew this guy had seen your face, and if he identified you, you’d be going to jail for a long time. Isn’t that right, Brandon?”
Colter shrugged his shoulders but did not offer a word.
“You didn’t want to go back to prison, did you?”
“No,” said Colter. 
“You had to make sure that this guy couldn’t send you back to prison.”
Colter shook his head slowly. “I don’t know.”
“If you didn’t kill him, he’d tell the cops. I get it. We all get it. You just had to make a quick decision and so you stabbed him.”
“I guess.”
“Is that what happened?”
Colter shrugged.
“Brandon, come on. Once we get this straightened out, we can all move on. Is that what happened.”
“Yes.”
Cadence stopped the video and turned to face Monroe. He met her gaze with calm indifference. 
“Detective, did it ever occur to you that you were dealing with someone who was mentally vulnerable?”
“Of course, that would be something I’d watch for. But to me, the defendant knew exactly what was going on.”
“And by the time he confessed how long had he been detained?”
“About twenty-four hours.”
“Twenty-four hours, alone, in a holding cell, no mention of getting a lawyer to help him. Is that a fair way to treat a citizen of the United States? Is that a fair way to treat a person who, like the rest of us, has the inalienable right to be considered innocent before anything else?”
“What can I say? I do my job and I stick to the rules.”
“But isn’t it true that you only interviewed Brandon Colter because you believed he was guilty?”
“That’s true. I believed what the compelling evidence told me. Go figure.”
“And is it true that your only objective when interviewing the defendant was to extract a confession admitting guilt?”
Monroe could barely contain the chuckle that Cadence’s question prompted.
“As opposed to what?”
“As opposed to the truth.”
Cadence did not wait for an answer. She did not need one.
“No further questions.”




Chapter 32


In the short break between witnesses, Cadence offered a few words of encouragement to Colter, telling him things were going well. She wanted to keep her client’s spirits up, but she knew Underhill had the upper hand. 
Yes, her cross-examination of Detective Monroe had put his methods and attitude under the spotlight. But he emerged with his credibility intact. 
Cadence knew she was up against the fundamental, unwritten nature of juries—they tended to be subconsciously biased in favor of authority in general and cops in particular.
During jury selection, Cadence had questioned every candidate about their relationship with, and attitudes towards, the police. She asked questions designed to flush out racism and other biases, such as those towards the homeless. From these responses, she was able to weed out several people. What she could never expose were the implicit biases, the kinds of leanings people barely knew they possessed. Incredibly, despite all the news stories of white cops killing black citizens, and the TV shows and movies depicting police racism, fallibility, and outright criminality, the default of most Americans was an ingrained faith in the police. 
Despite exposing Monroe’s questionable values, Cadence knew it was unlikely that she had swung this white-majority jury against him. 
The pro-authority leanings would no doubt hold for his next expert witness—crime lab specialist Dr. Veronica Rowe. 
At first glance, it was clear she was a far cry from the socially challenged stereotype of the lab-bound scientist. Wearing a Burberry skirt, dark brown trench coat, white blouse, and knee-high boots, Rowe was a walking fashion statement. Her hair hung straight down to her shoulders, and beneath her perfectly cut bangs was a face of unaffected beauty. 
Gerard Underhill, for one, was very pleased to have Rowe join the proceedings. He waited patiently with a smile on his face as Rowe removed her fine leather gloves and took the oath.
The prosecutor’s first questions drew out Rowe’s depth of experience and the fact that the state lab in which she worked had been responsible for cracking several well-known cold cases.
“Dr. Rowe, you were asked to analyze evidence related to this case, were you not?”
“Yes. My team was brought in to analyze the crime scene and then much of the other evidence as it came in. We examined the defendant’s tent, the murder weapon, the dumpster it was found in, the defendant’s clothes, and, of course, the laptop.”
Rowe spoke with confidence and clarity. If she was daunted by having an audience in court it did not show in the slightest.
“Okay. Why don’t we start with the crime scene?” said Underhill. “Could you please tell the court what you were presented with?”
“Certainly. We arrived to find the deceased prone on the kitchen floor. There was a lot of blood.”
“Let’s focus on the blood. Where exactly was it found and what conclusions did you draw from your analysis, Dr. Rowe?”
“The victim had suffered a fatal stab wound to the right side of his neck. The bulk of the blood was pooled around him. This indicated that he bled out on the floor there shortly after the wound was inflicted.”
“Did you find splatter patterns anywhere?”
“No.”
“How do you explain that? This was by all accounts a violent attack. Why wouldn’t there be blood on, say, the counter or the cupboards?”
“Because once the attacker had delivered the fatal wound, he did not withdraw the knife from the victim’s body. The wound was so devastating the victim would have lost the wherewithal to fight almost instantly.”
“So the attacker did not need to strike again?”
“That’s right.”
“Is this unusual?”
“Yes, it is. In most stabbing attacks, there are typically multiple wounds as the attacker is either in a frenzy or the victim has not succumbed without a fight. In this instance, the victim was rendered helpless with one fatal blow.”
“What did the evidence tell you happened next?”
“As I said, the victim would have collapsed to the floor. It appears the attacker let go of the knife handle, so the blade remained lodged in the victim’s body. The knife had severed the right subclavian artery.”
“Which artery, Dr. Rowe?”
“The right subclavian artery. It sits behind the clavicle, the collarbone.”
As Dr. Rowe spoke, she pointed to her right collarbone with her left index finger. 
“It’s one of the body’s main arteries, branching off the aorta,” she said, seeing that Underhill wanted her to continue. “Located near the heart, this subclavian artery carries a high volume of blood under pressure. After it had been severed, the victim would have lost leg strength within seconds. He’d have collapsed twenty seconds later, at most. Then, with the brain drastically lacking blood supply, he would have lost consciousness within a minute. His heart would have stopped at about the same time.”
“So, literally one minute Owen Vinson was alive and the next he was dead from this vicious attack.”
“Yes. That’s right.”
“And yet there was practically no blood to be found anywhere but the floor. Why was that?”
“The knife was left in situ. Even though the victim’s blood loss was catastrophic, the knife acted like a plug. The blood pooled internally in the chest cavity as opposed to exiting his body.”
“And so the victim collapsed to the floor?”
“Yes. The attacker withdrew the knife only after the victim had died. Once he did so the blood exited the body.”
“I see. Dr. Rowe, did you find the murder weapon at the crime scene?”
Dr. Rowe shook her head. “No, we did not.”
“Okay. So the attacker took the knife with him?”
“Yes. There were a few drops of blood leading to the back door, which substantiates that theory. I mean, besides the fact that the murder weapon was found a distance from the crime scene.”
“Yes, of course. Now, where else did you find the victim’s blood at the crime scene?”
“There was not much blood anywhere other than the kitchen floor. The victim had blood on his left fingertips. This indicated that he touched the knife wounds.”
“Anywhere else?”
“We found traces of the victim’s blood on his computer.”
“That was the laptop on the table in the adjacent room, right?”
“Yes.”
“And what did your analysis make of the blood on the laptop?”
“Nothing that tells us how it got there and when.”
“You can’t put a time on it?”
Dr. Rowe shook her head. “No. It was a very small amount of blood. The best we could do was to get it down to a time that was plus or minus four hours.”
“What time was that?”
“Eight o’clock.”
“So you’re saying the small amount of blood on the laptop could have gotten there anywhere between four in the afternoon and midnight?”
“Correct.” 
“So the blood on the laptop may have been there hours before the murder?”
“Yes.”
Underhill brought up a photo of Colter’s tent on the monitor.
“Dr. Rowe. Is this the tent you were asked to examine?”
“Yes. It was cordoned off by the investigators and we conducted a thorough examination.”
“Can you tell the court, please, what you found?”
“The most notable evidence we found were traces of the victim’s blood.”
Looking at the monitor, Underhill brought up close-up photos of the blood stains in the tent.
“You mean here?”
“Yes.”
“Are you sure it was the victim’s blood?”
“Yes.”
“It couldn’t be anyone else’s?”
“Not a chance.”
“Okay. Let’s move to the murder weapon. Are you sure the knife you examined, the knife retrieved from the dumpster, was the murder weapon?”
“Yes. Absolutely. It matches the other knives from the knife block in the victim’s kitchen, it matches the wounds in the victim’s body, and the blood on it was the victim’s.”
“Did you find the defendant’s fingerprints on the murder weapon?”
“Yes, we did. And we found traces of the defendant’s DNA on the knife as well.”
“What did you find of interest on the defendant’s clothing?”
“Traces of the victim’s blood were on the defendant’s clothing. There were large smudges of blood on the right thigh of the defendant’s pants.”
“I see. What did those smudges tell you?”
“They indicated that the defendant wiped his bloodied hands on his pants.”
“The blood of Owen Vinson?”
“Yes, that’s right.”
“Thank you, Ms. Rowe. No further questions, Your Honor.”
“Your witness, Ms. Elliott,” said Judge Skinner.
“Thank you, Your Honor.”
Cadence positioned herself behind the lectern and flicked through the pages of documents she had placed there.
“Dr. Rowe, you said that you found Owen Vinson’s own blood on his laptop.”
“That’s right.”
“And you’re unable to give an exact time for when that blood was deposited there, is that right?”
“Yes. The victim may have had a nosebleed, or a shaving cut. Something minor like that. It’s anyone’s guess.”
“I see. It’s anyone’s guess. Well, if it’s anyone’s guess, then the blood could have gotten onto the laptop after the murder, couldn’t it?”
Rowe squinted a little, befuddled. It was as though the thought had never occurred to her, or at least that’s what she wanted people to think. “I suppose that could be possible.”
“Would you say it’s just as likely to have gotten there after the murder as before?”
“Yes.”
“Earlier, you added conjecture as to how that blood got there. You mentioned cuts and bloody noses. But isn’t it also possible that the blood got there when the killer touched the laptop while Owen Vinson was lying dead on the kitchen floor?”
“I was offering a logical opinion.”
“It’s okay, Dr. Rowe. I’m not holding it against you. I’d just like us to be crystal clear about all the possibilities here. Because if the killer touched the laptop, we would assume he did so after the victim was dead, is that right?”
“Yes, that’s right.”
“Now about this laptop. Where were the traces of blood found precisely?”
“We found blood on the touchpad and the enter key.”
“That’s it?”
“That’s it.”
“So someone was trying to use the computer, would you say?”
“Yes. They are common keys, keys that the victim would have been as likely to use as the killer if we accept your argument.”
“Of course. Dr. Rowe, did you test the computer for DNA traces?”
“Yes, we did.”
“How many different samples of DNA were there?”
“There was skin—or dandruff that came from the victim Owen Vinson, and the blood of course. And there was some of his hair too.”
“Anything else?”
“Yes, there was another strand of hair we found.”
“Did you DNA test that hair?”
“Yes, we did.”
“Do you know who it was from?”
“No.”
“Did the hair belong to the defendant?”
“No. It did not.”
“Okay, so let me see if I have this right. We have a valid theory here that after killing Owen Vinson, the murderer goes to his laptop and tries to use it. And then he leaves. That’s possible, isn’t it?”
“Yes, it’s possible.”
“Which begs the question, what was the killer looking for on that laptop?”
“I can’t answer that question.”
“That’s okay. It was rhetorical. But the point is that nothing at the crime scene specifically tells you that the defendant, Brandon Colter was the killer, isn’t that right, or have I missed something?”
“It’s not for me to opine.”
“I beg to differ, Dr. Rowe. Opining is precisely what the prosecutor called you here for.”
“Well, in that case, you’re right. We found nothing at the crime scene that conclusively tells us that the defendant was the killer. That said, there was highly implicating evidence elsewhere.”
“Yes, let’s move onto that, shall we?” said Cadence. “Starting with the tent. Where were traces of blood found?”
“On the floor of the tent and a blanket.”
“This was an open tent on the street that anybody had access to, was it not?”
“Yes, I suppose so.”
“Would it be fair to say that you can’t confirm with absolute certainty that the defendant was the person who got blood in the tent?”
“Yes.”
“And you found blood on the defendant’s pants, and you found his DNA on the murder weapon. That proves he handled the weapon, doesn’t it?”
“Yes, it does.”
“But does that mean he was the killer?”
“It stands to reason that he was the killer.”
“Again, we need to be more certain than stands to reason. We need to be close to certain. A man’s life is at stake here. Isn’t it possible that someone else put the knife in the defendant’s tent?”
“Unlikely but possible, in my opinion.”
“How many fingerprints did you find on the knife, Dr. Rowe?”
“Two. The defendant’s and someone else’s.”
“I see. Have those other prints matched anyone else?”
“Yes.”
“Who?”
“A Mr. Tommy Grimes.”
A murmur rose around the court.
“I see. So the man who has a grudge against the defendant, who testified he saw the defendant dispose of the knife, did in fact handle the knife. Is that right?”
“That appears to be the case, yes.”
“Tell me, Dr. Rowe. Are you convinced the defendant is guilty of this murder? Does all your forensic evidence give you a firm idea of who the killer was?”
“It gives us an idea, but I can’t say that it’s firm.”
“So we’re running on guesswork, are we?”
“Objection!” Underhill cried.
“Sustained,” barked Judge Skinner.
“No further questions, Your Honor.”
Dr. Rowe was the last of Underhill’s witnesses, and court was adjourned for the day. Cadence said goodbye to Colter with a few more words of encouragement and began gathering up her things. 
Although she had raised elements of doubt through all her cross-examinations, she knew she had not landed a critical blow. She was still defending a man who had confessed to murder. If she was going to clear his name, she had to find a decisive edge, and find it fast. 
She headed straight back to the office to prepare for a difficult few days. If she failed to pull an ace from her sleeve, Brandon Colter was going to jail for the rest of his life. 
She had to plant a seed of doubt in the jurors’ minds that could never be dislodged. Not by Assistant US Attorney Gerard Underhill. Not by anybody. 




Chapter 33


Cadence wasted no time calling one of her key witnesses to the stand: Dr. Hector Lucas. The psychiatrist was an affable-looking man in his early sixties. His appearance seemed to be a tribute to a bygone era. His silver hair was swept back in a wave, his eyes peered through round, metal-framed glasses, and he wore a tweed three-piece suit. 
Cadence had met him a few times, the last being a few weeks earlier after Dr. Lucas had visited Colter. In those meetings, the doctor’s manner was as old school as his clothing, which had on one occasion included a fob watch chained to his waistcoat pocket. 
Initially, Cadence was concerned how this rather eccentric man would come across to a jury—more to the point, would he be too odd for them to warm up to him? Those reservations were quickly put to rest, as the man showed himself to be expressive, articulate, and empathetic. 
For ten minutes or so, Cadence drew out the doctor’s credentials and expertise. He spoke with a strong, clear voice that was authoritative yet humane. At no point did he ever appear to be talking down to his audience, a trait so common among medical professions.
“Dr. Lucas, how much time did you have to examine the defendant, Brandon Colter?”
“I had ninety minutes with him. I would like to have had a follow-up appointment but that was not possible given the constraints.”
“How long did it take for you to get an appointment to see the defendant?”
“Four months. And I was told it would be months before I could see him again.”
“Now, Dr. Lucas, before you saw him, the defendant had already had a mental health assessment carried out by prison services, is that right?”
“Yes, it is.”
“Did they give him a clean bill of health?”
“Yes, they did.”
“What do you make of that, having had the chance to examine Mr. Colter yourself?”
“I do not understand it, quite frankly. The defendant is a far cry from being mentally well.”
“I see,” said Cadence before picking up a document from the lectern and holding it up. “Members of the jury, this here is a record of the findings of the Department of Corrections’ mental health screening. It was carried out by the DC Department of Behavioral Health.”  
Cadence asked Judge Skinner if she could approach the witness. Permission granted, she stepped forward and handed the papers to Lucas.
“Dr. Lucas, can you please read the summary entered for the defendant following the mental health assessment?”
“There’s not much to read, I’m afraid,” Dr. Lucas said, shaking his head.
“Be that as it may, would you mind reading that summary for the court?”
Lucas turned his eyes to the page, pushed his glasses back on the bridge of his nose, and read.
“It says that the mental acuity of the inmate is in the normal range. It says there was nothing detected that would warrant treatment or further evaluation. And it says that the inmate’s intermittent confusion may be a minor disability that is typical of homeless men his age.”
“So in short?”
“In short, they’re saying Brandon does not need help.”
“No further assessment needed?”
“No. Despite identifying Mr. Colter’s confusion, they did not see fit to have a mental health clinician conduct a more comprehensive assessment.” 
“Now, having assessed Brandon yourself, Dr. Lucas, what would you say about the adequacy of this screening?”
“It’s appallingly inadequate. That’s what I would say. It took me just a few minutes to see that Mr. Colter’s mental health was far from normal, far from okay. More time and care should have been put into his assessment, but time and care are in short supply when it comes to prisoner welfare.”
“Dr. Lucas, could you please share your diagnosis with the court?”
“I believe Mr. Colter is in the early stages of a neuromuscular disorder.”
“Do you mean Parkinson’s Disease?”
“Well, that’s what I thought initially, to be honest. Given the fact that he was a heavyweight boxer, and that he was the victim of a cowardly attack that left him in a coma some years ago.”
Cadence interrupted the doctor, asking him to detail the circumstances of that attack. This allowed Cadence to have the jury hear all the details of Brandon’s coma, including the nature of the brain injury that caused the coma, and the possible long-term effects.
“He may well have acquired brain damage from this incident that has only begun to manifest recently. In summary, though, I don’t think he has Parkinson’s.”
“What is your diagnosis then?”
“Well, Brandon has a few physical indicators of a neuromuscular disorder. First, his speech is slurred at times. Not always, but spend enough time with him and you will notice it. I’m not surprised the Department of Behavioral Health staff didn’t pick that up because they are busy and understaffed. But I did find myself wondering about his memory, in particular.”
“From the outset, Brandon told the police that he could not remember what happened on the night Owen Vinson was murdered. He could not account for his whereabouts. He could not remember breaking into Owen Vinson’s house. He could not remember stabbing him. The court has heard already that the police thought Brandon was being vague deliberately. They thought he was being evasive.”
Dr. Lucas shook his head.
“Look, I can’t say whether Brandon Colter committed homicide or not, but what I can say is that his memory failure is not an act. I believe he has myasthenia gravis in its early stages.”
“Myasthenia gravis? What is that?”
“It’s a neuromuscular disorder that weakens the bones and muscles over time. That would explain his slurring.”
“What does this disorder do to your memory?”
“It can have a pronounced effect on the short-term memory. It can wipe it clean.”
“Do you mean like a blackout?”
“Yes. Exactly. People with this disorder experience blackouts like people who drink heavily and lose all memory of the night before. He can have the very same memory lapse without touching a drop of alcohol.”
“I see. Is your diagnosis of Brandon consistent with what he told police about the night of the murder—that he literally had no recollection?”
“Yes. Absolutely.”
“One more thing, Dr. Lucas. Is there a cure for myasthenia gravis?”
“I’m afraid not. There is medication available, but even if you take it the symptoms will still become more pronounced over time.”
“Thank you, Dr. Lucas. No further questions, Your Honor.”
As Cadence vacated the lectern, Judge Skinner addressed Underhill.
“Do you wish to cross-examine the witness, counselor?”
“Indeed I would, Your Honor,” said Underhill, moving straight in to take Cadence’s place.
He stood there a moment with his back arched and hands in his pockets, scrutinizing Dr. Lucas.
“Dr. Lucas. I’ve just got a few questions if you don’t mind. The first is why you think you’re better able than the medical experts in the prison system to say whether the defendant is mentally well or unwell?”
“I would have thought that that’s obvious,” said Lucas. “I’m a specialist.” 
“And the medical staff of the Department of Behavioral Health are not? Is that what you’re saying?”
“Well, I think they’re wrong.”
“That doesn’t surprise me. You were paid by the defense to find something wrong with the defendant, isn’t that right?”
“No.”
“Did Ms. Elliott tell you that she thought there was something wrong with the defendant?”
“Well, yes but—”
“I suppose she too knows better than the prison health experts.”
“I didn’t say that.”
“But you have shown the court that you have very little regard for them.”
“I said they were overworked.”
“Okay. So let’s say that your theory of the defendant’s memory loss is true. All it means is that the defendant can’t remember killing a man. It doesn’t mean he didn’t kill him. Isn’t that right?”
“It’s not for me to say.”
“I’m asking you to say, as an expert. As a psychiatrist. If the defendant has this disease you speak of, could he not have completely forgotten that he stabbed a man to death?”
“That’s not for me to say.”
“It’s a straightforward question. A man of your qualifications and experience should be able to provide a well-informed, expert answer. The defendant is a person you have been commissioned to examine and diagnose. Might he have killed a man and then forgotten all about it? Yes or no.” 
“Yes.”
“No further questions, Your Honor.”




Chapter 34


Getting Mary Vinson to agree to testify was no easy task. Although Mary had sympathized with Cadence’s cause to some extent, she was reluctant to help. She felt it would be disloyal to aid the man accused of killing her estranged husband. 
Following their initial meeting, Cadence had called Mary twice to try and change her mind to no avail. Their conversations were open and honest. 
Yuri Kovalenko’s visit gave Cadence something more to work with. She asked Kovalenko if she could share certain pieces of information he had revealed to her. Kovalenko agreed with a warning about the danger Mary might be exposed to. 
Upon hearing MVP Systems might be selling advanced military tech to Russia, Mary was convinced that such clandestine dealings were behind her husband’s murder. From that point on, Cadence had a firm ally in Mary Vinson. 
Seeing Mary Vinson sitting on the witness stand, waiting with poise for the first question, Cadence felt a rush of nerves. How she handled this direct examination was critical. This was a murder trial in the Superior Court, not a case of international malfeasance being tried in the Hague. She needed to tread carefully. 
Too much cloak-and-dagger stuff risked stretching the jury’s credulity too far. The last thing she could afford was to have them think she was so lacking in substance that she had stooped to selling some wild conspiracy theory. 
Cadence took in a deep breath, doing it slowly so that it was hardly perceptible from the jury box.
“Mrs. Vinson, you’ve agreed to testify on behalf of the defendant, the man accused of killing your husband. Can I ask why?”
“Certainly, because I don’t believe for a minute that my husband was murdered for his wallet—or any other material possession.”
“Do you think the defendant here is the man who killed your husband?”
“No, I most certainly do not.”
“Okay. Let’s go back a little. Eighteen months ago you and your husband were living together. How would you describe the state of your marriage?”
Mary Vinson’s eyes lowered to her lap for a moment before leveling on Cadence with resolve.
“It was not good. It was very difficult,” she said. “It turned quarrelsome in the space of a few months. Up until then, Owen and I had a good, strong, and mostly happy marriage. We’d gotten through some hard times but with his business doing well, we hit a really nice patch. Life was going great. But then things began to change.” 
“In what way?”
“Owen become increasingly uptight. Angry, even. He would shout at the kids for no reason at all.”
“I take it that was unusual?”
“Yes. Owen was always very patient with the boys. They adored him. But he began to get moodier and moodier. Something was eating him, but he would never tell me what it was.”
“What did he tell you?”
“Nothing. He just said work was insanely busy and that he was stressed. I never thought I was getting the full story. At one point I thought he was having an affair. I asked him outright if he was cheating on me. He denied it, and I believed him. I kept pushing him to tell me what was bothering him. All I got was the same response—that he just couldn’t tell me anything more than he already had. Which was nothing.”
“Mrs. Vinson, your husband was running a very successful company. Was this the normal pressure of running a business?”
“No. It’s true that his company became very successful very quickly and Owen was working long hours to stay on top of everything. But he was energized by all that, never weighed down.”
Cadence proceeded to have Mary tell the court about MVP Systems, its origins, its focus and values, and how things had changed with their success. She said that her husband had misgivings about the company’s rapid rise.
“Owen thought the company was growing too quickly,” she said. “The demands of growth made the company harder to run and, I think, he believed that it had strayed from its core values.”
“In what sense?”
“In the early days of MVP Systems, Owen would always tell me about the projects he was working on. He was proud of every one of them. That’s because they were genuinely exciting and making a real difference in the world. But suddenly there were these new clients and new projects that were all very hush hush. 
“Because the projects were based on vanguard technology, secrecy became imperative. And this prompted a culture shift inside MVP Systems towards hyper secrecy. 
“Owen didn’t like it, but he respected it. That’s why he wouldn’t tell me a single thing about work.”
“But you knew something was wrong?”
“Yes. He was suffering mentally. I think he was depressed. I told him he should go and see a therapist. But he wouldn’t have it. And then, completely out of the blue, he started drinking.”
“Out of the blue? Was he a non-drinker?”
“He hadn’t touched a drop of alcohol since before we got married. When we were dating it became apparent that he couldn’t handle alcohol and I gave him an ultimatum. I said it was either me or the booze. He chose me, and being sober was a keystone of his life, of our lives. No sooner had he started drinking than he was kicked out of his company and our marriage broke down.”
“Let’s unpack that a little.”
Cadence got Mary to detail how Owen had started to go to bars before coming home, how he was supposedly drunk at work, and how he had embarrassed himself in front of clients. When he unleashed a tirade on an important client, it was the last straw. His peers had to show him the door.
“How did Owen take it?”
“It crushed him. He went into his shell, withdrew from me, and then a couple of weeks later told me he was leaving. He said he had to move out for the good of the family.”
“Mrs. Vinson, did you ever think your husband lived in fear of his life?”
“Yes. I did.”
“Are you saying he believed someone would try to kill him?”
Suddenly, Underhill’s voice came booming from over Cadence’s left shoulder. “Objection!” he cried.
“Your Honor, this is the victim’s wife,” said Cadence. “If she can’t speak to the fears of her husband who can?”
“Overruled.”
“You may answer the question, Mrs. Vinson.”
“I believe he felt he was in grave danger. I sometimes heard him on the phone talking furtively and keeping his voice low. He would be whispering so I couldn’t hear him. But sometimes I did hear part of these conversations—his tone was urgent and frantic.”
Cadence resisted the urge to ask Mary to recount what she heard her husband saying. She wanted to keep that for later when the time was right.
“What about you, Mrs. Vinson? Did you believe your husband was in grave danger?”
“Yes, I did.”
“No further questions.”
Underhill was on his feet in a flash.
“I have a few questions for the witness, Your Honor,” he said in a friendly, nonthreatening way.
“Mrs. Vinson, did your husband ever tell you explicitly that his life was in danger?”
“No, not specifically. He was so secretive and withdrawn, he barely spoke to me.”
“Now, about the drinking, the violent outburst, the acute anxiety. This was not the first time your husband had mental health issues, was it?”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean he has had issues in the past concerning his mental health.”
“That was purely related to stress. He saw a therapist three years ago if that’s what you mean.”
“Yes, it is. But not just that. More recently, in the case of his dismissal. His colleagues were concerned that he was behaving very oddly.”
“I’ve already spoken about that.”
“Yes you did but there were details that you left out. Details that I can only assume you are aware of.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Mrs. Vinson, when your husband’s colleagues expressed concern about his mental state, they said he appeared to be suffering from acute stress, is that right?”
“As far as I know, it is.”
“And, while we are aware that most of the specifics of his indiscretions at work were kept private to protect his own reputation and that of the company, wasn’t the reason he was asked to leave because he was not stable mentally?”
“My husband was not losing his mind, if that’s what you’re implying.”
“I didn’t say that. But someone experiencing episodes of highly acute stress often has difficulty separating fact from fiction. After all, you said your husband came to believe that his own family was better off without him. That’s what you said, didn’t you?”
“Yes.”
“But clearly you thought otherwise, did you not?”
“Yes.”
“But he didn’t listen to you, did he?”
“No.”
“And he didn’t get help. He didn’t go and see a therapist, like you advised, did he?”
“No.”
“In the lead-up to your husband leaving your family and his death, can you tell the court about any rational, sensible decision your husband made during that time?”
Mary Vinson took a few moments before shaking her head.
“No.”
“Would it be fair to say that he was mentally unstable?”
“He needed help.”
“Yes, I don’t doubt it. He needed help because he could not deal with the reality of his life, is that fair to say?”
“I don’t think—”
“Mrs. Vinson, this is a simple question about your perception of your husband’s mental state. Would you say he was mentally stable in the months before his death?”
“Correct.”
“And if he could not cope with reality, would it be possible that your husband, in this acutely stressed state, had become paranoid?”
“I don’t know.”
“But you do know your husband. I’ll ask you again, is it possible he was so disturbed mentally that he had become paranoid?”
“Yes, it’s possible.”
“No further questions, Your Honor.”




Chapter 35


While Mary Vinson was, in the end, eager to take the stand, Cadence’s next witness was not. Rachel Harper had left it till the last minute to agree to testify, and she did so reluctantly. Despite Cadence urging her to meet so they could run through what to expect in court, Harper was too anxious to risk it. 
Come the day, Cadence half expected Harper not to show. When she turned around to call her next witness, she was relieved to see her sitting there.
As Harper made her way to the stand, Cadence’s eyes were drawn to a man in a suit who had taken up a position directly behind Underhill. With one eye on Harper, he talked in urgent whispers to Underhill. If Cadence was not mistaken, the man was trying his best to tell Underhill what to do. 
The man looked vaguely familiar. His obvious disapproval at Harper taking the stand gave Cadence a hunch. As her witness was being sworn in, she snatched up her phone and went straight to the team page on the MVP Systems website. And there she saw the smiling photo of Eric Wilkins, MVP System’s in-house lawyer, the very man now stationed behind Underhill.
When she stood at the lectern to begin the direct examination, she saw fear on Harper’s face. The witness was trying hard to keep her eyes fixed on Cadence, but it was clear she avoided looking at Wilkins.
Cadence asked Harper a few introductory questions to get her settled, establishing her relationship with Owen Vinson, and the fact that she was one of the last people to see him alive. 
“Ms. Harper, are you anxious about testifying in this case?”
“Yes. Very much so.”
“Why?”
“I’m scared I’ll lose my job. In fact, I’m sure I will. Being here and talking about my experience at MVP Systems is going to cost me my job.”
“Have you always felt this kind of pressure from your employer?”
“No. It was completely different when I started. The company was engaged in really positive projects, and we wanted the world to know about it. We helped revolutionize land-mine clearance, we helped to clean up the oceans. Everything was a passion project. There was a real buzz in the office that we were all focuses on doing something fundamentally good—it was both exciting and rewarding. It was my dream job.”
“But the company changed, didn’t it?”
“Yes. It changed rather quickly. An air of mystery grew around what MVP Systems was doing. One day, we had all our projects up on a whiteboard, the next my role was compartmentalized, and I was being drip-fed information about my own projects. I had no idea what other staff were working on.”
“Secrecy mattered?”
“More than anything.”
“Would it be fair to say you were asked to trade the freedom to simply talk about your day at work for a bigger paycheck?”
“Yes.”
“So you are basically giving up your job to speak here today?”
“Yes.”
Harper then described how her fieldwork opportunities dried up completely and she felt like a glorified paper pusher. She said she no longer knew who the client was on her projects.
“I’d be working on securing a certain technology, assuming it was for one type of client. But for all I knew the client could have been from a completely different sector.”
“So you might assume the client was a company that was doing good in the world when it wasn’t, is that right?”
“Yes. Without knowing the end application of the technology, the whole positive ethos of MVP Systems disappeared.”
“Objection,” called Underhill, getting to his feet. “Your Honor, what is the relevance of this line of questioning to the case at hand?”
Judge Skinner cast a firm eye on Cadence. “I’m wondering the same thing. Counsel?”
“Your Honor, the witness worked for the victim, and she was one of the last people to see him alive. I am establishing information about the victim’s well-being and state of mind in the weeks before his death. I think it can shed some vital light on the circumstances of his murder.”
Judge Skinner scratched his chin as he mulled over his decision.
“I’ll allow. Proceed, Ms. Elliott.”
“Thank you, Your Honor. Ms. Harper, was your boss Owen Vinson okay with the new direction the company was taking?”
“No.”
“How do you know that?”
“It was obvious. In my first year or two, he used to bounce into the office. He would share everything with me because he valued my input. But then things changed and so did he.”
“How did he change?”
“He was no longer bright and cheerful. He was sullen and pensive. And he would often have arguments with Lee and Duncan.”
“Lee and Duncan?”
“They’re the other two founding partners.”
“And you saw them arguing?”
“Yes. Quite a lot. Mostly, it was Owen and Lee because Duncan was almost always overseas doing the marketing and selling.”
“What would they be arguing about?”
“Who knows? They would always make sure they were locked in the soundproof meeting room.”
“Did Owen ever talk about leaving?”
“No. But when he started drinking, the writing was on the wall. He was not the man I knew. He was not the boss I had looked up to. I think the company broke him.”
“And you have no idea why?”
“All I can say is that I believe that he disagreed with this new direction the company had taken.”
“Ms. Harper, when Owen left, did he confide in you at all?”
“No. The only thing was, after he was escorted out by security, he texted me right away to get some files off his laptop. So I stayed back that night and got into his computer and saved the files he wanted onto a thumb drive.”
“What were the files?”
“I don’t know. All I know is that they were in a folder called Tektile.” 
There was a murmur behind Cadence before Underhill’s voice rang out. “Objection. Again, relevance. Your Honor, what has this got to do with the case at hand? And besides, the information the witness is referring to is protected by her company’s confidentiality clause.”
“Sustained,” said Judge Skinner, uninterested in pursuing the matter further.
Cadence’s response was immediate. “Your Honor, I request a sidebar.”
Judge Skinner’s face recoiled at her demand. But he could not refuse.
“Granted,” said Judge Skinner warily. “You may approach the bench.”
Cadence and Underhill walked up to the judge shoulder to shoulder. Cadence was not going to let Underhill get the first word, and addressed the judge from six feet away, trying to keep her voice hushed yet audible at the same time.
“Your Honor, this is not a trade secret. Anyone can get online and look up Tektile. There are multiple companies developing technologies in that area. It’s not the intellectual property of MVP Systems. Not by a long shot.”
As Skinner picked up his phone and searched for the term, Underhill stood there looking peeved that MVP Systems’ lawyer had pushed him to make a weak objection.
“T-E-K-T-I-L-E,” said Cadence as the judge tapped on his phone. He spent a few moments reading the content his search had returned.
“She’s right, Underhill. Objection denied. Let’s get back to it.”
Cadence had just one more line of questioning.
“Ms. Harper, did anyone ever suggest that you could be killed for leaking information about Tektile?”
Harper swallowed hard and nodded. “Yes. There was suspicion in the office that someone had used Owen’s computer after he was fired. Someone thought it was me. And they told me that I needed to watch my step. I was told that people had died to protect the security of business information.”
“Who told you this?”
“Lee Parkinson.”
Again there was a burst of stifled discussion between Underhill and the in-house lawyer Wilkins. Cadence turned to Underhill, expecting another objection but he remained seated. She resumed her questions.
“So, Ms. Harper is it fair to say that MVP Systems co-founder Lee Parkinson left you no doubt that, if it was discovered that you leaked those files, you could be killed?”
“Yes.”
“Do you now fear for your life?”
Harper nodded and pressed her lips tightly before finding the breath to answer.
“Yes.”
“Thank you, Ms. Harper. No more questions, Your Honor.”
As Harper took a handkerchief from her handbag and dried her eyes, Judge Skinner invited Underhill to cross-examine the witness. The prosecutor broke from his conference with Wilkins and was about to walk to the lectern when Wilkins grabbed his forearm and whispered into his ear. A discussion followed that lasted almost a minute, testing Judge Skinner’s patience. As Underhill straightened, Wilkins gave him a document of some kind.
“Ms. Harper, you have sworn an oath to tell the truth in court today, haven’t you?”
Harper nodded her head dutifully. “Yes.”
Cadence had expected Underhill to challenge Harper on Lee Parkinson’s perceived threat immediately. Her claim was ripe for him to water down, especially since the jury had before them a young, emotional woman. He could play on the likely ingrained bias that the things people say can easily be misunderstood or misinterpreted. 
Underhill could have presented to the court a woman who was in such a vulnerable and fearful state that it would have been easy, and quite understandable, for her to interpret a mere statement about the importance of company confidentiality as an ominous threat. 
But he did not choose to do this. He set out on a different tack that Cadence never saw coming.
“This is essentially a contract, is it not?” asked Underhill. “By taking the oath, you have vowed to abide by the court’s demand for complete honesty. That’s right, isn’t it?”
“Yes,” Harper said firmly, seeing no ruse in the question.
“And when did you agree to be a witness for the defense, may I ask?”
“I spoke with Cadence a few weeks ago. I wasn’t sure what to do. I told her I would testify, then I backed out before finally agreeing.”
“And you finally agreed when exactly?”
“A week ago.”
Underhill nodded pensively. “A week ago. So a week ago you were committed to coming here, is that right?”
“Yes.”
Underhill bent his head to refer to a document, presumably the one Wilkins had handed him. He kept his eyes on the document as he asked his next question.
“Ms. Harper, did you accept a raise offered to you at MVP Systems recently?”
“Yes. I’d had my review six months ago, and that went well and so, eventually, I was given a raise.”
“I see. Did that mean you had to sign a contract to bring your raise into effect?”
“Yes.”
“And when did you sign that contract?”
As Underhill spoke, the blood drained from Harper’s face. She now realized she had walked straight into his trap.
“Three days ago,” she said quietly.
Cadence tried her utmost to remain impassive but inside she was furious. This would have been covered explicitly had Harper agreed to meet before the trial for a full run-through and briefing. Harper’s vacillation about appearing as a witness, as understandable as it was, now threatened to ruin the value of her testimony.
“Three days ago,” said Underhill. “And this contract you signed contained the very same confidentiality clause that you told the court about here today, didn’t it?”
“Yes.”
“So you signed that contract in which you agreed not to speak to anyone about the company’s affairs, knowing full well that you had committed to testifying here. Is that right?”
“Yes.”
“You knew that you were not going to honor that contract and yet you signed it, anyway, didn’t you?”
“Yes.”
“And that raise was backdated to the time of your review six months earlier, is that right?”
“Yes,” said Harper. She was trembling now.
“And that money, all that backdated pay, was deposited in your account immediately, wasn’t it?”
“Yes.”
“You lied to get that money, didn’t you, Ms. Harper?”
Harper bowed her head and nodded.
“No more questions, Your Honor,” said Underhill flatly, not waiting for an answer. His job was perfectly done.
If the jury had swallowed all of Harper’s care and concern for Owen Vinson’s well-being, if they had bought her so-called disillusionment with the company’s moral direction, they now had reason to feel somewhat duped. 
Harper’s standing as an honest character was shot.




Chapter 36


With Judge Skinner calling a break for lunch, Cadence stepped outside for some fresh air. She was surprised to find Bob waiting for her at the exit with coffee in hand.
She slumped her shoulders as she neared him, then gratefully took the cup he held out. “Kill me now. Underhill just skewered my witness.”
“Rachel Harper?”
“Yeah, poor girl,” said Cadence walking out into the sun. “We were under-prepared and paid the price for it.”
“That doesn’t sound like you, Cadence.”
“Well, I did tell her we needed to do a dry run, but she was too anxious to commit. Turns out she played MVP Systems to get a raise while she knew she was going to break her confidentiality agreement. So now she’s out of a job and I’m two steps behind. I need to call her. Did you see her come out?”
“No, I just got here,” said Bob as Cadence pulled out her phone. 
Bob took her hand. “Call her later. We need to talk.”
Cadence could tell by Bob’s upbeat manner that he was the bearer of good news, not bad. Her spirits picked up and she looked out over the lawn and gardens in front. 
“Let’s go take a seat,” said Cadence, leading the way over to a knee-high ledge that bordered a rose garden. As they sat down, Bob held up a bag.
“I brought bagels too,” he said.
“Hell, Bob. You think of everything.”
“You gotta eat, Cadence.”
He watched as she took a bite and savored the mouthful like she had only just realized how hungry she was.
“I figured you’d skipped breakfast,” Bob said.
Cadence nodded. “Didn’t have time.”
Bob nudged her with his elbow. “Now you listen here, young lady.”
Cadence almost spat out her mouthful.
“Yes, old man?” she laughed.
“You have to get a better balance in your life. No one works harder than you. No one could defend Brandon Colter better than you. The only person who doesn’t seem to know that is you. And Gerard Underhill knows it better than anyone. But I want you to promise me something.”
“I’m going to have to say yes. You got me coffee and bagels. I’m eternally in your debt.”
“No, this is something you owe yourself. You need to take a break.”
Although Cadence’s initial feeling was to contradict Bob, she let her guard drop a little. “Yes. I was thinking that.”
“Well, what I was wondering is whether you’d like to go stay at the bay house for a few days when this thing is over.”
Cadence smiled. “Taylors Island?”
“I’ve only got one bay house, Cadence. I’d offer you the New York penthouse if I had one but the bay house is all I’ve got.”
Cadence laughed. “Are you kidding, Bob? I love it there. You know that. Thank you. That’s really generous of you.”
“Take someone with you. A fella. A friend. It’s up to you. What about Sophie?”
“That would be great. I’ll see if she wants to come. I’ve just got a murder trial to win first, okay?”
“Win or lose, you need some time off. And may I suggest that while you’re cracking crabs and drinking mojitos on the pier, you should plan a proper vacation. Get yourself over to Europe. Have you been to Paris?”
“Bob, I’ve never left the US. Not only that, I can count the number of states I’ve been to on one hand. Well-traveled I’m not.”
“Well, you need to remedy that while you’re young. Get over to Italy, France, and Spain. You’ll love it.”
Cadence saluted Bob with her cup. “I just might do that.”
She took a deep breath. 
“So, you said you have something for me? Was it your lifestyle advice, or is there something else?”
Bob nodded. “It’s something else. I’ve found the flight.”
Cadence’s heart skipped a beat. Her stomach came alive with sudden nerves. “Are you sure?”
“I’m sure,” said Bob. “All I need to do now is get hold of the manifest.”
Cadence looked straight ahead and nodded silently, swallowing hard. 
“We’re just a couple more steps away now, Cadence. We’re going to find your boy soon. That’s a promise.”




Chapter 37


On her way back into court, Cadence had to literally shake herself back into trial lawyer mode. She had had so many questions for Bob. How could he be sure he had found the right flight? How had he narrowed it down? Who owned the plane? Was it chartered or were the owners on board? But he insisted that he would tell her in good time. He said she had to focus on the trial. 
If she lost the case on account of being preoccupied with finding her son, then she would never forgive herself. Her priority was Brandon Colter, he had said. She agreed and told herself she had endured so many years without knowing anything about her child, a few more weeks was nothing by comparison. 
This was a mental challenge, of course. She had to steel her mind with all her will, and give the trial her fullest attention.
Her next witness, the third MVP Systems co-founder Duncan Meeks, was not exactly a picture of joy sitting on the stand. He was a confident, clean-cut individual who may never have let his hair reach his ears or collar. He looked like every other businessman you would pass in the street without looking twice. The difference was he almost hummed with kinetic energy. After reciting the oath with bright diligence, he ran his fingers down his red tie a couple of times, shifted in his seat, and cast his intense blue eyes over the courtroom like the show should already be on the road. 
Cadence had come to believe that the three amigos who had set up MVP Systems had become fractured. No longer an all-for-one-and-one-for-all enterprise, it had become a one-versus-two dynamic, with Owen Vinson at odds with the two pals he had set out to change the world with. 
“Mr. Meeks, thank you for being here. I’m glad we finally get to meet.”
“I wouldn’t be here unless you subpoenaed me—you and I both know that,” said Meeks, giving a quick, forced smile. 
“Mr. Meeks, the reason I subpoenaed you is that Owen Vinson feared for his life. The court has heard testimony to that effect.”
“Yes, I know. And the court has also heard that he was a drunkard, that he was mentally unwell, and that he was quite possibly paranoid. I hate to say it, but Owen was a wreck, and that’s why we had to let him go. He had become a liability to himself and the company.”
“I see. Did you advise Owen to get treatment for his alcohol problem before you showed him the door, Mr. Meeks?”
“We are not running a day care center. We faced a situation where we were trying to run a thriving company and we had a partner who would turn up to client meetings drunk and obnoxious. Do you have any idea what it’s like to run a multi-million-dollar business?”
“You’re not here to ask questions, Mr. Meeks. You’re here to answer them. Okay?”
“That depends on the questions.”
“Mr. Meeks, was Owen Vinson in fear his life?”
“How should I know? It’s a ridiculous question.”
Cadence turned her attention to Judge Skinner. “Your Honor, I request permission to treat the witness as hostile.”
Given Meeks’ evasiveness before the trial, Cadence had expected to make this request. Under normal conditions, the witnesses she called were people who knowingly and willingly supported her case. To ensure that their testimony could not be too stage-managed, she was not allowed to ask them leading questions. However, if a witness for the defense was not expected to cooperate, the law made an exception. If the judge allowed it, she could ask leading questions to compel that witness to provide a direct answer. Preferably a yes or a no. Essentially, it was the same permission granted to her if she was cross-examining one of Underhill’s witnesses. To do this, she needed the judge’s approval.  
“Granted,” said Judge Skinner.
“Thank you, Your Honor. Mr. Meeks, you set up MVP Systems with Owen Vinson and Lee Parkinson, is that right?”
“Yes,” said Meeks.
“And your mission as a company was to improve the world, wasn’t it?”
“That was our ethos. Like most companies, we wanted to make money.”
“Before he left the company, Owen Vinson was not happy about the direction it was taking, is that right?”
“I’m not obliged to tell you anything about what goes on in my company that pertains to management decisions.”
“I didn’t ask anything about company decisions. I asked if Owen Vinson was unhappy with the direction the company was taking.”
“He was happy enough to earn a lot of money. We had our disagreements like all companies do, but we got through them.”
“Mr. Meeks, I’d like to ask you about the land-mine drone project that Mr. Vinson spearheaded. Details of this project are public knowledge, but for the sake of the court, was this a successful project?”
“We sold that to twelve countries and thousands of land mines have been cleared, thanks to that product. So, yes. It was successful.”
“Mr. Vinson also led the fire blanket technology project that provided unrivaled safety for shipping crews and equipment, is that right?”
“Yes. It was another win for MVP Systems, and Owen in particular.”
“But in both these cases, MVP Systems developed spin-off uses for these two technologies, is that right?”
Meeks’ face froze, not because he was not expecting the question but to suggest Cadence should know better than to ask such a thing of him. He uttered the next words slowly and deliberately, as though he was speaking to a child.
“Anything that we develop is confidential business information. And again, I don’t see what on earth it has to do with Owen’s murder.”
Cadence did not need an answer. The nature of Meeks’ response was enough.
“That will become clear, Mr. Meeks. Now, when the three of you founded MVP Systems, your mission statement was to quickly get vanguard technology into real-world uses for the betterment of humankind. ‘Advantage humanity’ was your catch-phrase, was it not?”
“Yes, it was.”
“Is it still?”
“Companies evolve, Ms. Elliott. We met and outgrew our initial goals.”
“I see. Were you responsible for diversifying MVP Systems into the arms trade, Mr. Meeks?”
Meeks dampened the flash of anger that shot through him. “What are you talking about?”
“You know very well what I’m talking about. MVP Systems took the drone technology from Owen Vinson’s land-mines project, produced the most advanced, and the most potentially destructive, swarm drones in the world, and sold them to the highest bidder. Isn’t that right?”
Cadence could practically hear Meeks’ jaw grinding.
“As I said before, I’m not going to discuss confidential business information.”
“There’s nothing confidential about MVP Systems operating in the arms trade, Mr. Meeks.” 
Cadence held up a photo printout. “I have here a photo of you, Mr. Meeks, manning a stand at the Defense and Security Equipment International exhibition in Berlin three months ago. The DSEI is an arms trade fair, isn’t it, Mr. Meeks?”
Meeks’ face was now red with fury. His mouth remained clamped shut. He pried it open to offer the briefest response. “Yes.”
“Mr. Meeks. The fire-shielding technology that Owen Vinson led to market to make commercial shipping safer has been morphed into something else entirely, has it not?”
“What we do in this area is a trade secret.”
“How can it be a trade secret? At the stand you set up at DSEI, you are selling blanket, or shielding, technology as cutting-edge camouflage. You call your product Tektile, and it can make tanks invisible to infrared sensors. Isn’t that right, Mr. Meeks?”
“There’s nothing illegal about it. Everything is done with very strict licensing procedures.”
“Mr. Meeks, did Owen Vinson object to MVP Systems turning good, safe, protective technology into weapons of war, like invisible cloaks for tanks?”
“As I said, we had our differences. And I will say this. MVP Systems runs a completely ethical, completely lawful business. There are robust safety checks in place, strict licensing measures.”
“You are referring to your involvement in the arms trade, right?”
“You make it sound underhanded.”
“I don’t make it sound like anything, Mr. Meeks. I’m asking you to acknowledge that MVP Systems took a radical departure from the company’s original ethos. Is your company involved in the arms trade?”
“We don’t violate international law, break sanctions, support terrorism, or endanger global security. None of that.”
“Is MVP Systems involved in the arms trade, Mr. Meeks? Yes, or no?”
“Yes.”
“Did Owen Vinson resist the efforts to take the company in that direction?”
“He saw things differently than Lee and me.”
“Did he try to stand in the way of such deals?”
Meeks shook his head. “No. Not that I was aware of.”
“These deals were worth millions of dollars, weren’t they, Mr. Meeks?”
“The company has been performing well. It’s our job to see that it does.”
“Despite going against the values that you started with.”
“I’m not a boy scout. I’m a businessman. If Owen didn’t like it, he was free to leave.”
Cadence had been positioned behind the lectern for the duration of the exchange. She now stepped to the side. The move underlined to the jury that she did not need any notes to proceed with her next questions.
“Mr. Meeks, is it true that Tektile, your invisible cloaks for tanks technology, is now in Russia’s hands?”
For once, Meeks could not hide his reaction fully. His face pressed into an incredulous scowl.
“I don’t know where you got that from,” he said slowly. “But I am not at liberty to discuss who our clients are and who they are not. This is strictly confidential business information.”
“I see. Mr. Meeks, Saudi Arabia at this very moment is preparing to deploy your swarm drones on civilians in Yemen, isn’t that right?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about. But you are on very thin ice, Ms. Elliott.”
The words were out before he could stop himself.
“Really, Mr. Meeks? Is that what you told Owen Vinson?”
“I meant pushing for me to divulge confidential business information. That’s what I meant, and you know it.”
“If you say so, Mr. Meeks. No further questions.”
As Cadence returned to the defense table, Judge Skinner leaned forward into his microphone and addressed Underhill.
“Do you wish to cross-examine the witness, Mr. Underhill?” 
Underhill, seated at his table and rubbing his chin pensively, was clearly wrestling with his decision. Under normal circumstances, his next move would be abundantly clear: get up and discredit Cadence’s witness. With Duncan Meeks, though, it was as though one of his own witnesses had gone rogue. Underhill had to consider whether he could repair Meeks’ standing as a witness and whether that would indeed be worth it. 
Cadence had not turned the case on its head. Underhill was still a couple of lengths in front coming down the home stretch. Could he turn Meeks into an asset? Have him denounce Owen Vinson’s objections to arms deals as being naïve and irresponsible corporate behavior? 
That would play well with the jury. Not.
In the end, the compulsion to get Meeks off the stand was too strong.
Underhill raised his eyes to Judge Skinner.
“No, Your Honor.”




Chapter 38


With court adjourned for the day, Cadence set out for the office on foot. As soon as she had stepped outside the courtroom, her mind went back to her meeting with Bob earlier that day. His words echoed in her head.
We’re going to find your boy soon. That’s a promise.
The prospect that this was indeed true, that the identity and whereabouts of her son would soon be known brought up the familiar feelings of dread, and a dab of hope. For years, she had imagined meeting him. Those visions were not always sentimental and rosy, and if they were it was only briefly. What this prospect stirred up was a preponderance of negative emotions—a thick mire of guilt and rejection. This feeling could reduce her to utter worthlessness in seconds. Still, she fought to hang onto that slim thread of hope. She forced herself to. She conjured up a happy reunion fantasy and kept it there with conscious effort. She held it for no more than ten seconds then let it go and turned her mind immediately back to work. 
Tomorrow’s witness was the last of the three amigos: Lee Ferguson. She picked up her pace to hit the office and focus on her final preparations.
“Cadence,” came a man’s voice from behind.
She swung around, thinking the voice sounded a little bit like Bob’s. 
But it was not Bob. It was Duncan Meeks. To her surprise, Meeks was a good foot taller than her. In court, it had not registered with Cadence that he was a tall man, mainly because he was seated. But now he was well and truly looking down at her, but not in a hostile way. He had his hands raised to reassure her that he came in peace. His face conveyed appeasement. She cut a quick glance over Meeks’ shoulder, but there was no sign of Wilkins, who had been camped behind Underhill all day.
“It’s just me,” Meeks said, his mouth lifted into a humble grin.
“What do you want, Meeks?”
Meeks cast a quick look sideways before bowing a little toward Cadence. “Look. I’m sorry things got a little heated back there. But to be honest, I was surprised at how much you knew about what we do at MVP Systems.”
“Rachel Harper told me next to nothing, so don’t blame her.”
“Of course. No, I’m not blaming her. It’s just that there were things you said that you have no right to know.”
Cadence checked her watch. “Look, Meeks. I’m not interested in whether or not the information I have meets your approval. You don’t get to vet, screen, or silence me. Now, I’ve got lots of work to do. Your colleague Lee Parkinson is on the stand tomorrow. So unless you’ve got something of value to tell me, then leave me alone.”
Cadence waited a moment, seeing Meeks was reaching for a reply.
“Cadence, look,” he said. “I’m not the bad guy here. I swear. I mean, I make the deals and all, but these deals would all be going on with or without us. As I said, we’re doing nothing illegal and the rewards are, frankly, huge. Yes, we started MVP Systems with noble goals in mind, but we also wanted to be rich. And last I checked, that was still okay in America. But I would strongly suggest that you confine your questions to your case.”
“That sounds like a polite threat.”
“Please, Cadence. Don’t go messing about with this business. I’m just giving you some friendly advice. That’s all. Believe me, I don’t hold a grudge against you, and I’m impressed by your dedication, but please just stick to your lane, if you know what I mean.”
“I’m afraid I don’t.”
Meeks lowered his head and his voice and looked at Cadence with what appeared to be sincere concern.
“You may not believe me, but I swear that I’m above board. But, and this is a big but, there are people in the trade who are not.”
“The arms trade?”
Meeks nodded.
“Clients of yours?” 
The words and warnings of Yuri Kovalenko were coming back to her now. He had warned her of getting in too deep. People who stuck their noses in could end up dead. Kovalenko had made that perfectly clear. 
“Not clients of ours,” said Meeks. 
“But clients of your clients?”
Meeks remained still and silent. His eyes gave her the only indication that she was right.
“Cadence. All I’m going to say is that there’s potentially so much at stake in this business… I just don’t want to see anything happen to you.”
“Something tells me that this is what Owen Vinson was told.”
Meeks shook his head. “I don’t expect you to believe it, but Owen was stabbed to death by a homeless thief. I understand why you don’t want to believe it. It’s too banal. Too obvious. Hence you’ve latched onto your conspiracy theory.”
“I’m defending my client the best way I know how.”
“Yes, I don’t doubt that. But you’ve strayed into dangerous territory. It would be remiss of me not to give you a heads up.”
“Much appreciated, Meeks. Thank you.”
“Be careful tomorrow, Cadence,” Meeks said gently. “I mean it.”
“What are you talking about? Are you saying I shouldn’t upset Lee? Is that what you’re saying?”
Meeks shook his head.
“Look. I’m just saying don’t push him too far. Okay?”
With that Meeks turned on his heel and walked away. Never had Cadence been more convinced of the importance of her examination of Lee Parkinson on the stand. 
She now felt that everything was riding on it. 
And she was right. In more ways than she knew. 




Chapter 39


Just like Meeks, Lee Parkinson made his way to the stand with a purpose that said let’s get this thing over with. When he took the oath, his speech was unhurried, his demeanor cool. Dressed in a beautiful navy suit, crimson tie, crisp white shirt, and gold Rolex, Parkinson was Forbes magazine cover material. Intentionally or not, he came across as somewhat entitled, looking down his nose at everyone else in the courtroom. 
“Mr. Parkinson, for how long did you know the victim, Owen Vinson?”
Upon hearing Cadence’s question, he smiled and shook his head a little, as though the point of such a question was lost on him.
“We met at college,” he said, relaxing back into his chair. “We hit it off instantly, mainly because we quickly discovered that we both shared the same outlook, the same ambition. We loved technology and what it could do. We had idealistic dreams. We would spend lunch times riffing on the idea of being kind of high-tech missionaries. You know, getting our hands on the best tech and putting it to work in places where lots of lives could be changed for the better. We talked about starting our own company. We’d have weekly meetings, even. We were like Matt Damon and Ben Affleck, you know? We knew that whatever lay ahead for us career-wise we’d be in it together.”
“And so you started MVP Systems?”
“Yes. A couple of years out of college we did. Teamed up with Duncan, of course. We called it MVP Systems. You know, Meeks, Vinson, and Parkinson. The three of us were huge NBA fans and we liked that the name had a basketball connotation. That’s what we wanted our company to be. The most valuable player in dealing with humanity’s problems. We were determined to be the solution. Not just sit around and complain like a lot of young people. We wanted to be the change.”
“So you formed the company to make the world a better place?”
“Objection,” said Underhill. “Relevance. How does this relate to the fact that her client is on trial for murder?”
“Your Honor, as I’ve said, what happened to the victim Owen Vinson the night he was murdered should be examined as fully as possible. This is my witness, and he is here to, among other things, shed some light on the final hours of Owen Vinson’s life. I would have thought that was both clear and reasonable.”
“I agree,” said Judge Skinner. “Overruled. The witness will answer the question, please.”
“Yes, that was very much the ethos of our company. And we were onto something. Within three years we had a multi-million-dollar turnover, doing exactly what we set out to do.”
“Why wasn’t the company a non-profit, if you were all about giving back?”
“Well, Bill Gates was a huge inspiration for us. We met him once. As everyone knows, Bill Gates made billions before changing his focus to humanitarian work. The way we saw it, our company could help solve the world’s problems while being very profitable at the same time.”
“But that all changed, didn’t it? MVP Systems is no longer the altruistic company you founded.”
Parkinson shrugged his shoulders.
“Life is not static. Things change in life. In essence, you could say we adapted. To put it another way, we grew up. We didn’t ditch everything we stood for. We just broadened our scope to get to where we want to go.”
“You broadened the scope from humanitarian causes to lethal weapons. How does that square with your company’s tagline ‘Advantage Humanity’, Mr. Meeks?”
Parkinson’s eyes narrowed. He knew that the court had already heard about Duncan Meeks trading the company’s wares at arms shows overseas so there was no point playing the confidentiality card here. “I understand that you might believe that it’s contrary to the original spirit of the company. I don’t.”
“Did Owen Vinson try and prevent you and Mr. Meeks from taking the company down that road?”
“As Duncan said, we did not see eye to eye on many things.”
“Mr. Parkinson, when was the last time you saw Owen Vinson?”
“In person?”
“Yes. Of course.”
“The day we had him escorted out of the office.”
“So you didn’t have a drink with him on the night he was murdered?”
Parkinson’s face dropped. “I beg your pardon?”
“You had a drink with Owen Vinson the night he died, didn’t you?”
A flush of panic came over Parkinson’s face as he tried to simultaneously figure out how Cadence knew that and what he was going to say to assuage his lie.
He feigned vagueness. “No, I don’t think you’ve got that right.”
“Yes, I do have it right. You were seen with Owen Vinson at The Phoenix on H Street.”
“Ah, yes. I’m sorry, I wasn’t quite sure that that was the night he was killed.”
“Really? You just told the court earlier that the last time you saw Owen Vinson was the day he was fired. And now you expect the court to believe that when you learned that your friend was murdered, you never thought to yourself, ‘My God, I was with him just before he died?’ That never occurred to you?”
“Of course it did. I was just confused.”
Having fallen for Cadence’s trap, Parkinson stiffened. He needed to ditch the relaxed composure and up his vigilance. He looked as alert as a fox now, determined not to take another false step.
“So you did have a drink with Owen Vinson the night he was murdered?”
“Yes.”
“Did you talk to him about the wisdom of him drinking?”
“Owen was his own man. I’m not his father. In no capacity did I feel it was my place to tell him how to live his life.”
“Your friend since college days. Your business partner. The man you shared a dream with and with whom you built a multi-million-dollar company. You believed you were in no place to offer him some friendly advice?”
“Our friendship wasn’t great at that point. That said, I did tell him he should go back to Mary. But he wasn’t interested in hearing that.”
“Okay, so what were you arguing about?”
Parkinson’s face flinched and he thought better of denying it. “It was nothing. He was very bitter about being forced to leave the company and we were working through a settlement for him. He was not happy about how long that process was taking.”
“I see. So he’d accepted that he would never again play a role at MVP Systems, is that right?”
“Yes.”
“Mr. Parkinson. You were aware that Owen Vinson was in possession of some company files, were you not?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about. Specifically, I mean. Owen could have been in possession of all manner of files.”
“Did he threaten to expose some information that would prove very costly to MVP Systems from a legal and reputation standpoint?”
“I’m not at liberty to discuss such things. That would fall under confidential business information.”
“I didn’t ask for specifics. In fact, I was very careful not to be specific. I don’t think the court is concerned with the trade secrets that you want to keep hidden, Mr. Parkinson. I’m asking you to confirm the basic premise. Did Mr. Vinson threaten to expose your company to adverse publicity?”
“Yes. He wanted to discredit us in the humanitarian sector by revealing other elements of our business.”
“Do you mean he wanted to expose the fact that a company that still professed to do good for the world was in fact dealing in weapons of war?”
“It’s more nuanced than that but the answer is essentially yes.”
“Is that what you were arguing about in the bar?”
“Partly.”
“Were you able to persuade Mr. Vinson to keep his mouth shut, as it were?”
“It wasn’t like that. But we didn’t resolve our differences if that’s what you mean. I could see he was in no mood to change his mind. And so I left.”
“Where did you go after you left the bar?”
“I went home.”
“You didn’t decide to go to Mr. Vinson’s home to recover the material that he threatened to ruin you with?”
A look of disgust came over Parkinson’s face. “Good God. No. What is this? Are you accusing me of murder?”
“No, Mr. Parkinson. I was asking if you went to retrieve the files that posed a significant risk to the future of your company.”
“No, I did not go to Owen’s place.”
“Just a couple more questions, Mr. Parkinson. If your company was indeed exposed to adverse publicity, some of your clients would be very unhappy, wouldn’t they?”
“Of course. We don’t want any negative exposure—no company does.”
“But by threatening to expose your company, did Owen Vinson put his life in danger?”
Parkinson shook his head determinedly. “No. That’s being melodramatic. This isn’t a James Bond novel.”
“Indeed, Mr. Parkinson, but didn’t you tell your employee Rachel Harper that people had been killed to protect the deals that MVP Systems was making?”
Parkinson’s head tilted back as he let out a dry laugh.
“Look, what I said to Rachel Harper was that there were lives at stake. And that is true. She was never privy to the deals the senior staff were working on. But what I said was the truth, because as much as you may want to think otherwise, the technology that we were dealing with was making the world more secure.”
“Rachel Harper testified that you warned her that if she stepped out of line she’d be killed.”
“Well, I can’t help it if that’s the way she took it, but it was not what I meant.”
“She didn’t think you were being melodramatic, she thought you were threatening her.”
“What is this? He said, she said? I’ve told you what I meant and that’s what I meant.”
“So Owen Vinson had not placed himself in any danger?”
“No. That’s absurd.”
“If you say so, Mr. Parkinson. No further questions, Your Honor.”
In his cross-examination, Underhill went about rebuilding Parkinson’s integrity, and that of his company. This time, he set out on the path that Cadence had expected him to take with his Rachel Harper cross.
He had Parkinson repeat the exact words he used. He got Parkinson to describe Harper’s emotional state during that conversation, detailing Owen Vinson’s exit as being stressful, traumatic, and emotional for everyone in the company. He had Parkinson declare, without going into business specifics, that it was utterly true that lives depended on the integrity of confidentiality, that certain information must not end up in the wrong hands. Parkinson stated that hundreds, if not thousands, of lives were at stake.
The corporate image sufficiently repaired, Underhill moved on to the event that Cadence had exposed—his having a drink, and an argument, with Owen Vinson on the night he was killed. He repeated what he had told Cadence: that their quarrel was about Vinson’s severance package.
“He was pissed because he thought we were stalling. But he knows more than anyone that disengaging him from the company was not as simple as cutting him a check. We had to work through that and find enough liquid assets to pay him his due. He didn’t believe me. So in the end I gave up. I left the bar feeling exasperated, to be honest. I was wasting my breath. And, as I said, I told him he should go back to Mary. I wanted to help an old friend, but I could do nothing if he wasn’t prepared to help himself.”
Underhill paused before proceeding with a clear, spell-it-out-for-us voice.
“Mr. Parkinson, did Owen Vinson fear for his life?”
“No, but he should have. He’d become his own worst enemy. The biggest threat to him was himself. That’s what I went home thinking. Turns out I was wrong.”




Chapter 40


With Cadence having stated “the defense rests,” Judge Skinner cast his eyes on Underhill.
“Mr. Underhill, are you ready to proceed with your closing argument?”
“I am indeed, Your Honor,” said Underhill like he had been looking forward to it for weeks. He shifted his chair back, got to his feet, and took up a position in front of the jury. He appeared confident, relaxed, and above all, authoritative. 
Gerard Underhill knew how to fill a space and having a courtroom to fill, well, it was just his size. One of his great strengths, though, was his amicable charisma. Despite being a man of wealth, stature, power, intelligence, and, if only for his dedicated service to the law, rectitude, a certain charm shone through that could sometimes be his most effective quality. And nowhere was this more apparent than in his closing arguments. No matter how high and mighty his words, he never came across as speaking down to the men and women in the jury box.
“Ladies and gentlemen of the jury. First of all, I would like to say thank you. Serving as a juror means you’ve had to rearrange your lives to honor the sacred duty asked of you. As a member of a jury, you hold the most important job in the justice system. Over these past few days, we have sought to appeal to your intelligence, your reason, and your common sense. 
“But in this contest to convince you of whether the defendant is guilty or not, I’m afraid you have been presented with distraction after distraction. At times, it seemed we were dealing with an industrial relations suit instead of a murder trial.
“And that is most unfortunate. What makes it more so is that the defense actively sought to distract you with this examination of how MVP Systems went about its business. You were asked to consider one diversion after another, as though this was leading you to the truth about who killed Owen Vinson. That was a total illusion. 
“I know you have sensed that during this trial. I know at various points you have wondered, ‘What on earth does this have to do with the murder of Owen Vinson?’
“I can answer that. Nothing. Because like I said at the very beginning of this trial: stick to the evidence. That’s where the truth lies. Not some conspiracy theory.
“Trust the evidence. The factual, inarguable, irrefutable, unbreakable, rock-solid evidence. And every piece of compelling evidence tells us that Brandon Colter stabbed Owen Vinson to death. A father of two young boys is dead because a desperate man broke into his home to steal and chose to murder him to stay out of jail.
“Don’t for an instant believe that an explanation like that is too simple to believe. It’s only simple because those articles of evidence are so explicit and compelling.
“First of all, we heard it from the defendant himself. He confessed. No one had a gun to his head. No one twisted his arm. He outright confessed to killing Owen Vinson because he could not bear the guilt. His attempt to pretend that he could not remember what happened does not weaken the confession.
“He confessed, members of the jury. He confessed.
“With that confession alone we moved way past reasonable doubt. Yet compounding that confession was all the other evidence. 
“He was seen disposing of the murder weapon. The victim’s blood was in his tent. The victim’s blood was on his clothes. 
“Look, there is no happy ending here. No winners. Being homeless, the defendant certainly belongs to the most vulnerable part of our society. That is sad and it is unfortunate. We must bear in mind, though, as our compassion is roused, that we all live under the same rule of law. 
“Most homeless people are not criminals, let alone killers. If we are to indulge in compassion here, it should be for the people who were left devastated by the defendant’s vicious attack. Think of Owen Vinson’s sons. His wife. His family. His friends. Make no mistake—their loss is our loss too. 
“This was the senseless murder of a man who played a valuable role in the community. He helped make the world a better place. Who knows what else he could have achieved?
“Do not shy away from justice, members of the jury. It has called you forth and it needs your resolve to uphold its honor. There is no doubt. This was first-degree murder. And you heard it straight from the defendant’s lips that he did it. 
“In the name of justice, you must find the defendant guilty.”
When Judge Skinner invited Cadence to speak, she too went and stood before the jury. Mild nausea stirred in her gut, a familiar feeling that struck right on cue when she was poised to begin her closing argument. It was like all that had gone before in the trial was now of zero consequence, forgotten, and that everything was riding on her next words. 
Countering those nerves was the knowledge that a closing argument could never swing a lost case in your favor. Typically, it was just the icing on the cake. But if the jury was undecided at this point, they had to be convinced one way or another. 
Cadence believed the case was still hanging in the balance. She had to get the jury over the line once and for all. She had to swing for the fences. 
“Members of the jury, I would also like to thank you for the sacrifices you have made to do this important job. Sitting where you are, in judgment of a man accused of murder, I know that your responsibility weighs heavily on you. To reach the right decision, you must dig deep into your conscience. And I’m sure it has never been lost on you for a second, but a man’s life is at stake here. 
“Remember, our starting point was resolute. Brandon Colter is innocent unless he is proved guilty. And you cannot find him guilty unless all reasonable doubt has been removed from your minds. He is innocent unless the prosecution can prove that every fact used to explain the murder of Owen Vinson leaves you in no doubt that he was the killer.
“Did the prosecution do that? No.
“We must not concern ourselves with maybes, with probabilities, with making things up to fill in the gap. Did the prosecution prove beyond reasonable doubt that Brandon Colter killed Owen Vinson? No.
“To convict a man of murder, you must reach the highest threshold of certainty. This is the burden of proof. The so-called proof that has been presented to you could not possibly have cleared all reasonable doubt from your minds.
“The prosecution wants it both ways. It used forensics evidence to try and convince you. You heard that the victim’s blood was found in Mr. Colter’s tent, that Mr. Colter’s prints were on the murder weapon, and that he had the victim’s blood on his clothes.
“Does this prove he killed Owen Vinson? No.
“Where was the proof that Brandon Colter was ever at the crime scene? There is not one shred of evidence that places him there. Think about that. A homeless man smashes a window and breaks into a house to steal—so the theory goes—attacks a man, fights violently with him, and stabs him to death. And he left not one piece of evidence behind. Not one strand of hair. Not one drop of his blood. Not one skin cell under the nails of the victim. Not one fingerprint, anywhere in the house. 
“And it wasn’t for want of trying. Forensics found a hair on the laptop. Did it match the defendant's? No.
“The prosecution can’t have it both ways. Forensics tells us that the defendant was not at the crime scene. Yet the prosecution damns him for handling a weapon that was probably tossed into his tent so he would be blamed. A weapon that had someone else’s fingerprints on it.
“And what of this confession that supposedly damns Brandon Colter above all else?
“As I have shown you, Brandon Colter has a diagnosed condition that explains his memory loss. His confession is nothing more than a meek man being fooled into thinking that if he said the right thing after twenty-four hours of being detained then the police would let him go.
“But now he is not in the hands of police who want more than anything to close a case quickly. He’s in your hands. Don’t be part of the hasty, unjust, expedient process that has forced Brandon Colter to go through this ordeal. 
“Someone did kill Owen Vinson, that’s for certain. But it was not Brandon Colter. The murderer is still at large. 
“To find Brandon guilty would be an act of false and empty justice. That is not my opinion. It is a statement made in the knowledge that the burden of proof has simply not been met. I hope that you can see that.
“You must give Brandon Colter the justice he deserves. In the name of justice, you must find him not guilty.”
With that, Judge Skinner called a short adjournment that would be followed by him reading the jury instructions. 
By two o’clock that afternoon, the jury’s deliberation had begun. 




Chapter 41


Cadence had just placed her briefcase on her desk when Sophie Shields appeared at her door.
“Ah, before you sit down, two things,” she said, as Cadence placed the files she was holding onto her desk. “Jackie wants to know if you can do a debrief now. She’s got Beth and Alan with her.”
“For sure,” Cadence said. “And the second?”
Sophie stepped forward with a smile that said she was the bearer of great news. Cadence had always been fond of Sophie’s positivity, but the only good news she wanted right now was that the jury was back with a not-guilty verdict. 
“Bob wanted me to give you these,” said Sophie, holding out a set of keys. “Along with an order to hit the road once the verdict is in. He said he had approved it with Jackie. And I told him I’d come along if that’s what you want.”
Cadence took the keys with a smile and stepped forward to hug Sophie. “Of course, I’d love you to come. Look, if this verdict goes our way, I’m all for it. I’ve actually had it in the back of my mind, and I realize how much I need a break.”
“I’m so glad to hear you say that,” said Sophie. “Let’s do it.”
Cadence shrugged. “Of course, if it’s a guilty verdict, I’m not going anywhere. I’ll need to get straight onto an appeal.”
Sophie nodded. “Of course. I understand. Just let me know what you need from me, okay?”
“Thanks.”
“Oh, Bob said he sent you an email. He said you know how to get to the house and where everything is. But if we want to take his new boat out, he’s got a checklist we need to follow.”
“I didn’t know he had a boat.”
“It’s a yacht. Second-hand. He said it’s not flashy but it’d be great for cruising on the Chesapeake. He’s got it moored at a marina near the house.”
“I don’t know the first thing about sailing.”
“Good thing I do. My first boyfriend was totally into it. So I spent a lot of time on Lake Norman learning the ropes.”
“I was thinking mostly about wine and crab cakes.”
“That’s okay. They go perfectly with sailing,” said Sophie, her face beaming. “Then once we dock, it’s cocktail hour.”
Cadence was more excited than she expected. God knows how long it had been since she had had a break. And Bob’s suggestion that she travel overseas had stuck in her mind. She was indeed intent on using some of her time at Taylors Island to map out a trip to Europe. And she thought Sophie might like to join her. 
It suddenly occurred to her how odd it was for her to be planning something fun and exciting. Typically, this was something that, subconsciously, she did not think she deserved.
Sophie’s voice snapped her out of her momentary daydream. “Wow, you really look happy, Cadence.”
Cadence stepped forward to give her friend another quick hug. “I am. I’d better go see Jackie,” she said. 
Walking to her boss’s office, she chided herself for even thinking about taking a break when she had no cause to celebrate. 
Her client Brandon Colter was still in a jail cell. Sailing, wine, and crab cakes would be the last thing on his mind.
Cadence was greeted warmly by Jackie, Beth, and Alan. Jackie was standing over a pot of fresh coffee and fixed everyone a cup to their liking. She had Italian biscotti on offer as well, but Cadence did not have an appetite. The coffee was good, though, and would fuel a few more hours of work after the meeting.
Once Jackie was seated, she said a few words about how she and Beth had been discussing the case, and that what they needed to do now was plan their next steps. Beth had turned to Cadence while Jackie was speaking. With Jackie taking a sip of coffee and a bite of biscotti, it was Beth’s turn to speak.
“Cadence, firstly, I want to say that regardless of the outcome I am so grateful for all the hard work and dedication you have put into Brandon’s case. Jackie and I were not just talking about the status of the case. We were talking about how well you’ve done. I just want you to know that no one could have done any more for Brandon than you have, and I am so glad I came to Alan and Jackie because my half-brother has been in the very best of hands.”
Cadence felt a little awkward at the praise but smiled humbly and thanked Beth. 
The older woman continued. “Now, what I’d like us to talk through is what happens next. We have two scenarios, of course.”
“Beth, Jackie has no doubt told you that if it’s a guilty verdict, I’d file an appeal as soon as possible,” said Cadence. “Over the course of the trial, I noted a few items that could give us grounds.”
“Of course,” said Beth. “That sounds great, Cadence.” 
Beth then leaned towards Cadence, reached out a hand, and touched her forearm.
“My dear,” she said. “There’s something else I wanted to ask of you.”
“Of course, Beth. What is it?”
Cadence could see Beth’s emotions were threatening to get the better of her.
“Whatever the verdict is, I want to speak with Brandon. And I’d like you to be with me when I do. Could you do that for me?”
Cadence placed her hand over Beth’s. “Of course, Beth. I’d be glad to.”
Tears welled in Beth’s eyes. “I don’t want to hide from him anymore. I want him to know that his sister loves him. I want him to know that he will always have someone in his corner from now on. Always. But I can’t just walk in and say hello. He trusts you, my dear. That’s obvious. Do you think he might be able to trust me enough to let me into his life?”
“I hope so, Beth. At the right time, I’ll speak to him. He doesn’t know how lucky he is to have you. If I can help him see that, we just might have something.”
“God bless you, Cadence.”  
When Cadence returned to her desk, she opened the email from Bob. While it did have an attachment containing a checklist for taking the yacht out, the email addressed what he knew was on Cadence’s mind, first and foremost.
I’m in LA on a job for Alan. I’ll be here a week tops. If the trial goes your way, you promised me you would take a break. You’ve got the keys. You’ve got great company in Sophie. You’ve got our house at your disposal. And you’ve got no excuses.
Go have some fun and plan that trip to Europe. I can help you out with some suggestions when I get back. 
As for the other matter, right now I’m waiting on a little help from a friend that will provide a key piece to the puzzle. I don’t make promises I can’t keep, so believe me when I say that the long years that you have spent in the dark will soon come to an end. 
See you soon.
Bob
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At eight-fifteen the next morning, Cadence was back at her desk with nothing to do but wait for the call from Judge Skinner’s clerk. Ninety minutes later, her phone still dead silent, she toyed with the idea of stepping out to grab some breakfast. She had only had coffee and a juice on her way in, and now she was thinking some food might help settle her nerves. She could not stop thinking about Brandon Colter, and the polar opposite directions of his impending fate. On one hand, he would be locked up for life with perfunctory psychological care at best and only Cadence’s ability to mount a successful appeal to save him. On the other, he had his freedom back. But what was that freedom? To go back to the streets? To live in a tent when around him, people like the vile Janine Pearce were disgusted by his presence? And how would he get the treatment he needed? The answer to that was simple: he would not. Colter would be just another mentally ill patient who had fallen through the cracks. Out of sight and out of mind. The thought of such destitution sent chills down Cadence’s spine.
There was a third option if Colter was open to it. Accept the outstretched hand of his half-sister, Beth. And if that failed, Cadence would step in and pay for Dr. Lucas to treat Colter herself. 
Colter’s best hope, Cadence firmly believed, was family. Whatever the outcome, she resolved that she had to build a bridge between Colter and the one person on earth who was bound to him by love and blood. 
The ring of her phone snapped Cadence out of her thought stream.
“Hello, Cadence. This is Faye Drummond.”
The call had come. Cadence knew exactly what the message would be.
“The jury is back,” said Drummond. “Please be in court by ten-thirty.”
Cadence checked her watch. She had half an hour to get there. “Yes. Of course,” Cadence said, getting to her feet as she hung up.
She did the math in her head. A little under three hours’ deliberation. Two hours the previous afternoon and one this morning. Neither swift nor slow, the length of the jury’s discussion gave little away about the decision. But they had taken the night, so at least one juror wanted to sleep on it. That meant one or more jurors had to be persuaded to join the unanimous verdict. The more she thought about it, the less optimistic she felt. 
Nauseous with uncertainty, Cadence marched to the elevator, composing texts to Jackie and Beth, and dialing an Uber as she went. 
It would have helped her nerves to walk to the Superior Court, but she did not have time. 
Less than twenty minutes later, she was seated at the defense table watching Colter being led in again. 
As he sat down next to her, she could see that he was calm and clear-eyed. She knew he was mentally coherent and sensed that beneath his passive exterior flowed an undertow of dread. 
“They didn’t need to think about it much,” Colter said with a grim scoff, his right leg jittering.
Cadence placed a hand on his big shoulder. 
“Whatever happens, Brandon, you won’t be standing alone,” she told him quietly. “I promise you that.”
She wanted to add words of encouragement about the positive omens of a short deliberation, but she knew that was pure conjecture. The man’s life was at stake. He did not need upbeat words for the sake of them. Nothing seemed more real and of more consequence than these unbearable moments before a verdict. She thought it best to let him be. They would talk when it was done.
Judge Skinner emerged and the jury filed in soon after. He wasted no time getting down to business.
After he had been handed the verdict, Judge Skinner asked the foreman if the jury had reached a verdict and whether it was unanimous. The foreman answered yes to both questions.
The foreman began to speak, citing the count of murder in the first degree. Then, after a second that seemed to stretch out for an entire minute, he delivered the verdict.
“We find the defendant not guilty.”
Instantly, a jubilant cry burst from the gallery. 
“Bravo!”
Cadence did not need to look to know Lorenzo Pezzotti was present. After his outburst, though, the court fell silent, quiet enough for Cadence to hear Underhill’s pen land after he had dejectedly lobbed it onto his table. 
Colter slumped forward and buried his face in his hands. Cadence put her arm around him. 
“We did it, Brandon. We did it. You’re a free man.”
Colter sat up and tried to hug Cadence, but his hands were still bound by chains. Although there was barely a trace of a smile on his face, the gratitude in his eyes ran deep.
“Thank you, Ms. Elliott,” he said. “I don’t know how I can ever repay you.”
Cadence smiled at him.
“Don’t worry, Brandon. I’ll think of something.”
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An hour later, Cadence and Colter were seated in her office. He was dressed in new clothes and sneakers that Beth had optimistically bought and asked Cadence to give him. He had a plastic bottle of water in one hand and a plastic shopping bag filled with his street clothes in the other.
Outside the court, Colter had started to leave, thanking Cadence quietly and preparing to wander off. She told him that they had some loose ends to tie up and that she was not going to let him out of her sight until certain things were in place.
They took an Uber back to the office, something that Colter had never done before. When Cadence got out of the car and began walking toward the office door, he stopped and looked at the driver, then asked why Cadence did not pay. She explained ridesharing to him as they took the elevator to her floor. 
Now, as he sat in front of her, his discomfort showed. He felt out of place in this modern, refined, and rather grandiose office and his instinct was to leave. Cadence asked him what he was going to do. He asked where his tent was. 
“Brandon, I don’t want you to go back to living on the street,” Cadence said.
“I got nowhere else to go. I got no family. I got no money.”
“Look, back in the court, you said you didn’t know how you could repay me. Well, I do, and it won’t cost you a dime. Okay?”
“I don’t understand.”
“What I want, Brandon is for you to promise me you’ll let me help you.”
Colter’s expression went blank. A sadness came into his eyes, and she wondered if she had offended him. It seemed, though, he was touched. And typically, his response to kindness was to think he did not deserve it.
“Okay,” he said quietly. “How do you want to help me?”
“I’ll get to that. First, though, we need to make your health a priority. We need to see what we can do about that memory loss of yours. You may need medication and ongoing treatment.”
“I got no money, Ms. Elliott. And I can’t accept anything more from Lorenzo. I don’t know how much he has spent to clear my name. But I do know that lawyers don’t come cheap. I can’t keep putting my hand out.”
“Let’s put aside money for the moment and focus on priorities. Like I said, top of the list is your health. And you can’t take care of your health when you’re living on the street.”
“I got nowhere else to go. I hate the shelters.”
Cadence got out of her seat, walked past Colter, and closed her door. Once back in her chair, she clasped her hands together and locked her eyes on him, knowing what she was about to say might just send him running for the door.
“Brandon, there’s something I need to tell you. Lorenzo Pezzotti cares a lot about you, but he was not the person who paid for your defense.”
Colter looked confused. “Then who did?”
“Someone who loves you. Someone who wants the best for you. Someone who wants to make amends for how your father treated you and your mother.”
Colter shook his head. “Look, Ms. Elliott. Whoever it is I would like to thank them.”
“Brandon. It’s Bethany. She’s been the one bankrolling your case.”
“Bethany. I don’t know no Bethany.”
Cadence was not sure whether that was a plus or not, but she felt she must do her best to jog his memory. She spoke about Larry Marshall, and when she did, she saw how it upset Brandon. Then she explained who Beth was. Cadence did not say that they had met and that he had turned her away. Right now, he did not recall anything about Larry Marshall’s cruelty toward his mother Penny. 
“Brandon, Beth is your half-sister.”
Colter gave it some thought and then began shaking his head. The penny seemed to have dropped. He knew exactly who Beth was now. “No. I got no half-sisters. I got no family.”
“Yes, you do, Brandon. Beth is your blood. She is all the family you’ve got. And I’m begging you, please give her a chance.”
Colter continued to shake his head stubbornly. He waved a finger at Cadence. “She paid for you to defend me?”
“Yes. Right from the start. She came here and asked us to help you. She told us that you would never have accepted her help if you knew, so her role in your defense had to remain a secret. Until now.”
Anger had built up inside Colter, but it was not the only emotion he was struggling with. 
“If it wasn’t for Beth, I wouldn’t have known about your case,” said Cadence. “You would have only had the bare minimum of legal help.”
“And I’d be in prison,” said Colter pensively.
“For the rest of your life.”
Colter’s eyes lifted to meet Cadence’s.
“Brandon, I know this is a lot to process, but Beth is a beautiful person. She has told me that if you don’t want anything to do with her then that’s okay. But I want you to listen to me. I’ve told you a little about my background. I’ve told you that I’ve got no family on this planet that I can count on, that I can sit and watch television with, that I can get a hug from when I’m feeling down. You have that in Beth, and you’d be a fool to turn your back on her. I said that to repay me you can let me help you. And you said that you would, didn’t you?”
“Yes.”
“Well, the best way that I can help you, believe me, is by asking you to give your sister a chance. That’s all I’m asking. Can you do that for me, Brandon?”
Colter took in a deep breath before lowering his chin once. “Okay.”
Cadence smiled. Colter had no idea of the joy she felt. She stood beside his chair and spread her arms out. He got to his feet and hugged Cadence. She just about disappeared in his embrace. 
“You stay put,” Cadence said when he released her, wiping a tear from her eye. “I’m going to get her. And if all goes well, we will all go get something to eat. You must be hungry.”
“I am.”
“That’s good because Lorenzo is expecting us for lunch. And something tells me he’s preparing a feast in your honor, Apollo.”
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Friday’s commute felt like part of Cadence’s mini-break. The prospect of spending the next three nights at Taylors Island elevated her mood, which was still humming from the trial and the result of Beth and Brandon’s meeting. 
Although Brandon was guarded at first, he soon warmed up to Beth and, feeling her love, thanked her profusely for her help. Together they talked about his future, and while he was grateful for her offer to put him up in a modest apartment, he insisted that it would be just for the short term. This would allow Dr. Lucas to thoroughly assess him and map out a treatment plan. 
Over lunch, with the exuberant Lorenzo Pezzotti as host, Cadence could see a bond forming between Beth and Brandon. At one point during the meal, Lorenzo saw fit to ease Brandon’s discomfort at being on the receiving end of such a generous tide of charity. He told Brandon that, if and when he was ready, there was a job for him in the kitchen. He added that every shift included a staff meal, and that the house rules were firm: it had to be eaten inside, not on the street. “Got that, Apollo?” Lorenzo’s playful dig brought a big smile to Brandon’s face. It was a beautiful moment. Cadence had never seen her client so happy. She exchanged looks with Beth and could see the worry that lay beneath the joy. A big question mark hung over Brandon’s health. The way she looked at Brandon, though, it was clear she would count herself lucky for whatever time she and Brandon got to spend together. The fact that that was a possibility was in itself a Godsend.
The plan for the day was for Cadence to finish off some loose ends and to hit the road with Sophie by lunchtime. When Cadence closed her laptop and was set to leave, Sophie appeared at her door, right on cue. The look on her face, however, indicated that something had messed with their getaway plans.
Sophie stepped inside and closed the door.
“I can’t believe it,” she said. “Alan’s just dumped a pile of work on my desk.”
“What? He already gave you the green light to leave.”
“I know. He was very apologetic but there’s an acquisition deal that he needs to move fast on and he’s got all available hands on deck. Good thing you’re not in the firm’s business practice or else he’d be roping you in too.”
“How long is it going to take?”
“A few hours, at least. I’ve just lost my lunch break.”
Cadence bristled at the unforeseen barrier to her getaway. Before she could respond, Sophie chipped in. 
“You go,” said Sophie. “Don’t wait for me. I’ll drive out as soon as I’m done.”
That was exactly what Cadence was hoping to hear. Yes, she was disappointed they would not enjoy the drive out to Taylors Island together, but the alternative was for her to sit and wait, and that seemed dull and pointless. There was no telling when Sophie would be cut loose. Mentally, Cadence was already on the road.
“Sucks to be you, hey?” she said sympathetically. “Look, I’m going to go. I’ll stop at Cambridge and grab everything we need—groceries, wine, snacks. You can just grab your bag and come straight out. Okay?”
Sophie pouted. “It’s not fair. I want to come now. Damn Alan Henshaw to hell.”
“Hopefully, you’ll get out of here soon. But let me know, so I know when to expect you. I’ll have dinner prepared and plenty of wine chilled.”
“There are dolphins,” said Sophie, dejectedly.
“Where?”
“In the Chesapeake. I saw a video of a kayaker paddling right next to them. It was posted today. I was hoping that could be us this afternoon.”
“We can head out in the morning and see if there are any still around. The weather’s supposed to be warm and clear. Perfect for being out on the water. But I wish you were coming now.”
Sophie stepped forward and hugged Cadence. “I’ll call you.”
“Okay. See you there.”
Within twenty minutes, Cadence was heading east on New York Avenue, thinking it was a perfect day for a convertible, but her 3 Series BMW would do just fine. She had her favorite Spotify playlist on and a two-hour drive ahead. 
By the time Cadence reached the Slaughter Creek Bridge that connected Taylors Island to the mainland, the office felt a world away. The drive had taken her through forest, farmland, and dead-flat floodplains. Everywhere was an abundance of green in a multitude of different shades. Then on the bridge with her window down, she filled her lungs with the sea air and looked over the still, dark water that reached into the Chesapeake Bay and the Atlantic beyond. 
As she steered the car down Punch Island Road, she was looking for the street number she had memorized. She had of course stayed at Bob’s house before, but she was not sure if she would remember the entrance to the property by sight alone. As soon as she spotted the weathered white fence, though, she did not need to recall the street number—she knew she had arrived. 
The driveway was about fifty yards long, unpaved and led straight to the water, running a gauntlet of towering pines. It was like a tunnel and Cadence smiled as she looked ahead and up to the blue sky radiant behind the green canopy. 
The tires crunched on gravel as she turned into a large rectangular bay bordered on two sides by the house and a large shed. An expanse of emerald green lawn extended out to a fringe of tall reeds that lined the water’s edge. Breaking the line of reeds was the wooden pier. 
Cadence killed the engine and got out, smiling as she took in the sight of the charming two-story weatherboard house. She remembered some of the fun times she had had with Bob and the girls, and how she and Bob’s daughter Avery had clicked over a weekend of bonfires and bar-b-ques during which the pair, along with Bob’s wife Elaine, had decided that their drink of choice was champagne, and nothing else would do. The ever-obliging Bob volunteered to make a quick trip to Cambridge just to keep them in Krug.
Reaching the grass, she was about to break into a jog and head for the pier when she thought she heard her phone. The ringing was faint. She realized she had left it in the car and ran back to answer it. 
“Tell me you’re on your way,” said Cadence, half knowing this was wishful thinking.
“I can’t,” said Sophie. “Alan’s just assigned more work to me. I’ve got to research and prepare briefs as soon as possible. He’s on everyone’s case and it’s getting super stressful.”
“Where’s the fire?”
“It’s a huge deal that needs a gazillion things in place for the client to be able to move on it first thing Monday.”
“So you’re not coming?”
“No, I’m definitely coming. Just not tonight. I’ve got at least another six hours work, if not more, and I don’t want to be driving out there that late. I’ll leave early tomorrow morning. God, Cadence, I’m so sorry. Will you be okay?”
Cadence laughed. “I’ll be more than okay. You should see this place, Sophie. It’s glorious. Look, I totally understand. Just do what you have to do, get some sleep then come on out. The dolphins will still be here.”
“Don’t tell me you’ve seen dolphins.”
“No. Not yet. I’m just about to unpack, grab my book and lie in the sun.”
“Oh, my God. I’m so jealous. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
“That’d be great.”
Cadence had to make two trips to get all her luggage and supplies into the house. She had just stepped outside again to check if she had missed anything when she heard the sound of an engine. She stepped over the gravel parking area to look down the driveway and saw an old Ford pickup coming toward her. She stepped back a little as the man behind the wheel waved at her and swung the truck slowly around to a stop.
The driver had to shove the door open, and it creaked and cracked as it swung on its buckled hinge.
He jumped down and gave Cadence a smile and another low wave. He was about sixty with a weathered face, silver hair that sprouted from his scalp in stiff, straight strands, and thick black caterpillar eyebrows.
“You must be Cadence.”
Cadence smiled. “And you’re Gil Sheridan, right?”
“Got it in one.”
Bob had sent Cadence a follow-up email to tell her that he had asked Gil, who had a house two lots down, to drop by and introduce himself. 
“Bob says there’s been no one here for a while, so I came earlier and checked the power and the gas. The gas tanks are full, the propane tank for the barbeque too if you plan on using that. So everything is in working order.”
They chatted for a while as Gil showed Cadence a trick to light the barbecue. He showed her the new fire pit and where some extra-dry wood was stacked. Gil told her the key to the shed was in the house hanging above the kitchen counter. The kayaks were in there along with a new jet ski.
“Do you think you’ll want to take the jet ski out? If you do, I can come and give you a hand to launch it.”
Cadence laughed. “Ah, no. That won’t be necessary. The kayaks are more my speed.”
As he made his way back to his truck, Gil stopped. “I thought two of you were coming.”
“Yeah, well. That was the plan. My friend just got buried in work at the last minute. She’s heading out in the morning.”
“Okay. You’ve picked the weather for it. You’ve got my number. Just call if you need anything.”
“Thanks, Gil.”
The pickup was reluctant to turn over. Gil shook his head and kept the key turned, the starter cranking away in vain until finally the engine fired. He wound his window down and called out to Cadence.
“She puts up a fight but never fails to start. That said, I think it might be time for an upgrade.”
With a final wave, Gil steered the pickup down the road, leaving Cadence in the silence of the breeze and distant birds. She went to the house, grabbed a book and a glass of chilled pinot grigio, and walked out onto the lawn to catch the last warmth of the afternoon sun. 
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Despite having all the supplies she needed, Cadence decided she did not feel like cooking dinner for one. She was disappointed not to have Sophie’s company and thought her best option was Palm Beach Willies, a floating bar docked at the Slaughterhouse Creek Marina where Bob had his new yacht. Cadence had been there a few times with the Rhodes family, enough for her to be almost considered a local. It was a Friday night, and Cadence knew that they would likely have some live music. What better way to kick off her getaway than with some fresh air, nice tunes, and a crab cake sandwich washed down with a grapefruit crush?
By ten she was back at the house, soaking in the enamel bath that took pride of place in the upstairs guest bedroom. She turned the taps off and lay still, watching the steam rise off the water’s surface. 
Breathing in the warm vapor, she noticed that the back of her throat was sore. It could well be the start of a cold. It would not be the first time that her body had held together while she toiled night and day on a case only to give up the ghost once the end had been reached. It had been the same at college and law school, as though her body always honored its contract to stay well right up until the deadline was reached, but after that, all bets were off.
After drying herself, she put on some jeans and a t-shirt. Doing so, she felt the weight of fatigue in her body, and the urge to succumb to rest. She would fix herself something for her cold and then get into bed with Netflix on her laptop until she drifted off to sleep. 
She went down to the kitchen and found some honey in the pantry. She had bought two lemons for the fish taco dinner she had planned for her and Sophie that night, which had now been deferred, and squeezed half of one into a mug along with some honey and boiling water. 
Carrying the drink upstairs, she stopped, realizing that she had not taken her laptop up to the bedroom. She had to think for a second to recall where it was. Then she remembered that when she had gone to get it from the car, Gil had arrived, and she forgot to go back for it. 
She weighed whether or not she needed her laptop, given that she was ready to collapse. Exhausted as she was, she knew that as soon as her head hit the pillow, she would fixate over what Bob had told her and what he meant. He was about to find the key piece of the puzzle, he said. Her years of living in the dark were about to come to an end, he promised. She had forced all contemplation of this message into a backroom of her consciousness. If she gave her mind half a chance it would keep her up all night, fleshing out meanings and possibilities and best and worst-case scenarios. She needed the distraction of a light-hearted movie, or even a few reruns of Friends, to distract her mind while fatigue did its work.
She trudged back down to the kitchen, placed her mug on the counter, went to the front door, and put her sneakers on. Crossing the gravel in bare feet would be agonizing.
As she set out for her car, a motion-sensor floodlight mounted to the front of the house came on. 
To her horror, she saw a man crouched at the rear of her car and he stood up as she approached. 
She froze dead still. 
Duncan Meeks took three steps toward her. In his right hand was a Ruger Light Compact Pistol.
“Hello, Cadence,” he said. “Saw your light on. Hope you don’t mind me dropping in.”
Her heart pounded in her chest like a kick drum. Every cell of her body was charged with adrenaline, her mind spinning fast between her fight or flight options. 
“What are you doing here?” she demanded.
“I’m not here to hurt you, Cadence. You and I just need to talk. And I need to make sure that I get the answers I’m looking for.” 
He lifted the gun a little. “This is just to make sure you give me what I want.”
“Which is?”
“How did you know so much about our company?”
“What are you talking about? Everything I knew was on the public record. That’s why you couldn’t claim commercial in confidence, remember?”
“You mentioned Russia. You mentioned the swarm drones. You know who’s buying them because that information sure as hell isn’t public record. It’s highly secure info. We have a complicated delivery chain to protect the identity of the end-user. So, I want to know who told you.”
He stepped forward again so that he was close enough to press the Luger’s muzzle against Cadence’s forehead.
“You are reading too much into it, Duncan,” said Cadence. There was no way she was going to tell him that Yuri Kovalenko was her source. She did not believe Meeks posed a direct threat to the well-guarded Ukrainian statesman, but she figured these “end-users” that Meeks spoke of might have the means to order an assassination. “All I did was take some of what my witnesses said—all of which was said in court—and lend some weight to it. Do you mean to tell me you had no idea I was bluffing? I must have done a better job than I thought.”
Cadence’s attempt to let out a mock laugh was cut short by Meeks driving his fist into her stomach. He did not hold back, and she doubled over in pain, her legs barely able to keep her upright. She wheezed in agony as she struggled to breathe. 
“Don’t take me for a fool. Keep that up and you’ll end up like Rachel.”
Still bent down, Cadence was shocked at the mention of Harper’s name. She did not believe that Harper’s willingness to testify would cost her anything more than her job, as significant as that was. She straightened, her breath returning, even though the burning pain left by Meeks’ fist still lingered.
“What have you done to Rachel? She doesn’t know anything.”
“That’s what she said. She can’t keep her mouth shut. And she’s full of shit. As if she didn’t look at those files she stole for Owen. But she denied it till the end.”
“Oh my God. Poor Rachel. How could you?”
There and then, contemplating the horror of Rachel being murdered, Cadence knew that Meeks intended to kill her too, regardless of what she did or did not tell him. There was no way he would allow her to live after confessing to killing Harper.
“How could I? How could I not? Owen dragged her into this mess, and I had to clean it up. He threatened to expose us and our clients. That would not just have cost us billions of dollars, it would have completely destroyed our business. Everything we had built would have gone down in flames. All because of his stupid, misguided conscience.”
“So it was you who killed him. Your friend. You stabbed him to death. What does that say about your conscience? You’re an evil monster.”
“You think you can judge me? As if you know what it’s like to have to choose between the lesser of two evils. I’m doing what I must to survive. You don’t know the people I’m dealing with, and what they'll do to me if I don’t clean up this mess. I tried to warn you outside court that day. You overplayed your hand, Cadence. Now, I’m going to ask you again, who was your source?”
“Go fuck yourself,” she said.
Barely had the words come out before he punched her in the stomach again. Again she doubled over, remaining there until she could get some air. When her lungs finally began to function, she stayed bent over, as still as she could, while sucking in air to maximize recovery. All the while her mind kept running through her options—fight or flight. She kept her eyes on Meeks’ gun hand.
Suddenly darkness fell as the motion-sensor light went out. 
In a split second, Cadence reached forward and grabbed Meeks’ right wrist, pulled it downwards. At the same time, she kicked her foot as hard as she could into his crotch. 
The floodlight lit up the driveway again as Meeks collapsed to the ground with Cadence on top of him. She tried to wrestle the gun from his grip, but he was, even as he writhed in agony, too strong. 
She decided to make a run for it, aiming for the nearest corner of the house. For a couple of seconds, she thought she had reached cover, but Meeks fired at her from the ground. The bullet burst thickly through the air a foot to the left of her head. Rounding the house she raced onto the front lawn. She had two options—the protection of the reeds and the water or the forest that stood on the boundary and extended back to Punch Island Road. The forest, she thought, was her best bet.
As she dashed past the front of the house, she was lit up by another floodlight. She cursed and tried to sprint even faster. As she did, Meeks shouted for her to stop. He seemed impossibly close. 
The trees were still twenty yards away. She realized now that they were too thin and too widely spaced to offer the protection she needed to lose Meeks. A woodpile just ahead to her right offered some temporary cover. She turned around to see how far away Meeks was, sidestepping as she did in case he was aiming to shoot. He was thirty yards behind. She decided it was the forest or nothing. 
As she set her sights forward again, though, she tripped, and fell straight into the woodpile. Her outstretched arms barely broke her fall and her jaw landed square on the stump used for splitting wood. The blow slammed her brain against her skull, knocking her out cold.
When she started to slowly come to, she felt like she was being nudged awake. Then she realized she was being carried. Although it was too dark to see, she knew it was Meeks. The recognition was only dim, though, as she was still groggy and rag-doll limp.
She could hear Meeks breathing heavily with the effort. Then she heard his footsteps get loud all of a sudden. He had stepped off the lawn and onto a hard surface. 
She knew now that they were on the pier. 
She tried with all her might to break free, but the movement she mustered had neither urgency nor power.
He stopped and paused briefly. Then he dropped her, and she fell into the water. 
She sank quickly to a foot under the surface. The shock of cold water accelerated her recovery, but only to the extent that she knew to hold her breath. Her arms flailed weakly at first but then she swept them above her faster and faster until she broke through to air.
Kneeling on the pier, Meeks was hunched over her. He grabbed her by the hair and shoved her back under the water. After a desperately inadequate intake of air, she was forced into another long breath-hold. 
Meeks must have decided to take the opportunity to make her death appear accidental. A trip on the pier knocking her out before falling into the water to drown.
She refused to let him kill her so easily. She reached up and grabbed hold of his forearm, then she swung her legs through the water and under the pier. She then quickly tucked her legs up until her feet touched the underside of the pier. Then, in one movement, she pulled on Meeks’ arm and pushed against the pier. 
The move almost worked. Meeks had to let go of her to keep himself from falling in. She was now drifting slowly away from the pier when Meeks bent down again and dug his hand through the water and caught hold of her hair. He yanked her towards him so hard her head rose above the water. She sucked in a lungful of air and prepared to be forced under once more.
Through her water-blurred vision, she thought she saw something move behind Meeks. At the same moment, she felt her hair being released. Meeks was still bent over and peering into the water, but he was motionless, except for his hands rising slowly into the air.
Cadence dropped her legs down to tread water and her feet found the muddy bottom. Standing waist-deep in the shallows she pressed the water from her eyes. 
Meeks had a double-barreled shotgun pressed into the back of his head, and Gil Sheridan had his trigger finger ready.
“Do anything stupid and I’ll paint the deck with your brains,” said Gil. “Got that, you son of a bitch?”




Chapter 46


They kept her in the hospital overnight. It was feared at first that she had broken her jaw, but the x-ray showed otherwise, so the prospect of her having to endure surgery was eliminated. The lower right side of her face where she had struck the stump was swollen and bruised. She could barely talk and had not dared to consume anything that needed chewing. Given her concussion, it was necessary to keep her under observation for twenty-four hours.
The pain killers had helped her give her statement to the police who had been there in the morning. Jackie and Sophie had taken turns to stay with Cadence through the night. And Jackie sat within earshot as Cadence answered the cops’ questions.
Once the cops had left, Jackie said she was surprised to get a call from Yuri Kovalenko. Although he was back in Ukraine, he somehow knew that Cadence had been attacked. Jackie said he had sent Cadence his best wishes before telling her that the FBI was now involved. He told her the agency had already raided the offices of MVP Systems and taken Lee Parkinson into custody.
Cadence did not respond to this news. She figured she knew exactly how the FBI came to be involved. Kovalenko would have seen the attack on Cadence exactly for what it was—a move to silence her to safeguard a lucrative arms deal of some kind. He knew how this deadly game was played and would have taken this as proof that MVP Systems was, among other things, placing the lives of millions of Ukrainians in danger with their secret deal with the Russians. No doubt he had one or two bureau contacts he could pass the information onto.
It was just after midday when Bob arrived. He came straight from the airport after flying in from Los Angeles. Jackie had returned to the office, so only Sophie was keeping Cadence company. After an initial chat about how the patient was doing, Bob asked if he could speak with Cadence alone. Sophie stepped out of the room, closing the door behind her.
Bob pulled a chair over and before he sat down, he took Cadence’s hand and apologized profusely. Naturally, he felt guilty that she had had such a nightmarish ordeal on his property. Cadence shook her head and said something brief that she should have been more careful. She told Bob that Duncan Meeks had actually warned her, but she always thought that Lee Parkinson, not Meeks, was the killer. 
“If you are going to take responsibility for me being attacked,” Cadence said, “then you have to take responsibility for Gil saving my life.”
Bob smiled. “You got me there.”
He said that he had spoken to Gil, who told him that when he heard the first gunshot, he knew that it came from the Rhodes house, and he had grabbed his gun and cut through the woods on foot. From a distance, he saw Meeks carry Cadence to the water. Meeks was so preoccupied with trying to drown Cadence, he never looked over his shoulder, which was lucky because he could have gunned Gil down well before he got close enough to make his shotgun count.
“Cadence, I know you’ve been waiting for my news. I assume you want to hear it now, rather than wait.”
“You assume right, Bob. Did you find him?”
Bob nodded slowly and soberly. “I did. His name is Ben.”
“Ben?”
“Yes. Benjamin Cordoba. His parents are Simon and Monica Cordoba.”
Her furrowed brow indicated the name meant nothing to her.
“Simon Cordoba belongs to one of Argentina’s wealthiest families. They control Argentina’s largest oil and gas company, Petrosol. He has been living in America for almost twenty years, focusing mostly on his own start-up company Salinas. 
“The mother comes from wealthy stock that has enjoyed power and prestige here in DC for generations.”
Cadence was as much fascinated by the news as she was disturbed. It was no surprise, in the end, to learn that they were a powerful and influential couple. The way they had set their sights on her child and secured him so ruthlessly had always struck her as being cruelly autocratic. 
“Are you sure? How do you know?” she asked.
Bob told her how he had found the right private aircraft whose movements between DC and Denver matched the birth date. One by one he tracked down who owned each aircraft until he came to a plane registered to Salinas Enterprises, a company founded by Simon Cordoba. 
Digging around online, Bob soon discovered that the couple had only one child, a boy whose age seemed to be a fit. He then looked for a connection between Dr. Osbourne and the Cordobas. All he could find was a photo of Monica’s parents and the doctor at a black-tie charity event.
He went and scouted Osbourne’s old practice. Two obstetrician-gynecologists were still working there, both in their twilight professional years and both lax on security. To Cadence’s amazement, Bob said he broke into the practice to see if Osbourne’s files were still there. They were.
“And there was a file on Monica Cordoba?”
“Yes,” Bob said. “Osbourne performed an abortion for her when she was twenty. Then years later she went back to see him. She was having trouble conceiving a child with her husband, and Osbourne told her she was infertile. I took photos of the records, obviously, but look at this.”
Cadence took Bob’s phone and found herself looking at a pretty blond woman in her early thirties with her hands happily embracing her swollen belly.
“I don’t get it. So he was wrong? She was able to conceive after all?”
Bob shook his head. “Impossible. His diagnosis was conclusive. Despite this, there’s all this documentation about her new pregnancy. Ultrasounds, check-ups, blood tests. For a woman who could never get pregnant.”
“I don’t understand Bob. What are you saying?”
“I’m saying this,” he pointed at the photo on his phone. “This is all bullshit. Total bullshit.”
“You think she was pretending to be pregnant?”
“Yes. I have no idea why, but I can tell you that that’s a false belly. It has to be.”
“How can you be so sure?”
“I’ll fill you in completely when you get out of here, but when you see this next photo, you’ll know I’m right.”
He flicked at the screen of his phone and handed it back to Cadence. 
Her hand was shaking as she took the phone. As her eyes fell on the screen she saw the same woman, older now, and next to her was a boy aged about ten. 
Cadence’s free hand went to her mouth. She knew immediately. His eyes. His hair. His mouth. Cadence’s lips trembled as she began to weep.
She knew beyond all doubt that Bob was right. 
For the very first time in her life, she was looking at her son.



THE END
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Afterword



Thanks so much for reading The Lawyer's Truth. I really hope you enjoyed the ride. Could I ask you to do a couple of things to help the book’s prospects? First, please a review on Amazon. Second, please recommend the book to fellow readers. This kind of support means a great deal to a small-fry writer like me.
All the best,
J.J.
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