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Prologue
He put his hand on the bartender’s wrist as she moved the open bottle towards his glass to refill.
“That’s going to be it for me, I’ve got an early morning.” He removed his hand from her wrist and watched as she pulled her slender hand away, noting the bright red of her nails. He remembered seeing red nails like that before. It was the same red as the cherry that topped the ice cream sundae you took your girl out for on a hot summer night. It was the same red as the Ruby stone that sat in a high school ring.
It had been more than eight years since he had seen that high school ring. She had been wearing it on a gold chain around her neck as she kissed him and told him she’d see him later. He waved as she got into the car with her friends and they drove off. Even though it had been a girls’ outing, he was supposed to drive them that day. One of her friends was planning to move into the dorm at the university in Syracuse later that summer and they all had wanted to help her make purchases for her room. But the restaurant manager had a last minute opening and he was grabbing all the work he could. So he stayed behind. He stayed behind and worked so they would be a little bit closer to being able to afford getting married.
His high school ring was never supposed to replace her engagement ring. He had been planning on buying one. But they wanted to move the wedding date up. They needed the money so buying the diamond was put on hold. Tom was still working the busboy job that had carried him through his senior year of high school. He had applications in at lots of other places for full time jobs, but the summer wasn’t the best time to get hired. His dad had wanted him to go on to college, but college wasn’t in his plans. Not anymore. He proposed to Joyce on their high school graduation day.
Joyce’s parents tried to convince them each to go to the local community college. They kept telling them that a two year engagement wasn’t all that long after all. Tom and Joyce knew they couldn’t wait the two years. So he worked as many hours as he could as a busboy. He managed to pick up a few extra hours pumping gas at the local station also. Joyce babysat and she was going to start selling plastic kitchen containers to all the area housewives. She wasn’t planning to buy anything that day. She was just going along for the ride. She was just going to enjoy the day with her girlfriends. He wanted her to have fun.
He was dead on his feet after the shift at the restaurant and he just wanted to go home and watch TV. His mom called him before he left work. His fifteen-year old cousin had run away again, something she did an average of twice a week since coming to live with them when she was twelve. Tom always knew where to find her and he picked her up on his way home that night. They were sitting in his car while he once again lectured her about her behavior when the police car pulled up. Tom knew that his world was about to end when he saw Joyce’s father get out of the back seat.
Chapter One
The courthouse was already closed by the time Tom had driven into Rome, New York. He knew it wouldn’t have made a difference anyway. The district attorney’s office had been very specific about what time they wanted to see him. All they wanted him to do was identify the Tupper Lake High School ring with his initials engraved in it. All he wanted to do was get a look at the guy who had changed everything in his world. Tom had an almost masochistic need to put a face to the lowlife who had turned every dream he had into a nightmare.
Tom looked at his wristwatch and decided that as tempting as it was to drink himself into total numbness, he wanted to be aware enough the next morning to really get a good look at this guy. He’d been waiting eight years. Throwing a couple of bills on the counter, he paid for his last drink and stood. He took his car keys out of his pocket and weaved his way through the crowd towards the door.
Tom knew he was comfortably buzzed enough not to drive, but he also knew he had to get out of the bar before he lost total control of his emotions. He figured he’d see how he fared once the outside air hit him and if he had to, he’d just roll the car down the street to the empty parking lot of a closed supermarket and sleep there for the night.
He stood on the sidewalk outside of the bar and let the cool night air absorb him. The Subaru was parked just a few car lengths down. He decided that if he managed to put the key in the lock on the first try, he’d be okay to drive. When he first heard her, he thought he was imagining the sound. Then Tom was sure that he heard a woman sobbing. He continued down the block until he saw her.
She was on her knees and he could see that she was trying to stand but what looked like a broken shoe and a bloodied knee wasn’t helping.
The woman, an attractive blonde, seemed scared when she first saw him approaching from out of the shadows. She tried to stand again and he watched as her ankle turned in and she groaned. Her knee-length tan skirt showed dark smudges from the dirty sidewalk.
“Don’t come near me.”
Tom stopped where he was. “Hey lady, it just looked like you needed some help.”
“I’m fine.” She managed to get to her feet. She was tall, maybe about five-foot-eight, he thought. Her stockings were ripped over her knees, one knee was bleeding and the contents of her pocketbook were spilled out over the broken sidewalk where she had tripped. “Thank you, but I don’t need your help.”
“Okay.” Tom leaned against a parked car, crossed his arms and watched as she struggled to remain in an upright position and pick up her belongings at the same time.
The woman almost fell again and Tom lost patience. He came to her side.
“I’ll scream for help.” She looked frightened by him.
“Go ahead.” Tom stared at her for a full minute. Finally after nothing more was said, he bent to pick up her spilled possessions and put them back into the wayward purse. “Do you live around here?” He handed her the pocketbook.
She hesitated. “No. Why?”
“I was just wondering what a woman alone was doing out on these streets at this hour.” He raised his eyebrows.
“I don’t like your insinuation.” She looked around and seemed to realize how dark and isolated the streets were. “Not that it’s any of your business, but I had an appointment.”
“Okay, let’s get you home.” He surprised her by cradling her in his arms. “My car is right over here.” She was a lightweight to carry.
“Put me down.”
“Yeah... sure.” He walked over to his car and put her down next to it. “You have your choice. I can drive you home. Or you can try to hobble along these dark streets by yourself. I can assure you I have no interest in attacking you. I can’t guarantee anyone else you might run into in this neighborhood at this hour.” This was an older part of town with lots of alleys and shadows to contend with. It was down near the courthouse and jail and had a forbidding feel to it in the dark.
She turned her head to look around. A few men stumbled out of the bar and headed in the opposite direction. “I don’t live far from here.” Their raucous laughter seemed to unnerve her. He noticed her slender hands which seemed much more suited to typing at a desk than defending herself on a dark urban street.
“So it won’t be a long drive.” He unlocked the passenger side door of his car and was pleased that he got the key in on the first try. He uttered silent thanks that his hands were steady enough and he wasn’t really feeling any of the affects of the alcohol. “By the way, my name is Tom.”
She sat in the car and just before he closed the door, she cautiously smiled. “Thank you Tom.” He couldn’t explain why, but he knew that was the kind of smile he would remember and enjoy.
It wasn’t far to her home. She gave him directions as he drove. Their path took them just past the local hospital to a small garden apartment complex. He parked in front of one of the Tudor style buildings.
“Thank you again.” She opened the car door and stepped out. She had to lean against the car when she found her ankle wouldn’t support her weight.
Tom got out of the car and came to her side of the car quickly. He cradled her again ignoring the gasp of her surprise. “Would you like to go to the hospital to have this looked at?”
“No.” She seemed to relax in his arms. “No thank you. I’ll just stay off of it tonight. I’ll be okay.”
“What floor?”
Resigned to the fact that she did need help after all, she told him. “Second floor, rear apartment.” After a moment, she added “thank you again,” and loosely put her arms around his neck.
“Okay.” He carried her into the building and up the stairs. “Do you mind if I ask your name?” He really wanted a name to call this ethereal wisp of a woman.
“Alli”
“Nice to meet you, Alli.” He brought her to an apartment door. Tom stood there with her in his arms, enjoying the feel of her arms around his neck. Finally he looked at the apartment door. “Do you have your key?” There was a tinge of amusement in his voice.
“Really, I can manage...”
“I’ll just put you on your couch, get some ice for your ankle and then I’ll leave. Boy Scout honor.” Tom grinned. It was for his own benefit, he thought, to get in and out as quickly as possible. He was enjoying the feel of her in his arms entirely too much.
Alli thought about it before she pulled a key from her purse and unlocked the door. The door opened onto her living room. As he bent to put her on her couch, she started to chuckle. “Gee, if I had realized you were a boy scout, I wouldn’t have given you such a hard time.” He put a throw pillow behind her head.
Tom pointed towards what appeared to be the kitchen. “Ice, that way?”
“Yes.”
He went into the kitchen and noticed it was immaculate. All the appliances matched with brushed metal finishes. The surfaces were pristine. The room looked like it belonged in a magazine layout. A hot and cold water dispenser sat in the corner of the room, no simple tap water for this lady. It was certainly not like his place at home where his mom had picked out a stark white fridge and he relied on well water for drinking. He came out a few moments later carrying ice wrapped in a kitchen towel and a plastic grocery bag. “Here, put this under your foot so the ice doesn’t get everything soaked.” He put the bag under her leg and then wrapped the towel and ice around her ankle. “Okay, I’m out of here...:
“Tom, thank you. I’m sorry I was being so difficult before.” He liked the way his name sounded when she said it.
He smiled at her. “Don’t worry about it. I understand.”
“I just never expected to find a truly nice guy...” He hid his disappointment at her words. A nice guy wasn’t the way he wanted her to see him. He would have preferred a handsome guy, an attractive guy, a sexy guy... Nice was just so bland.
“Don’t sweat it.” He looked around the room. She had a delicate collection of spun glass figurines on display in the living room. He thought of how the type of collection suited her, very beautiful, very intricate, very fragile. Probably very expensive. “Can I get you anything else before I leave?” He noticed that she had a few photos on display, probably family pictures. The frames were all highly polished chrome and silver. Except for an older man next to an older woman, she didn’t seem to have any pictures of a special man in her life.
It looked like she wanted to say something else but changed her mind. “No thanks.”
“Bye Alli.” Discouraged, Tom left.
“Bye.”
Tom went back downstairs to his car. Fortunately he had reserved a motel room by phone before he left home or he really would have to sleep in his car. He passed an all night convenience store on his way to the motel so he stopped and got himself a cup of coffee and a sandwich to bring back with him. He had never stopped for dinner and his gut was beginning to burn from the alcohol. While he waited for the sandwich to heat in the store microwave, he realized he would have jumped at even the slightest hint of an invitation to have stayed in her apartment. He had been feeling especially lonely since he first got the phone call about the ring.
He picked up his key from check-in, left a request for a wake-up call at the front desk and went to his room. He turned the TV on and put his feet up on the bed to eat his food. Thinking about it, he realized that Alli should never have let him pick her up and put her into a car. He sure as hell should never have put a woman into that position. He should have known better. There were sick predators out there waiting to hurt innocent women. But maybe, just maybe, because he was so pushy, he did save her from someone else who might have come along.
He also realized that, just for the short time he had been with her, he really felt an ease he hadn’t had since the phone call about the ring. He had only known her an hour or so and already she was indelibly etched in his mind. She was a heck of a lot fancier than most of the women he knew. Even rumpled and ruined from her fall, her clothes were very businesslike. Her furnishings looked like they had been carefully selected by some expensive designer. Maybe that was why she stood out in his mind. The women he usually associated with in his hometown were much more casual in their dress. This Alli was just... put together so well. He was still curious what kind of an appointment she might have had at that hour in that neighborhood.
Tom felt like his mind was going in a dozen different directions at once.
He wondered how Alli would feel if he were to show up at her door again the next night. Would she welcome him or tell him to get lost? He was a small town, blue-collar kind of guy. Maybe he could bring flowers, ask about her ankle, invite her to dinner... He would see how he felt after the courtroom. He would see how he felt after he identified the ring. He had a feeling that no matter what the results were going to be in the courtroom, he would be tempted to seek her out again. It boggled him that she had such an effect on him.
He pulled his wallet out and studied a yellowed picture he still carried from his high school days. Joyce was beautiful. How he wished that someone had come along who could have helped her that fateful day. How he wished he had driven her and her friends to Syracuse. Maybe if he had been with her that day... He would never forgive himself for having stayed behind. She had been so disappointed when he explained that it was a chance to earn some money towards their goal and he wouldn’t be coming along. But she told him she understood and she put a smile on her face just for him. That smile was all he was left with.
Joyce’s father had come to tell him that she had been abducted from a shopping center parking lot. He and her father had driven to the mall where she was last seen. They spent the next two days camped out at the local police station waiting for word of her fate. Then the detective had come in to say that a young woman’s body had been found by the side of a road. Tom would never forget the expression on her father’s face after he identified his daughter’s body. Tom asked to see her. She looked like she was sleeping, just sleeping. She was a beautiful angel just sleeping. He couldn’t let himself cry. If he cried, then that would have meant things were wrong. She was going to wake up. Tom didn’t want to leave her side. He wanted to wait for her to open her eyes. He wanted to stay and tell her how much closer they were to their goal because he had stayed behind to earn some money.
Tom stood outside the courtroom the next day and studied the faces of everyone who entered. He saw familiar faces from his high school years. Some of the faces he saw still belonged in his hometown of Tupper Lake, in Joyce’s hometown. Two of the girls that had gotten into the car that day with Joyce walked through the lobby. They had both moved out of the area as their lives got busy. They nodded to him in recognition and sent little waves and obligatory smiles towards him. They were older, probably married, probably in careers. Just like Joyce should have been.
He thought his eyes were playing tricks on him. He watched as Joyce stepped out of the elevator. She looked the same as she did back then. He stood there in disbelief feeling a lump in the back of his throat He wanted to take her in his arms and celebrate her return. She saw him and smiled. It was only when he saw Joyce’s parents, Mr. and Mrs. Keller, step out of the elevator that he realized the young woman was Joyce’s baby sister. He hadn’t seen her since she was eleven years old. She had grown up to look just like her sister. Eight years, she was just about the same age now as Joyce was when she died.
“Tommy!” Kristen Keller recognized him and came running over to give him a hug.
He hugged her back wordlessly when he found he couldn’t speak. He was still in shock over the resemblance.
The Kellers came to greet him. Mrs. Keller barely smiled. She was an attractive woman and he knew Joyce would have aged beautifully some day as well. He knew that seeing him brought back so many more memories. Every time she saw someone or something that reminded her of the daughter she had buried, she suffered anew. He knew she would always hurt.
“How are you Tom?” Mr. Keller asked. “How are your folks?”
“Fine. My parents are doing well. They retired and moved to North Carolina.” Tom’s father had been in the logging business and had worked hard all his life towards retirement.
Mr. Keller smiled. “That’s good. They deserve some relaxation. How are you doing? What are you doing with yourself these days?”
“I wound up working with the State Police. I took the test and did well.” It certainly was a more stable job than working as a busboy in the seasonal restaurant business. He hadn’t had much to offer their daughter so many years before.
“A Gray Rider. Nice.” Mr. Keller nodded in approval using the common term to describe troopers.
“Are you married?” Mrs. Keller asked suddenly.
“No ma’am.” He hadn’t found anyone special since Joyce. “I don’t know if that will ever happen.” How could he tell her that except for one unexpected woman, he always found himself comparing every other woman to Joyce?
Her parents had taken their two younger daughters and moved immediately after Joyce’s funeral. Tom had tried to stay in touch with them. His cousin had been friends with one of their daughters, Stephanie. Steph called Cat one day and asked her to stop Tommy from calling. Her mother wasn’t handling things emotionally and the reminder of what she had lost was too much. So Tom didn’t call again, he let go of the last ties he had to Joyce. He had wanted to hold on but he couldn’t cause them any more pain. He already felt responsible enough for their sorrow.
Her eyes misted. “They told you that they caught the monster that hurt my baby?” Joyce’s mom had aged much more than just the eight years that had passed.
“Let’s hope they put him away for a long, long time.” Her father continued.
“I hope they give him the electric chair.” Kristen added her opinion.
Tom heard the venom in her voice and he understood. But he still had to let her know. “New York doesn’t have the death penalty, Kristen.”
“But he killed my sister!” She pouted and reminded Tom one more time of her older sister.
“I know.” Tom also knew that no matter what punishment he wished on this guy, it would never return Joyce to him. It would never bring back the future they had ahead of them. “Where’s Stephanie?” Their middle daughter didn’t seem to be with them.
Mr. Keller smiled broadly. “She joined the marines. She’s stationed in Iraq. She’s due back in a couple of months.”
“Wow.” Tom shook his head and remembered all the times Cat and Steph caused all kinds of havoc because neither of them wanted to follow the rules. Now one was a marine and the other was helping her husband run a business and had a baby on the way. Both of them had definitely grown up. That was something he and Joyce had wondered whether it would ever happen.
Joyce’s dad put his arms around his wife and daughter. “We’re going to go take our seats now. We’ll see you inside.”
He watched them enter the courtroom. The rest of the lobby had nearly emptied while they were busy talking. Tom decided to go in and take his seat. The District Attorney and his assistant were seated at the table up front on the left. He saw a small man seated between who he assumed to be two defense attorneys at the table on the right. The first lawyer was an older man with thinning gray hair and a suit that certainly had an expensive designer label. The other lawyer was a tall, blond haired woman. Even from behind, she looked attractive and very well put together. When she turned her head, Tom recognized Alli.
She didn’t see him. Tom was incredulous that this was the same woman he had helped the night before. He had been concerned with protecting her from scum like the guy who killed Joyce and now she was sitting on the defense attorney side. She was defending that same scum and looking to send him back out on the street. He had thought she was fragile and delicate. Alli was an attractive woman. She felt good in his arms. He felt as if he had betrayed Joyce, he hadn’t thought of her once while he had held Alli. For a brief time last night, Tom had thought of asking for her phone number and suggesting the possibility of seeing her again. Boy was he glad he hadn’t. And then he was sorry that he hadn’t.
Chapter Two
The monster that destroyed his dreams turned out to be a little weasel of a guy standing about five-foot-six. His name was Roy Dunlop, or Roy D as he was called on the street. At thirty-six he had already done time for sexual assault and it was during his last arrest for drug possession that stolen merchandise was recovered, including Tom’s high school ring. The ring was linked to Joyce’s unsolved murder. The D.A. tried to submit evidence of other crimes that Dunlop had been arrested for but Dunlop’s smooth talking attorney had it suppressed since some of the cases were pending while others had been dismissed. The defense was trying to get the ring thrown out as evidence claiming that it was found during an illegal search. Dunlop’s defense team was headed by the older man in the designer suit. Alli was the assistant defense attorney.
As a police officer, Tom understood how the system worked, but it made it no less frustrating. Dunlop was willing to plead guilty to the car theft but denied any accountability of the brutal rape and beating that the young woman endured before being left to die on the side of the road. Tom had often tried to erase the image of what she must have suffered. Every time he thought of what had happened to her, images just kept assaulting him. He had seen some of the police photos, photos that were taken before the coroner had the decency to clean her up for the family’s ID. Then he had seen photos and reports that only the police files contained. The images still haunted him. He knew that he would have nightmares for the rest of his life.
“Miss Keller was alive and well when Mr. Dunlop told her to get out of the car on that road after discovering her sleeping in the back seat.” According to his attorney, Dunlop wasn’t even aware anyone had been in the car when he drove it out of the mall parking lot that day. The ring supposedly was left in the car. The defense’s story was that Dunlop never had intended to kidnap the young woman and if he had realized she was sleeping in the vehicle, he probably would have chosen a different car altogether.
The judge decided to allow the ring as evidence even thought the defense attorney argued that it was found during an unrelated search and an unrelated allegation. Since the state wasn’t accepting the plea of guilty to car theft and not guilty to rape and murder, Dunlop was going to be heard and judged by a jury. Dunlop’s previous crimes were inadmissible, but anything about Joyce was fair game. A common ploy was to put the victim on trial to dissuade the jury from any sympathetic votes.
It was up to the state to convince the jury, without a doubt, that Roy Dunlop was guilty and deserved to be put away for the maximum penalty allowed. Tommy sat alone in the courtroom. Even though all of the seats were filled, Tom sat alone. Ever since Joyce’s death, Tom had felt alone, except for an unusual hour the night before. He stared at the back of Dunlop’s head and remembered his own grief and tears eight long years ago. He remembered the giant ache inside of him that he hoped would still his own heart so he could be buried next to Joyce. The ache had become more bearable as time had gone by but he still felt it. He knew that he would always love and miss her.
Witnesses were called by the prosecution. One of the tactics the D.A.’s office decided on was to call Joyce’s friends and fiancé to the stand to help establish the innocence and defenselessness of the victim. One of the girls who had accompanied Joyce that day testified seeing Joyce’s face as she cried in the back seat of the car while Dunlop sped out of the mall’s lot.
“Joyce had her face up to the glass. She was crying. There was no way he didn’t know she was there...” Her friend’s teary account seemed to affect the jury. Tom had heard that account before and he tried to pretend it didn’t affect him anymore.
“Objection. That calls for speculation, your honor.” The defense attorneys wanted to prove how emotionally charged and inaccurate her friends’ accounts of that day were.
“Sustained.”
By the time that the defense attorney had cross examined the witness, everything from her memory of the timing to her ability to see clearly into a speeding car across a crowded lot was questioned.
Another witness testified that Joyce had been tired from babysitting the night before so she had gone back to the car to wait for her friends.
“Do you know if she lay down to take a nap in the car?”
“I have no idea.”
“But she was tired?”
“Yes.” Another of Joyce’s fellow travelers that day did her best to recall the events that led up to Joyce’s death.
“So it’s possible that she was asleep in the back seat when my client drove off in the car?”
“I guess.”
“So it is reasonable that Mr. Dunlop didn’t even know she was in the car...”
“Objection.” The prosecution spoke up.
“I’m sorry.” The defense attorney turned on all of his charm. “I withdraw my statement your Honor.”
The District Attorney’s office called Thomas Hughes to the stand. As Tommy walked to the witness stand, he noticed Alli was giving the senior attorney a folder. Then she looked up and saw him. It was impossible to mask her surprise. But it didn’t take long for her to try to cover up her recognition of him for the benefit of the jury. He gazed at her as he was being sworn in, she looked away.
Tom never expected to feel the emotions he did as he was handed the clear plastic bag containing his high school ring. He was asked to make a positive identification that this was the ring he had given to Joyce Keller. Was this the ring she was wearing on a chain around her neck the day she went on an outing with some girlfriends?
He had to clear his throat in order to answer. “Yes. I gave this ring to Joyce. She wore it on a chain.”
“Mr. Hughes,” Dunlop’s attorney approached the witness stand. “How can you be sure that Miss Keller did not remove this ring on her own? Perhaps she had arrangements to meet someone?”
“Joyce didn’t remove the ring, she wouldn’t have.” That ring represented every promise he had made to her. That ring meant that he wouldn’t abandon her. “She wouldn’t take it off. She was wearing this until I could afford an engagement ring. She wouldn’t have taken it off.”
“You don’t think it’s possible that Miss Keller might have met someone after Mr. Dunlop asked her to get out of the car?”
“No.”
“But she had sexual relations...”
“He raped her.” Tommy’s voice rose. “She was bruised.” The D.A. had already had a witness on the stand who explained the common bruising pattern in rape victims.
“How can you be sure that Mr. Dunlop had relations with her? Was there any D.N.A. evidence to support that?”
“No.”
“Why not? Weren’t they able to test the semen?”
“He used a condom or didn’t ejaculate...” Those were the reasons the police had given him back then.
“Wouldn’t it be unusual for a rapist to use a condom?” Tom didn’t answer. “Mr. Hughes, you are an officer with the New York State Police, correct?”
He swallowed back the pain he was feeling at the memory of what she had endured. “Yes but it does happen.”
“Have any of your investigations dealt with rape or sexual assault? How many?”
“A few.”
“In any of the cases you have personally been involved with, have any assailants used a condom?”
“Authorities have reported more and...”
“Please answer yes or no. In any of the cases you have personally been involved with, was a condom used?”
“No, but...”
“Were you intimate with Miss Keller?” Defense decided to put Joyce’s reputation on trial and they planned to use Tom to cast doubt and dispel sympathy.
He looked at Joyce’s parents. “What does that matter?”
The lawyer explained to the judge that he had a purpose to his questioning. The judge instructed Tom to answer. Tom indicated that he and Joyce had been intimate.
“What was your preferred method of birth control?
Tom exhaled loudly. “Condoms.”
“Would you say that your relations with Miss Keller were consensual?” Tom nodded. “So whenever you and Miss Keller mutually agreed to have sex, you used a condom?”
Tom looked down. “Most times.” His voice was low.
“Would you please speak up Mr. Hughes so the jury can hear you?”
He looked at the attorney. “Most times.” He spoke in a louder voice.
“Do you remember when the last time was that you and Miss Keller had consensual sex?”
She had been babysitting. The kids had already fallen asleep. Tom came by. It was late. “The night before...”
“And that was consensual?”
“Yes.”
“Did you use a condom?”
Tom knew just where this was heading. “No.”
“So isn’t it true that the only D.N.A. evidence found in the investigation pointed to you?”
“Forensics was able to...”
“Yes or no?”
He stubbornly refused to allow this path. “Forensics was able to determine I had been with her the night before she was abducted.”
“All right. Your honor, I would like the record to show that Mr. Hughes refused to answer yes or no. However, I would also like to leave his response on the record.”
The judge spoke. “I’ll allow it.”
The attorney came back to Tom. “The same lab that determined you had been with Miss Keller hours before her alleged abduction was also the same forensics lab that could not tie my client with any intimacy with her through D.N.A. Correct?”
Tom exhaled loudly. He had walked right into the lawyer’s trap. “Yes.”
“Mr. Hughes, you testified that you normally used a condom when you were with Miss Keller. However you also stated that you did not use one the night before she was going on a day trip with her friends. A day trip by the way that excluded you...”
“I was supposed to go with her.” Tom interrupted.
“Were you angry that you weren’t going with her?”
Tom was puzzled as to where the lawyer was leading. “I was disappointed, but not with Joyce.”
Mr. Hughes, by your own admission, you were... upset. You saw Miss Keller the night before she went on her day trip. You had relations with her.”
“I was not upset.”
“Isn’t it true that you might have caused the bruising that the prosecution claims was from rape? I think that, in your upset, you wanted to have sex with Miss Keller, but you weren’t prepared with your usual protection. She said no and you forced yourself on her anyway.”
“No. That never happened.”
The Assistant District Attorney stood up. “He’s badgering the witness your Honor.”
The judge looked at the defense attorney. “Unless you can prove to me that this questioning is leading to a relevant point, I am going to have the last sentences struck from the record.”
“Yes ma’am.” The lawyer seemed contrite. “One more question Mr. Hughes, would you say that what happened to your girlfriend influenced your career choice?”
“Yes. Yes what happened to my fiancé definitely influenced my career choice.”
“And once you became a law enforcement official, did you ever request to see any of the files pertaining to Miss Keller’s death?”
“Yes.” Tom scoured the files many, many times.
“Were you able to solve the case?”
“No. I wasn’t.”
“But you are trained in criminal investigations, aren’t you? Wasn’t there enough evidence?”
“No. Not at the time.”
“But you are now convinced that my client hurt Miss Keller. Why is that?”
Tom knew that the attorney was successfully manipulating his answers. “He had her ring in his possession.”
“But since my client freely admitted to stealing the car in which Miss Keller left her ring, we have no connection to her death.”
By the time that Tom was allowed to step down from the witness stand, he couldn’t bear to see the look on the faces of the Kellers. He knew that his testimony had weakened the prosecution’s case. He saw Dunlop smirking at him. Alli still wouldn’t look at him.
“Hello?”
He was happy to hear her voice. “Hi Cat.” Tom’s cousin was the one person who could always manage to lift his spirits. He really considered himself fortunate that he got along so well with her husband as well.
“Hey Tommy! How are you? Where are you calling from?”
The caller ID must have given him away. “I’m outside of Syracuse for a few days. So, how is my niece or nephew?” He tried to remember how far along his cousin was. Was she seven or eight months pregnant? He hadn’t seen her for a few months and he tried to imagine her with a big belly.
Caitlyn laughed. “It doesn’t matter if this is a boy or girl. I’m giving birth to a football player the way this one kicks.”
“I bet Brandon doesn’t get too much action if that kid kicks that much.” He teased her. He propped the pillow behind him and put his feet up on the hotel room bed.
“Well right now he’s away anyway...”
“Oh, I like that. He gets you knocked up and then he leaves you.”
Caitlyn laughed. “He’ll be back in a couple of days. I think he’s worried about my traveling the closer I get.”
“Everything is okay though, right?”
“Yes. He had a meeting in Virginia. He’ll be back soon.”
Virginia was code for one of Brandon’s government assignments. He had been involved with national security issues as a computer expert for years. It was something that almost kept him and Caitlyn apart. While Caitlyn was usually aware of whatever project he was involved with, they never shared the information with others. Tommy knew better than to even ask.
Tommy had been worried when Caitlyn married Brandon three years earlier that he would lose that great friendship he had always enjoyed with her. He was actually jealous that Brandon was taking her away from him. It worked out nicely though. Even though they lived a few hours away, he managed to see them every few months, mainly because they traveled for business a lot. On top of it all, he and Brandon had become really good friends.
“So Tommy, what’s going on with you?”
He shrugged even though Caitlyn couldn’t see him. “I just wanted to hear your voice.”
“What’s up?” She gave him a moment. “Tommy, don’t even try to lie. You know I’ve always been able to read you.”
She was right. There was no way he could hide a problem from her. Even as kids, the two of them could just read each other. There were very few secrets he could ever keep from her, she knew him so well. She came to live with his family after her parents died and the two of them were nearly inseparable. They were more like brother and sister than cousins. Caitlyn had run away the day Joyce was abducted. That was the last time she ever did that. After that day, everything was always about him. She was always there for him.
He told her about the ring and the trial. He spoke to her about his testimony and how it had been twisted. Tommy told her about the Kellers’ disappointment in him. He even told her about the defense team and the way they seemed to have complete files on all the witnesses.
“I’ll be there tomorrow.” As usual, Caitlyn was there for him.
Even though he felt a little guilty about Caitlyn traveling so far along in her pregnancy, he looked forward to having her by his side. He’d apologize to Brandon later.
He went downstairs to the hotel restaurant to get a bite to eat. Tom felt worn out and he hoped he’d be able to get a good night’s rest, preferably without the alcohol this time. The hostess led him to a booth and he ordered a burger and fries. It was just a few minutes before he was eating.
“Are you going to eat your pickle?”
Tom looked up at the blonde who was sliding into the booth opposite him. He was surprised to see Alli. “You can have it if you want.” He pushed his plate towards her so she could take it.
“Thanks.” She took the pickle and bit into it.
Tom was at a loss for what to say. “How is your ankle?”
“Better, thanks. I kept an ace bandage on it all day. The ice really helped last night.” She sounded as if this was a normal, everyday discussion she would have with him.
“Good.” He picked up his sandwich and took a bite. He chewed slowly. He kept glancing at her. She sat quietly chewing on the pickle. “What are you doing here, Alli? Isn’t this kind of... inappropriate considering the trial?”
“I’m pushing my luck.” She signaled for the waitress and ordered a small salad and coffee. “Don’t worry, I’m paying my own way.”
“Okay.”
“Tom, I am sorry that Justin grilled you like that today...”
Ah, finally something he could sink his teeth into, he thought. “He was just doing his job. Get the scum buckets back out on the street. That was nice investigating work you did, by the way. Did he really have all that information about my cases or was some of it just lucky guesses?” He sounded cynical.
“I try to do my job thoroughly.” Alli sat back while the waitress poured her coffee and put the salad on the table. “I really can’t discuss the case. I just wanted to say that I had no idea who you were last night.” She chuckled. ”I guess I wasn’t as thorough as I thought. I never had your photo ID pulled.”
He couldn’t help but wonder if she would have smiled at him the way she did if she had known who he was the night before. “Well, I guess you were lucky that I wasn’t another Dunlop. Who knows who else is out there walking the streets after some smooth lawyer got him off?” Tom paused. “So what were you doing walking the streets so late last night anyway?”
“I had to interview a witness on another case. It had gone later than I expected and I knew the buses were going to stop running. I was hurrying and I tripped. There was nothing nefarious about it. Even though you seem determined to make it sound like I was, I don’t know, turning tricks or something.”
He didn’t want to admit that he had put all kinds of wrong interpretations to her presence at that hour. “Sorry. I am just naturally protective I guess. And naturally suspicious.”
“I said it last night. Thank you for being a genuinely nice guy.” She stared at her salad for a moment. “Last night, I was upset with myself for not giving you some kind of opening to stay in touch. You were a perfect stranger, and yet, I felt totally at ease with you.”
“Are you really coming on to me?” Tom almost laughed. But he couldn’t deny the attraction he felt for her the night before either. If she had given him any opening the night before, he would have jumped at it.
She looked at his eyes. He again noticed how green her eyes were, they were almost electric. “I guess if we had met under different circumstances, I would say yes. I just wanted to say that I am sorry you are hurting so much. If I had been able to make things easier on you today...”
He was very careful not to raise his voice. “You would have done the same. Like you said, you try to do your job thoroughly. Right now all you are interested in is winning. It doesn’t really matter who gets hurt does it?” He pushed his plate of uneaten food away and put a few dollars from his wallet on the table. “Thank you for the company. Good night.” He got up from the table and walked out of the restaurant.
Tom kept walking straight out of the hotel and into the night air. Last night, he had a fleeting thought about meeting up with the tall slender blonde with the twisted ankle and bright green eyes again. He just never thought he would see her in the courtroom today. It shook him to realize that he had more than just a simple physical reaction; he had more interest in this willowy blonde than just sexual. He liked talking with her even just for the few minutes they chatted the night before. He like the way she said his name. He liked the way her eyes lit up. He even liked the faint lilac smell she was surrounded by.
It unbalanced him because he hadn’t noticed or thought that much about a woman since Joyce. He had never looked at a woman the same way since Joyce had died. Tom enjoyed keeping company with women and he definitely enjoyed sex. But since Joyce, no one woman had ever stood out in his mind.
Years ago, his mother had said to him that Joyce had died, he didn’t. He had felt like giving up on life back then. Tom didn’t want to leave the house or see his friends, it was just too painful. The only one he ever let close to him was Cat. He didn’t want to talk to anyone else. He just wanted to build a wall around himself and keep the outside world away.
It hurt to admit it, but his mother was right. It had taken some coercing and the help of a few friends pushing him, but he’d dated since then and even had a few very satisfying relationships. He didn’t feel like he was cheating on Joyce. He was just trying to live. He briefly had thought about showing up on Alli’s doorstep sometime just to see where things might go. When he had left her apartment last night, he was amazed at how many of his senses felt alive again. But, after today...
“Tom!” He stopped and let her catch up to him. “If we had met under different circumstances, do you...”
He took her in his arms and kissed her. She kissed him back without hesitation. Finally, they stepped apart. “Does that answer your question?”
Chapter Three
He drove her back to her apartment and came in. They just sat and talked, simply talked, for hours. They were surprised to see the hands on the clock moving so quickly. Alli and Tom finally agreed that they would be different people in the day, in the courtroom. But at night, they could be friends, good friends. They would be no more than friends for now. Tom knew that whatever the outcome of the trial might be, there would be too many emotions to deal with. There was no sane way he could commit to anything more than a friendship for now. His sanity was definitely an issue with this woman. No commitments. That’s what he kept promising himself.
They spoke about themselves. Alli told him how her own interests in the law peaked when her father, a filling machine operator, was hurt on the job and needed help to get his medical treatments paid for. Her older sister was engaged at the time, but she went to work to help support the family. But when her sister got married and pregnant, not necessarily in that order, Alli did what she could and worked while she went to college at night.
She got her law degree in Syracuse, purposely choosing a school where she could be close to her disabled father and mother. She lucked out when she landed a job in Rome, less than an hour away. She also met her now ex-husband while in school in Syracuse. They were married for two years when he walked out on her. That was a year ago. He served her with divorce papers, she didn’t contest them.
“He decided I couldn’t give him the things he wanted in a wife.” She sounded sad.
“Can you cook?” Tom smiled as he asked her teasingly.
“Some.” She looked confused.
“Well, you’re pretty, smart and you can cook. I have no idea what he thought you might be lacking.” He grinned.
Alli looked into her lap for a moment. Then she looked up and spoke quietly. “Thank you. He just had other... expectations.”
Tom reached to smooth her hair away from her face. “He was the fool.”
She looked at him at that moment. He saw something that hinted of sadness in those green pools of light. He didn’t understand why he found it so compelling to sooth the pain he saw there. He was sure it was just an innocent gesture when she licked her lips but he felt as if she had lit a fuse and he braced himself for the inevitable. Tom had to kiss her. He had to taste her. He started to move towards her. Then he hesitated.
Alli seemed to understand what he was thinking. The look in her eyes begged him to continue. She put her hands on his shoulders and pulled him to her for the kiss. There was no hesitation on her part as she parted her lips and allowed him entry. He took full advantage. Tom ravaged her mouth and took all she had to give. He wrapped his arms around her slender frame. She leaned back on the sofa and he covered her with his body. He moved his lips to her jaw and trailed kisses down her neck. His shaking fingers found her blouse buttons and he undid them. His lips followed as he revealed her golden skin until he was kissing the soft mounds above the lace of her bra. As he cupped a breast, he froze. Then he started to pull away.
His breathing was stilted. “I’m so sorry...” He barely mouthed the words.
“No... Don’t stop.” Alli tried to hold him there. “Oh Tom, it’s been so long since a man has touched me like this.” She looked fragile. She looked as if his next touch would either break her or fortify her.
He mumbled more to himself than to her. “My timing sucks.” Why now, he thought, why now when all his memories of Joyce had been stirred up? Tom sat up on the couch. He pulled her to him and held her against his chest while he stroked her hair. He thought about what she had just said to him. “Have you been with anyone since your husband?”
Alli looked away. She shook her head. Her fingers rested on his chest and he knew she could feel how hard his heart was beating.
“Oh God...” His breathing was still unsteady. “It’s about time that someone let you know how desirable you are. And I do want you so much.” He had to pause. He had to find the strength. “But we’ve gone too far already. There are too many complications.”
“I know.” Her voice trembled. “I know that you’re right. But I don’t want you to be. I want to be with you.”
“I do want you. I do...” He barely restrained himself. “But we can’t do this.” His body was telling him he should. His conscience was calling him all kinds of foul names. His heart was telling him he was doing the right thing by stopping, even if the ache was so great he couldn’t stand it.
“Hold me, please.” Her voice quivered as she fought back tears of frustration.
He leaned back against the couch and held her tightly to him. It wasn’t helping to feel her body pressed against his. But he enjoyed the sweet torture as he noticed how well they fit. He needed to do something to save himself but he was so tempted to just dissolve. He had to stop, somehow. “Tell me... why are you defending Dunlop?”
She looked up at him surprised by his question. “You know we can’t talk about this.” He wasn’t letting go.
“There are a lot of things we can’t be doing. Work with me Alli. I need to break the mood... or I feel like I’m going to break in pieces.” He knew he was doing it to himself, he knew he should put some distance between them.
She ran her hand over his shoulder and down an arm. He trembled. “I was taught in law school that everyone deserves representation.”
“Do you believe in his innocence?”
“I believe in his right to a fair trial.”
“What about his guilt?” Tom felt his control beginning to return.
“If... if he is guilty, then he deserves to be judged by his peers as to his punishment.” Alli sat back from him. She looked down as she calmly re-buttoned her blouse. “I am not discounting that you were hurt. A young woman died and she deserves justice. But it’s got to be within the system.”
“We both know that the system can be fallible.”
“Tom, you took an oath as a police officer. Doctors have their Hippocratic Oath. Lawyers have a responsibility too.” She looked back at him. “We’ve got to play by the rules, or no one will ever have justice.”
She almost had him convinced.
Mr. and Mrs. Keller never even acknowledged him when they saw him. He knew that just seeing him must have stirred up a lot of painful memories for them. He knew he couldn’t help that, but he felt rotten about the hurt that his testimony caused. But Kristen did and she came to him.
“Tommy, you did your best.” She even sounded like Joyce.
He smiled at her. Again, he was amazed at the similarity she had with her sister. “I didn’t do a very good job.”
“You told the truth. That’s all you can do.” She took his arm. “You know, my folks just expected that someone would get up on the stand and say the magic words that would finally bring them peace. But trust me, the only thing that would really bring them peace would be Joyce, and she’s never coming back.”
Tom looked down at Kristen’s hand on his arm. Her nail polish was a pale pink. He remembered how Joyce loved to wear ruby red on all of her nails. He used to love to kiss those ruby red nails, all twenty of them. “When I proposed to Joyce and I went to your folks for permission to marry her, I promised I would take real good care of her. I failed.”
“You can’t keep blaming yourself... and I know you do.” She looked back at her parents. “Joyce was real lucky to know your love. You made her happy. I hope one day that I’ll find a guy just like you.”
He gave her shoulders a quick squeeze. “I hope you’ll do better.” He hoped she would find a man who could take care of her and not fail like he did with Joyce.
“Stop underestimating yourself.” Kristen kissed him on the cheek and then went to join her parents as they entered the courtroom.
He watched as Alli crossed the lobby. She and her partner were busy discussing details of the case and they were both examining the contents of a folder as they walked. She looked up and saw him. She did her best to mask any expression, but he saw her eyes light up for him. Tom smiled ever so slightly and he gave her an almost imperceptible nod. Then she went back to her work and entered the courtroom.
He waited until they announced they would be closing the doors and starting proceedings before he went to take a seat. Again, he sat alone. He noticed that Mr. Keller looked to see where he was. Alli kept her eyes forward and didn’t seek him out in the courtroom. He understood.
Tom listened to the testimony. There were actually people who spoke of Roy Dunlop as if he were a saint. He was disgusted. Much earlier in the morning, Tom had driven to a nearby trooper barracks and pulled his shield out. He had Dunlop’s rap sheet pulled. There was a long list of arrests. He also noticed some odd entries in recent months, a lot of small time arrests with no follow through, no court, no conviction, no jail...
Dunlop glanced Tom’s way and smirked.
The judge recessed the session for lunch. Tom watched as Alli walked by. Then he got up from his seat and walked out. He saw her chatting with Justin, the senior defense attorney, and a young clerk in the corner of the lobby.
“Tommy!” Caitlyn ran into his arms.
He hugged her back. “Oh baby, thank you for coming.” Stepping back and holding Caitlyn at arm’s length, he looked at her belly. “Wow kiddo, it looks like this kid is almost as big as you. How far along are you?” Once again it struck him as amazing that his baby cousin was pregnant and soon to become a mom.
“Just going into my eight month. I can’t believe how excited Brandon is. And how nervous. He can’t do enough for me.” She looked happy.
Hiding a smirk, Tom teased her. “Yeah, well, he did this to you so let him spoil you a little.”
She laughed. Tom enjoyed the sound. He noticed that Alli looked over at the sound of his cousin’s laughter. It was obvious that she was curious about the woman he was with.
“Caitlyn Smythe?” Kristen approached them.
Caitlyn looked at the young girl who said her name. Surprised she looked at Tom.
“This is Kristen... Joyce’s baby sister.”
“Hi.” Caitlyn smiled. “Actually it’s Caitlyn Price now. My gosh, you were just a little kid the last time I saw you.”
Tom waited patiently while the two women caught up on personal news. He spent his time watching Alli. Before he knew it, Caitlyn was reaching into her purse and scribbling some phone numbers on a piece of paper to hand to Kristen.
“I’ll let Will know you’re coming to town. He can introduce you to some people.” They pecked the air around each other. “It is so good to see you again.”
Kristen left.
“I can’t believe she’s old enough to be going to college at John Jay. I’m going to introduce her to Malcolm’s brother. At least she’ll have a friend when she gets there.” Malcolm was a good friend of theirs and his brother Will worked part time for Brandon. She looked around the lobby noticing the woman Tom was watching. Caitlyn put her hand up to Tom’s cheek. “Tommy, how is it going?”
He shook his head. “It’s not good. I think this guy is going to get away with it. His lawyers have made mincemeat out of all the witnesses.” Tom sighed. “Cat, they practically had me exonerating him. His defense team is good. And it’s not fair. He may not even have to pay for what he did.”
She put her arms around his middle and hugged him. “Whether he pays or not, it’s not going to change what happened. In the long run, it doesn’t even matter anymore. If he receives a sentence, will you finally stop blaming yourself?” He hesitated and then shook his head. “Brandon and I will always be here for you. Is there anything we can do?” He hugged her back and shook his head wordlessly. “Maybe the jury will be able to see through his counsel’s tactics.” She started to step back and then put her hand on her stomach in surprise. “Oops. Quick, give me your hand.”
Caitlyn placed his hand on her belly. Tom chuckled when he felt the baby’s movement and laughed out loud when the baby kicked him.
“What a little miracle!”
Tom never noticed that Dunlop was being escorted through the lobby. Dunlop shook his escort’s hand free and stepped in next to Tom. He fixed his gaze on Caitlyn and then turned to Tom.
“The pregnant ones always squeal.” Security pulled him away.
Tom felt himself stop breathing. The rage built inside him. Suddenly Tom sprang at Dunlop and grabbed him. Within a second, he had him on the floor.
“You bastard! You son of a bitch!” Tom wrapped his hands around Dunlop’s neck.
“She begged me not to hurt the baby when I did her.” Dunlop taunted Tom.
Tom had Dunlop pinned to the floor. He started throwing punches. Someone tried to yank him off. “I’ll kill you!” He lost track of how many times his fists connected with Dunlop’s face.
“Tommy!” Someone called his name.
There was a melee of police, security guards and reporters surrounding him and the bloodied mess he made of Dunlop’s face. Tom looked at the crowd. Cameras flashed. Tom saw Alli. He saw Caitlyn. He felt his arms being pinned behind him and he was being dragged from Roy Dunlop’s almost limp body. His knuckles were bruised and bleeding.
Caitlyn tried to get to him. She was pushed aside. Tom watched as she stepped back and tripped over a photographer’s camera bag that was sitting on the floor. He watched as she fell backwards.
“Cat!”
Alli reached Caitlyn before Tom broke free. She had already checked her over. Alli looked at Tom. “She had the wind knocked out of her.”
“I’m okay, Tommy.” Caitlyn tried to laugh. She tried to reassure him.
“Do you want to go to the hospital?” Tom was worried. He felt his chest pounding. His eyes were wild. He still shook from the intensity of his rage and his sudden thrust into worry.
“I’m fine.” She sat up and leaned on him for support.
Alli glanced at Caitlyn still curious as to who she was to Tom. Security was calling for an ambulance for the semi-conscious Dunlop. Alli looked at Tom. “What happened? Why did you react like that?”
It took a moment before Tom could say anything. “Joyce was pregnant.”
“What?” Both Alli and Caitlyn asked at the same time.
“He knew that she was pregnant when he raped and murdered her.” Tom held Caitlyn’s hand. “He told me she begged him not to hurt the baby.” His voice cracked as he repeated what Dunlop had said.
“I demand that this man be locked up. He attacked my client and beat him almost into unconsciousness. He threatened to kill Roy Dunlop in front of witnesses. Thomas Hughes is a dangerous man.” Dunlop’s senior defense attorney was enraged in front of the judge. Justin paced in front of the courtroom and kept pointing accusing fingers at Tom.
The courtroom was packed with the lawyers, court security, family and witnesses related to Dunlop’s case. No outsiders were allowed to enter. The jury was being held in the deliberation room. The press was barred from entry. The judge wanted to deal with the most recent developments as quickly and as quietly as possible. She was already aware that the newspaper photographers had snapped several pictures of Tom attacking Dunlop and there would be headlines no matter how she handled this.
Tom watched as Alli had whispered fiercely to her legal partner before his tirade. She had frantically motioned with her hands until Justin was overheard saying “Just shut-up!” She sat stone faced at the table and refused to look at anything other than her tightly clasped hands.
“My client is currently in the hospital’s emergency room receiving treatment for the brutal beating he took at Thomas Hughes’ hands. This man is a danger and a menace. He attacked Mr. Dunlop.”
“Your honor, we believe Mr. Hughes was provoked...” The District Attorney spoke in Tom’s defense.
The attorney snorted in disdain. “Roy Dunlop made an unwarranted comment about Hughes stroking the belly of a pregnant woman in the lobby!” Justin continued. “No one is denying that my client spoke about something he had no business with. Should the people of the State of New York feel safe with a peace officer who cannot control his rage over a poor choice of words? Does that give license to try to kill someone because you don’t like the way they look at you?”
The judge raised her hand for silence. “Mr. Hughes, it does disturb me that you displayed such a loss of control today. Your temper has sent a man to the hospital. Please step forward and explain to me what happened... in your words.”
Tom had been seated next to Caitlyn. He was worried about her since she fell, especially when she winced from what she claimed was a simple muscle cramp. He noticed that she looked a bit pale as well. She tried to smile encouragingly and rested her hand on his arm as he stood. He rose and stepped through the swinging gate that separated the audience from the plaintiffs.
“Your Honor, I apologize for my outburst. I was wrong and I accept full responsibility for my actions. I agree that I should have had better control of myself.” He sounded contrite. “Unfortunately the... individual’s statement was very charged emotionally for me. Dunlop made the statement that the pregnant ones squeal...”
“Do you have any idea why he made that statement Mr. Hughes?”
Tom looked back at Caitlyn. “I was standing with my cousin at the time. She’s pregnant. But your Honor...”
Alli looked back at Caitlyn and then at Tom. She seemed relieved.
“He over-reacted your Honor.” Justin spoke up. “He’s dangerous. He tried to kill Roy Dunlop.”
The judge looked at the defense attorney. “Please restrain yourself.”
“Ma’am,” Tom continued. “Joyce Keller was pregnant when she died.” He heard Mrs. Keller gasp. Tom could barely bear the pain of her anguish. They hadn’t planned to tell their parents until later that summer about the baby. Mr. Keller found out when he identified his daughter’s body but he told Tom to keep it secret. He didn’t want his wife to suffer more than she already was going to. “Roy Dunlop told me that she begged him not to hurt the baby when he raped and murdered her.” He heard Mrs. Keller sobbing. His gut twisted knowing that he was causing the woman to suffer more pain.
“He’s lying to justify what he did to my client. No one else heard that alleged confession your Honor.” Justin stood defiantly. “He’s making this up.”
The judge addressed the courtroom. “Is there anyone in this courtroom who over-heard any of those words Mr. Dunlop allegedly said to Mr. Hughes?”
No one answered.
“Anyone?” It was if she was hoping for confirmation of Tom’s story.
She was still met with silence.
The judge spoke calmly and compassionately. “Mr. Hughes, it is unfortunate that your loss of control has brought us to this. I do believe that you were provoked. And I understand how painful this must be for you. But I also agree that with your training, you should have had more discipline and control. Even if Roy Dunlop did utter a sort of confession to you, it did not give you right to take justice into your own hands. I don’t believe that confinement is necessary, however I do agree that you need to be held accountable for your actions. I am therefore willing to release you in your own recognizance after you surrender your ID and shield and make arrangements to turn over any weapons you may have in your possession here in Rome. I fully intend to make a phone call to your superior officers to discuss further discipline.” She sighed loudly. “Do I make myself understood, Mr. Hughes?”
“Yes ma’am.” Unfortunately he agreed with everything the judge had said. He had let his emotions and his temper direct his actions. He knew better than that. He should have had more control.
The court officer approached Tom and he handed over his ID and shield. He told him he had no firearms with him in Rome. Then, just as he was feeling completely defeated, he turned back to Caitlyn. He watched as she stood with a half-smile of encouragement just for him. Suddenly her face drained of color. She clutched her stomach. She cried out to him in pain and then she collapsed.
Chapter Four
Tom was pacing the hospital corridor as Alli came running up to him.
“He’s getting on a plane right now.” Tom had handed Caitlyn’s cell phone to Alli at the courthouse and asked her to contact Brandon to let him know what had happened. Then he went in the ambulance with Cat to the hospital. Alli was going to follow over in his car afterwards.
“They’re prepping her for surgery. The doctors said she’s hemorrhaging. They have to try to deliver the baby or... we’ll lose them both.” Tom felt an irrational fear that by repeating what the doctors had said, he would make it come true. “They are going to do a C-section. So far the baby’s vitals are okay. Cat is... weak. She’s lost a lot of blood already.” He drew a painful breath in. “They are pretty sure they’ll be able to save the baby.”
Alli tried to comfort him. “They’ll both be okay.”
Tom looked blankly at Alli. “We don’t know that.”
“We have to believe it.” She tried to sound encouraging.
“You know, I was only three when Cat was born but I remember it so clearly. We were all so excited. I was so happy that I had a baby cousin. We were always together. We always had each other. Even when we were living in separate houses, it was always more like she was my sister not my cousin. I watched out for her at school. We always sat together at family dinners. We were always sleeping over at the other one’s house. She was staying with us the night her folks were killed by that drunk driver.” He paused at the memory of that terrible night. Then he half laughed. “She always got so angry when I checked out any guys she was interested in. She accused me of scaring most of them off. I was only trying to protect her.” Tom stopped to swallow the lump in his throat. “I can’t lose her.”
The doctor came out from behind a swinging door. “Mr. Hughes, she’s asking for you. You’ll have to put on scrubs.”
Alli looked at him. “I’ll be here. Go.”
Tom donned a set of blue-green scrubs. He had to put paper booties over his shoes. A nurse took him to Caitlyn. She looked so small and weak lying on the gurney. He could feel his heart breaking as he looked at her. Her beautiful chestnut hair was pulled into a surgical cap, tubes ran into both of her arms with blood and fluids. There was a monitor hooked up to her belly to check the baby’s heartbeat. Cat was still so pale.
Her eyelids fluttered open. “Tommy.” Her voice was weak. “Is Brandon coming?”
“He’s on his way.” He smoothed a stray strand of hair away from her face.
“I can’t go... before I tell him that I love him.” She was barely whispering.
He tried to smile. “You’ll tell him when he gets here.”
“I...” A tear rolled from her eye. “I asked the doctors, there’s a chance...”
“No. I won’t let you say it.” He was crying. He refused to let her give up. The doctors had been honest with him as well. He knew there was a risk but he refused to accept it. He refused to let her go.
“I just want the baby to be okay.” She closed her eyes. “Brandon will need help.”
He held her hand and wished he could pass some of his strength to her. Tom wished he could remember some of the prayers he had learned in Sunday school. He wished he could be sure she was going to make it.
A nurse came over with forms she needed signed. “This is to give the doctors permission to perform the caesarean-section and whatever resuscitation measures may be necessary for the baby.”
Caitlyn could barely lift her hand. “Tommy, sign it...”
The nurse nodded. He took the paper and signed.
“This form,” the nurse started to explain, “gives permission to the surgeons to use whatever means necessary to control your bleeding.”
“What means?” She asked weakly.
The nurse looked at Tom before she answered. “Transfusions, coagulants, cauterizing. And as a last resort, removing your uterus if necessary.”
“No.” Caitlyn cried.
Tommy looked at her in shock. “Damn it Cat, it could save your life.” She used all of her strength to shake her head. “Cat, that’s what Brandon would want. He would want the two of you to raise your baby together.”
She was crying.
He used his thumb to wipe a tear from her cheek. “Cat, Brandon needs you to survive. Your baby is going to need you.” Tom caught his breath. “I need you. You can’t give up. Please baby, don’t let go.”
She gasped and tried to take a deep breath. Tommy became alarmed when he saw the nurse’s look of concern as she checked the monitor.
“Cat... please. I’m begging you.” He sounded desperate. “I’m begging baby.”
Reluctantly she mouthed the word “okay”. He signed the form.
“I love you Cat.” Tom leaned down and kissed Caitlyn on the forehead. “Brandon will be here soon to see his beautiful wife and baby. He’s going to be so proud.” He prayed he wasn’t making false promises.
They wheeled Caitlyn into the operating room. He watched as she disappeared behind the swinging doors. Tom was asked to return to the waiting room. He tried to stop crying as he changed out of the scrubs.
Alli was waiting for him. He sat on the couch and she sat next to him. He couldn’t speak for a while. She seemed to understand and didn’t push him.
“I wish Brandon were here already.” He rested his head in his hands. Alli put her arm around his shoulders. “She... she is worried that she won’t get to see him. She’s worried that she’s... that she’ll...” He couldn’t bring himself to say it. Tom shook his head as he tried not to think of the possibility. “I don’t know how Brandon would handle it...”
“He’s on a plane now.” Alli had reached Brandon in Virginia during a meeting. Arrangements were made to fly to Caitlyn’s side immediately. It was all just a matter of timing now. “He’ll make it. She’ll make it.”
Tom knew that Brandon didn’t have to wait for a regular passenger flight. The government was doing its best to get him to his wife’s side. They probably put a military jet into the air. And a helicopter probably would pick him up at the airport to take him to the helipad at the hospital.
“I made Cat agree to things... to save her life if they have to.” Tom took Alli’s hand and held it. “If they have to, they said they would remove her uterus. That will destroy her.”
She looked away and chewed her bottom lip. “Why? Why would that destroy her?”
He almost shrugged. “Because she won’t be able to get pregnant again.”
“But if it will save her life?”
“I know that. That’s why I made her agree.” He paused. “But it will still destroy her.”
“Well,” Alli stopped talking for a moment. “Maybe they won’t have to do anything so drastic.”
“I hope not.” Tom thought of how he begged her to give permission. “She’ll be alive. I know that’s the important thing. But she’ll be so devastated.”
Her tone was bordering on defensive. “Hopefully this baby will be okay. They’ll have a kid already. Will her marriage end because of this?”
“No.” Tom looked at Alli strangely. “It’s just that I know Cat, she wants kids. She wants a big family. She and Brandon both do.”
“And are you saying that he won’t love her if she can’t manufacture babies for him?”
“No. Of course not.”
“So if they have to do this to save her life, isn’t that more important? They wouldn’t destroy a woman’s reproductive organs unless it was necessary.”
“That’s why we gave permission for them to do whatever they have to...” He took Alli’s hand in both of his and brought it to his lips. He seemed puzzled. “I don’t want to argue. I can’t argue anymore. I’m sorry.”
She seemed to mentally count to ten before she spoke again. “No. I’m not trying to give you a hard time. I know you’re upset. I don’t mean to add to that upset.” She stroked his hands. She tenderly touched his bruised knuckles. “Were they able to tell you what happened?”
“They said the placenta started to tear away. I guess she got hurt when she fell. I knew something was wrong when she had that cramp. I should have made her go to the hospital to get checked out right away.” He looked towards the ceiling for a minute. “I don’t know how everything got so messed up. I never meant for her to get hurt. I never should have lost it like I did. Joyce is gone, that doesn’t even matter anymore. Cat got hurt because of me. I just made everything worse.”
“You didn’t put that bag on the floor. You didn’t push her.”
“She was safe at home in Chicago until I called her...” He silently cursed himself. He had only been thinking of needing comfort when he made that phone call to Cat. He should never have burdened her with his problems. When she told him she was coming to his side, he never even thought to try to stop her. He was being selfish. “Brandon didn’t even want her going on this business trip with him because she was getting so close. He knew she shouldn’t be traveling. But I had to go and call her. And I can’t lie. I knew how she would react once she heard I had problems.”
“You didn’t force her to get on a plane and come here. She decided that she wanted to be here for you. No matter how much you might have hoped she would come to you, it was still her own decision.” Alli waited for Tom to look at her. “Tom, you have to stop feeling you are responsible for everyone. I listened to you in that courtroom and I’m listening to you now. You are just one man.”
He looked at her. Cat often told him something similar, that he had to stop blaming everyone else’s actions on himself. He wondered how this lady knew him so well in such a short time. “You know, right now that bastard is resting upstairs. And I don’t even care about him anymore. I just want Cat and her baby to be okay.”
They were both silent for a while.
“Tom,” Alli lowered her voice. “How come no one knew that Joyce was pregnant? I looked at the autopsy report, it was there. But it wasn’t in the police report that was released to the papers.”
He closed his eyes tightly. The pain of the memory was evident. Even after all those years, he still felt the loss. Finally he drew in a deep breath. “She wasn’t too far along, maybe about three months. They didn’t want everything released to the papers. I guess they figured that whoever killed her would know more than what the public in general knew. Things like the pregnancy, a birthmark, the color of the ring’s stone were withheld.” He lost Joyce. And he lost their child.
“Actually I think it started because her father asked that his daughter’s reputation be protected.” He remembered the look of anger Mr. Keller gave him when he found out his little girl had been with child. As far as he was concerned, Tom had stolen Joyce’s innocence. “He also didn’t want to add to his wife’s pain. She had already lost a daughter. Now they also lost a grandchild. But I think the police thought withholding some of the information was a good idea. Well, I made sure her mother knows now. A little more pain. Right?”
“But she told you? You knew she was pregnant?”
“Yeah.” His voice was quiet. “We had just received our diplomas when she told me she was going to have my baby. We had always talked about getting married. But we were going to get jobs first, maybe get some classes at the community college. She told me she was pregnant and... I was thrilled. Scared but thrilled. So I proposed.” They were both in their caps and gowns. Tom had been excited about the future. He had checked out college courses. He was thinking about some kind of certification and getting a job so he could have something to offer Joyce. He had just kissed her to congratulate her on getting her high school diploma. When he pulled back, she was crying. That’s when she told him that she was pregnant. He didn’t hesitate. He just asked her to marry him then.
“You were awfully young.”
He smiled. “Just eighteen, so was she.” He had taken her out almost a month before to celebrate her eighteenth birthday. They made love in the back seat of his car. And they stopped at the ice cream parlor to meet up with friends. She couldn’t finish the huge dish of ice cream they were sharing. She got nauseous. At the time he thought the combination of sweet toppings had simply gotten to her.
“She was a very lucky girl to know that you were going to stand by her.”
“I first made love to Joyce when I was sixteen. She was still fifteen. Neither of us knew what we were doing. I fumbled so bad, I know I hurt her. I felt terrible about that.” He shook his head. “Her parents didn’t even want her dating until she was sixteen. But everyone knew she was Tommy’s girl. We had been exclusive for about a year by then. I was the only boy she ever went out with.” Tom looked at Alli. “Then one day in our senior year, in the spring, the rubber broke. Every high school boy’s worst nightmare, right?”
Alli frowned. “But you hadn’t planned on getting married so young. You and Joyce didn’t consider any other options?”
He shook his head. “No. We would have made it work.”
The doctor came through the swinging doors. Tom and Alli stood up to face him. “It’s a little girl.” He smiled. “She’s four pounds six ounces and seventeen inches long. Her APGAR was eight. That’s good. They took her to neo-natal ICU. You can go see her if you would like.” The doctor started to retreat.
“How’s Caitlyn?” Tom sounded scared.
The doctor’s expression changed. “We’re doing everything we can for Mrs. Price.” He left them.
Alli turned to Tom and she put her arms around him.
“She can’t die.” His voice cracked. He leaned into Alli for the comfort she offered. He wiped his eyes with the back of his hand.
“Tom?” Brandon ran into the room and stopped short when he saw Tom. “What’s going on?” He sounded scared.
Tom tried to smile. “You have a daughter.”
“A little girl?” Brandon was choked up.
Alli gave Brandon the details the doctor had given them.
Brandon trembled. “What about Caitlyn? Is she...?”
Tom drew in a deep breath.
“They are still working on her.” Alli answered. “I’ll be right back.” She left the waiting room.
Brandon spread his arms out. “What happened?”
“The entire thing, it’s my fault.” Tom explained everything that had occurred. “I am so sorry. I never meant for Cat to get hurt.”
Brandon didn’t respond to Tom’s apology. “I have to see my wife...”
Alli returned to the room with a nurse. The nurse offered to take Brandon in to see Caitlyn. They left together.
Tom and Alli sat on the couch together. He didn’t feel like talking. She understood. He held her hand in his lap and stared at her perfectly manicured nails. Her nails were painted with a white pearl luster. Her fingers were long and slender.
When Brandon came back, it was obvious he had been crying. Tom stood. He walked up to Tom and hugged him. “She’s not out of the woods yet. But they’re optimistic.”
Tom felt his fears drain out of him. “Thank God.”
Brandon stepped back. He caught his breath. “Now, Tom, I need you to leave. Go see your niece and then leave. Please.”
Tom looked crushed. “Brandon... I’m sorry.”
Brandon shook his head. “This has nothing to do with what happened. Caitlyn came here to be by your side. It’s where she wanted to be. It’s where she needed to be. Trust me, even if I had been home, I never would have tried to stop her from coming to you. I couldn’t have anyway. We don’t blame you for anything.”
“Then why can’t I stay?” He was choked up.
Brandon clenched his jaw and finally broke down. “Her chances are much better but... they still can’t be sure.” He held on to Tom. He spoke between his tears. “If you stay, it will be like we’re waiting for something to go wrong. It’ll be like we’re waiting to say goodbye.” He had to compose himself. “If you go, then I can believe everything will be okay.” He had to take a moment before he could continue. “And if something were to go wrong... We can’t make it easy for her to let go.”
Tom looked lost. He couldn’t argue with Brandon. He understood. Alli took a business card from her purse and handed it to Brandon. She put her hand on Tom’s arm. “We’ll be just a few minutes away. Here’s my phone number.”
Brandon pocketed the card and nodded. “Thank you.”
“Can I come back in the morning? Please?” Tom felt like a child asking for permission.
Brandon nodded. “Yes. She’ll be asking for you.” They hugged again. “Please come back tomorrow.”
Chapter Five
Alli still had the keys to Tom’s car so she drove the few blocks to her apartment and brought Tom upstairs. He felt numb as he came in and sat on her couch.
“Can I get you anything to eat or drink?” She went past him to her kitchen.
Silently he followed her to the kitchen doorway. “Just a glass of water...”
Alli took a clean glass from the cabinet and stuck it under the cold water tap of her water dispenser. “Here.”
“Thanks.” He swallowed big gulps. “I should have stayed...”
“Brandon needed you to leave.”
“I know. And I understand why.” He finished the water and stood there quietly. Alli took the glass from his hand. She hesitated a moment and let her hand rest on his. He tried to smile. “The baby is beautiful.” They had stopped at the nursery to see her before they left the hospital.
Her back was to him as she put the glass in the sink. “Yes. She is.”
He forced a chuckle. “I mean, she’s all scrunched up, but... Cat and Brandon make beautiful babies.” The baby needed both of her parents. He thought of how much Cat would enjoy raising her daughter.
Her back was still to him. She nodded silently.
“I’ve often wondered if it was a boy or girl. You know, with Joyce...” He sighed. “That’s in the past. I know that. I have to stop thinking about that.” He tried to sound upbeat. “Brandon is a lucky guy.”
She walked up to him. She was looking down. “You really want children, don’t you?”
“Sure. Just a couple. Or more. That would be great.” He smiled for the first time that night. “How about you?”
“I never gave it much thought.” She answered a little too quickly.
He took her by her shoulders and lifted her chin with his finger. “If they look like you, they would be beautiful kids.” He thought of how beautiful those green eyes would be in a little child’s face.
“Thank you.” She felt self-conscious. “Uh, can I get you anything else?”
“No thanks.” He walked back into the living room. “Thank you for letting me stay here tonight. This way I know I’m close by.”
“You’re welcome.” Alli watched as he sat on the couch. She started to walk to her bedroom door. Then she stopped and turned. “Tom?”
“Yeah?” He twisted to look at her.
She walked back to him. “Would you... would you sleep with me tonight?”
Tom stood slowly. He was surprised. “Why? I mean, I know why I would sleep with you. I want to. I really want to.” He had actually fantasized about making love to her. “But why would you want to sleep with me?”
Alli seemed shy suddenly. “You’ve been through so much...”
“You feel sorry for me?” That hurt.
“No.” She shook her head. “I guess I admire you.”
“Admire me?”
“You’ve been so worried about everyone else. You’ve been so giving. I want to give you something to hold on to. I want to do something for you. I just want to take care of you. There’s no strings attached.” She bit her lower lip. “I just want to give you a few minutes where all you think about are your needs.”
Tom looked at her in amazement. “And you just want to... give me this precious gift?”
She stared back at him. Her eyes welled with tears. “Oh gosh, this is so embarrassing.”
“I didn’t mean to make you cry.” He put his arms around her.
“Only you... could call what I’m offering a gift.”
“Of course it’s a gift. You’re a precious gift.” He held her against him.
“Tom, I have never known someone like you. You care so deeply about the people around you.” She looked down. “I have never known what it’s like to be touched like that. I’ve never known what it would feel like to be... so cared for.”
“But you were married. What about your husband?” He sounded incredulous.
She looked directly at him and repeated her words slowly. “I have never known what it feels like to be so cared for.”
He was surprised at what she had just said. “I don’t understand. You are the kind of woman who should be cherished.” He knew he would cherish her. “You should feel like you are the only woman in the world.”
“That’s why I want to be with you. I want to know that feeling at least once in my life.” She was asking him as if he would be doing her a favor. She repeated her words very slowly. “I want to know what it feels like to be cherished even if it’s just for a little while. And I know enough about you already to know that is how you would make a woman feel.”
He stared at her. She was so beautiful. How could a man not let her know she was so beautiful, so desirable? “What about your job? Wouldn’t this endanger it?” He couldn’t deny that he wanted her. He had wanted her almost since the first time he saw her.
She ran her palms along his chest. “I’m probably getting fired anyway.” She gave a half laugh. “I kind of argued with Justin when he wanted you arrested today.”
“I thought I saw that.”
She was shy. “I know I’m being awfully forward. I’m not usually.”
He smiled at her. “I know that. You said you haven’t been with anyone since your divorce. I guess that was why I was so surprised.” He was thrilled that she wanted to be with him. “I hope... I won’t disappoint you.” She put so much confidence into his ability to make her feel special. He hoped he could live up to her expectations.
“Ever since you swooped me into your arms that night, I knew that I wanted you.” She looked into his eyes. “Is that crazy?”
He kissed her. Then he leaned close to her ear and whispered, “I would love to make love with you.”
They were sleeping entwined in each other’s arms. Tom suddenly woke and sat up in the bed. He had been dreaming and he had heard Brandon crying for Caitlyn not to give up. He couldn’t even remember most of his dream. But he remembered hearing Brandon.
“What’s the matter?” Alli’s sleepy voice asked. She started to reach for him.
“Something is wrong with Cat. I just got this terrible feeling.” He got out of the bed and picked his clothes up from the floor. “I’ve got to get over to the hospital.” He started to dress.
She sat up. “Do you want me to come with you?” Alli switched on the lamp on her nightstand.
“No. Stay here. Wait for me. I’ll be back.” He leaned over and kissed her on the mouth. “I promise.” He felt bad leaving her side but he couldn’t shake the uneasy feeling he had about his cousin. He just had to make sure everything was okay.
Tom drove his car to the emergency room entrance and parked in the first spot. He ran in refusing to stop for the sleeping security guard to wake fully. All he wanted to do was get upstairs.
He reached the floor and quietly ran past the nurses’ station. No one was there at that time of night to stop him from going into the room. He quietly opened the door. The room was dark. It was a private room so he knew he would find only the one patient.
Tom walked quietly into the room. He stepped around the man sleeping there and walked up to the beeping machine. Then he checked the chart in the dim light of the monitor. He turned the page and frowned as he read the notes.
Thirty-five minutes later, Tom was sliding back into the bed next to Alli.
She opened her eyes and snuggled up against him. “How is she?” Alli’s fingers played with the soft mat of hair on his chest.
“She had a rough night. But it looks like she’s going to pull through. Everything was calm by the time I got there.”
“I’m so glad. I know you’re relieved.”
He was quiet as a fingernail circled a male nipple. “Alli, I hope I didn’t disappoint you...”
She raised herself on one elbow and looked at him. “You were everything I needed. You made me feel things I never knew existed.” She kissed him lightly on his cheek. “You gave me... a completeness that I’ve never known before. Thank you.” She trailed her fingers from his sternum to his naval and back again.
Tom lay on his back enjoying the feel of Alli’s gentle touch. After a moment, he captured her hand and slid it down his body. He trembled when she touched him in his aroused state. “I need you.”
She smiled. “I can see that.” Without a word, Alli straddled over him.
Tom held her hips as she lowered herself onto him.
Alli was curled against him when he woke the next morning. Tom watched her silently. He still had difficulty believing that she wanted to be with him. He couldn’t believe how fortunate he was. He would never understand how she hadn’t felt special to her husband. If he were her husband he wouldn’t let a day pass that she wasn’t told how much he cared about her. If he were her husband he would tell her and show her and make it his life’s purpose to love her and cherish her. If he were her husband, Tom thought he would be the luckiest man on earth. He wasn’t sure how he knew that, but he did.
In the bright sunlight that streamed into her bedroom, Tom woke Alli with kisses. He started at her neck and worked his way down as he slowly pulled the bed sheet off of her. At first she seemed self-conscious about him seeing her completely naked in the daylight, but the sensations he was causing were enough to make her feel anything but rational. He kissed her belly and ran his fingers over crisscrossed scars she had on her side and hip.
“What’s this?” His lips touched a faded scar.
She ran her fingers through his hair. Alli hesitated as she caught her breath. “I had an accident.”
‘What kind of accident?” He tasted the area around the puckered skin.
“We went rock climbing.” She was breathless. “I fell.”
His tongue traced one of the scars.
“They’re... ugly.” She was nearly panting.
“I don’t know... I’m kind of turned on by them right now.” He put his lips on her scarred hip and lathed her scars with his tongue. When she could stand no more, he made love to her.
Her scars certainly didn’t distract from her beauty. The minor imperfections only made her a more perfect being as far as he was concerned. They were a part of her just as much as hair color or the gentle curves of her body. She had called them ugly, but there was nothing about Alli that was ugly.
Tom felt as if he had been waking up next to Alli his whole life. A random thought crossed his mind when he wondered what it would be like to wake up next to her for the rest of their lives. He couldn’t help but think how comfortable he felt with her. They showered and dressed in her apartment. He noticed that they moved and fit together so well, even when they were sharing the small mirror over the bathroom sink. Being with her just felt natural. It felt right. It felt like something he wanted.
On their way to the hospital, they stopped and ate breakfast at a fast food restaurant. Then Tom bought a breakfast sandwich and coffee to go for Brandon.
He parked the car in the visitors’ lot. Tom noticed how the cars were already double-parked outside of the emergency room entrance. Alli signed them both in on the visitor’s log for the Labor and Delivery floor where Caitlin had been brought during the night. L and D was on the same floor as the NICU and nursery. The elevator doors slid open and they walked into the lounge area.
Brandon was seated in the lounge wearing the same rumpled clothes he arrived in the night before but looking relaxed. His suit jacket and tie were thrown over the back of the couch where he was sitting. His wrinkled tailored shirt was open at the collar, his sleeves were rolled up. He had been resting with his head back and his eyes closed. He was in dire need of a shave. He opened his eyes when he heard the elevator door slide shut. He smiled when he saw them.
Brandon stood to greet them. “I got to hold my daughter this morning.” He shook Tom’s hand. “Caitlyn and I got to go to the NICU and we held her.” Brandon smiled broadly. “I can barely believe it, I have a little girl. Tom, you have a niece.”
His smile could barely be bigger. “That’s great.” Tom was genuinely happy. He looked at Alli. “We’ll go see her in a little bit. Okay?” He handed Brandon his breakfast. “Didn’t think you got to step away long enough to get anything to eat.”
Brandon started to look in the bag. “I just had coffee. The nurse took pity and brought it to me this morning.” He realized that he had never met the lady who was with Tom. He looked at Alli and extended his hand. “I’m sorry Miss Colton,” he had gotten her name off of the business card. “We never got to officially meet last night. Thank you so much for calling me yesterday.”
Alli smiled and shook his hand. “Please, call me Alli. You had a few other things on your mind. How’s your wife?”
He rolled his eyes in relief. “Much better. The doctor is examining her now so, I was sent out here.” He shrugged. Brandon looked at Tom. He took on a very serious expression. “I have to be honest. We had a real major scare last night. Caitlyn’s heart got real slow just before they got her bleeding controlled. They called in a crash cart just in case. I swore we were going to lose her. I was so scared. I was never so scared in my life.” Brandon sipped some coffee from the cup Tom gave him. “But suddenly she just seemed to rally. They couldn’t explain why. She managed to get a good night’s rest and they think the bleeding is stopped now
“I know. I was here during the night.” Tom knew, in the back of his mind, that Cat had heard her husband begging her to stay. He couldn’t have explained it, but he knew that Brandon had pulled her through.
Brandon looked surprised. “I never saw you.”
“You were sound asleep right by her side.”
“Humph.” Brandon sat on the couch and looked in the bag. “Hey, I kind of expected donuts.” He laughed and repeated prior jokes he always made about Tom being a cop for Alli’s benefit.
“I don’t think I’m a cop anymore... or maybe not for a while at least.” Tom told Brandon about the fight that caused Caitlyn’s injury and his responsibility in it.
“We can fight that. I’m sure we can get your job back.”
“Let’s see what happens down the road. As upset as I was about handing over my shield yesterday, seeing Cat collapse and almost losing her... I once thought my job was everything I had.” He also didn’t want to get his hopes up. Tom took Alli’s hand in his. “And the fact is I did lose control. I’m not proud of that.” He sat and pulled Alli down next to him. “Right now I just want to take it one day at a time.”
“Just remember that you’re human. It sounds like this guy really provoked you.”
“Yeah. He did. That was still no excuse. I’m supposed to be trained to behave better. I lost control.” He was aware that his job demanded higher standards. “But I also have to have faith that things will work out on their own. Hopefully things will work out the way they’re supposed to.”
The elevator doors opened. Two uniformed sheriffs and two plainclothes detectives strode purposely to the little group in the lounge.
The first plainclothes officer, with a gold detective’s shield hanging from a chain around his neck, stood directly in front of Tom. “Thomas Hughes?”
Tom stood up. “Yeah?” He looked curiously at the officers.
“Mr. Hughes, you are under arrest...”
“What?” Brandon stood up suddenly behind them. One of the uniformed officers stepped quickly in the way. His hand went to the butt of his weapon. He was cautious because of Brandon’s sudden movement.
The detective began again. “Mr. Hughes, you are under arrest for the murder of Roy Dunlop.”
Tom was stunned. “He died?” He shook his head. “But I didn’t mean to ki...”
“Not another word.” Alli stopped him quickly. “Mr. Hughes has nothing to say until he has had a chance to speak with an attorney.”
The detective turned to her. “And you are?”
Alli pulled another business card from her purse. “Alli Colton, Esquire. Until further notice, I am representing Mr. Hughes.”
“But Alli...” Tom looked to her for help.
“Would you please read my client his rights?” Alli was all business. Tom could barely associate this woman with the woman who had been so passionate in his arms a few hours earlier.
One of the uniforms read the Miranda rights to Tom while another officer cuffed Tom’s hands behind his back.
"You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law. You have the right to speak to an attorney, and to have an attorney present during any questioning. If you cannot afford a lawyer, one will be provided for you at government expense." The sheriff threw a glance at Alli who was listening closely for any possible violation. “Do you understand these rights that I’ve just explained to you?”
He looked at Alli for confirmation first. “Yes.” Tom winced when the cuffs were tightened.
Brandon watched as the cuffs were placed on Tom. “Is that really necessary?” He felt helpless and wanted to do something to help.
A detective turned to Brandon. “I think a murder one charge deserves handcuffs.”
Alli looked puzzled. “Don’t you mean involuntary manslaughter?”
The detective turned to Alli. “Murder one. Premeditated.”
Frowning, Alli digested what had just been said. She put her hand on the detective’s arm. “Exactly how did Mr. Dunlop die?” No one answered her. “Damn it, I am his lawyer. I want to know now.”
The other detective faced Alli. “Someone stuck an open syringe into Dunlop’s carotid artery during the night.”
Tom looked at Alli. “I didn’t...”
“You are not to say another word until either I or another lawyer is sitting next to you at the sheriff’s office. Promise me, Tom.”
He nodded.
“We’ll get you the best defense possible, Tom.” Brandon told Alli he would foot the bill.
Chapter Six
Tom was taken to the jail behind the court house, fingerprinted and booked. He’d done the routine many times, from the other side. His pockets were emptied and his possessions were put into a large manila envelope with his name on it. They took the cuffs off of him and sat him in the interrogation room. He knew the mirror was a one-way window. There was probably a camera rolling on the other side.
“Okay Hughes,” one of the detectives who arrested him walked in. “We know you’re a cop yourself. We’d really like to make this easy on you. I’m sure you realize we have a tape of you entering the hospital early this morning...”
He wanted to protest his innocence. “I am not saying anything without my lawyer.” He remembered Alli’s instructions.
“Oh come on Hughes, you’ve been where I’m sitting. Getting yourself all lawyered up is only going to make things worse for you. If you decide to answer questions now without an attorney present you will still have the right to stop answering at any time until you talk to an attorney.”
“I am not saying anything without...”
The interrogation room door slammed open. “Get away from my client.” Alli was furious.
She made the detective transfer them to a room without a mirror. After she assured herself that they had privacy, she sat at the table opposite Tom.
He looked at her. He was genuinely scared. “Alli, I didn’t do it.”
She wanted to keep her role as professional as possible. “Tom, from this point on, you are my client and I am your attorney. There is nothing else between us. You will do as I tell you to do. You will be completely honest with me. No matter what. Anything you tell me is protected by client-attorney confidentiality.”
“You believe me, don’t you?” He needed to know she trusted him.
“It doesn’t matter what I believe. You just have to answer me honestly and do what I tell you. Without question.”
He really wanted to hold her. He simply nodded.
“Brandon has arranged for a defense attorney from New York City. He’s one of the best there is. He is on his way. I will be a part of your defense team, but I am taking a back seat for obvious reasons. He’s an excellent lawyer, Tom.” She reached into a briefcase she carried in with her and took out a legal pad and pen. She also placed a small cassette recorder on the table. “Tom, we’re all behind you.”
“Thank you.” He was really worried about the tape of him entering the hospital during the night. He had been rushing to Cat’s side and he had been so worried. The tape had to make him look nervous. But they couldn’t have known he was going to show up when he did.
She flipped the switch on the recorder. “This is Alli Colton of the defense team for Thomas Hughes,” she continued with the date and time of interview. “Tom, did you kill Roy Dunlop?”
“No.”
“Were you at the hospital at all during the night?”
“Yes. From the afternoon to mid evening... and again early this morning.
“Please tell me who saw you during these visits. Give me their full names where you know them.”
“Starting yesterday afternoon, Caitlyn Price, Alli Colton, Brandon Price, the doctors and nurses that tended to Mrs. Price.” No one really saw him going in and out during his morning visit. The guard at the entrance was sleeping, he wasn’t sure if he even lifted his head long enough to be able to identify him. “I don’t think anyone saw me this morning.” He had made sure not to wake Caitlyn and Brandon. She was sleeping in her bed hooked up to monitors. Someone had been kind enough to toss a blanket over Brandon while he slept twisted in a chair next to the bed.
“Were you aware that Mr. Dunlop was in the hospital?”
“Yes.”
“Why was he there?” Alli’s voice was perfectly level. There was no emotion.
Tom paused. “Because I hit him. I beat him up.”
“Did you at any time threaten Roy Dunlop’s life?”
“Yes. But it was said in anger.” Tom made an exasperated sigh. “Everything I say is only hanging me.” Even he thought he looked guilty.
“Was there any one who can say what your state of mind was before and after your early morning visit to the hospital?”
Tom looked at her. This would almost certainly destroy her career. He didn’t want to do that to her. “No.”
Alli slammed the tape recorder off. “What the hell are you doing?”
“There were no witnesses except for some lousy tape at the entrance. Unless we find out who really did kill Dunlop, I’m going to hang for this anyway. I refuse to destroy you.” He really wished there was another way. “I was a witness in Dunlop’s case, on the prosecution side. You were on his defense team. We slept together. I think the term is professional misconduct.”
“Let me worry about that, Tom.” She swallowed and turned the tape recorder back on. “Were you at Alli Colton’s apartment before and after your early morning visit to the hospital?” He wouldn’t answer. “What reason did you give to Alli Colton when you got out of bed to go the hospital? ...Tom, answer me.”
He remained stubborn for at least another minute. Finally, Tom answered all of Alli’s questions, honestly. He hated the idea that he could be damaging to her career.
After Alli finished her initial interview, she explained her goals to Tom. “We will obviously look for evidence which will place someone else in Dunlop’s room. Short of finding that, we need to raise as much doubt as possible about you committing the crime. We have to make sure that no matter what is presented, if this goes to trial, at least one juror believes you are innocent.”
“Alli, I hate dragging you into this.”
She sighed. “Tom, I don’t regret what I did. If it causes problems, well, I’ll deal with it then. But right now, the only thing I can think about is helping you.”
“I don’t want you to throw your career away because of me.” He knew it was important to him that he never hurt her.
She smiled. “But you are willing to throw away chances of defense in order to keep my name out of it? You’ve got to start thinking about yourself first.” She made a few notes on the paper. “Last night was wonderful. It was. And I’m glad it happened. I wouldn’t want to change a thing. But Tom, right now it is in the past. It’s over. We have other things to concentrate on.”
He understood her words, but they still hurt.
Brandon spared no expense in legal representation for Tom. He had given Alli carte blanche to spend whatever was necessary to help his wife’s cousin. Joshua Lange had one of the best reputations in criminal defense. But even for those who could afford Lange’s prices, he was in such high demand that it was obvious Brandon had pulled several strings to get him there for Tom. Tom hated to think of the people that Lange had gotten off with no more than a slap on the wrist, if that much. Alli was in awe of Lange.
“Did your relationship have any outcome on the case involving Dunlop?” Joshua was fully apprised of the situation between Tom and Alli.
“No.” The two had been let in to Tom’s cell at the jail for the interview prior to the arraignment proceedings. Tom felt self-conscious seated in the orange jumpsuit he was given to wear.
He faced Alli. “Did you in any way pass along any confidential information to Tom? The judge would be concerned with anything that might have been said even during your most intimate moments.” Alli shook her head. “And did either of you expect any form of payment such as for legal services or a bribe?”
“No.” Tom was emphatic.
Lange noted Tom’s response with a quick nod. He looked back to Alli. “While I can understand that your former employer…”
“Former?” Tom hadn’t known that Alli had lost her job.
“I can see why the firm let you go. It was poor judgment on your part. However, there was nothing illegal about your actions. It had no bearing on the case. I’ve already been in touch with the senior partners and they have already agreed not to pursue any public reprimand. Apparently your reputation with them was above reproach until this. You won’t have to answer any disciplinary charges from the bar.” Josh Lange looked at both of them. Then he turned to Alli. “I need your guarantee that you are not intimately involved with each other at this time, not if you plan to be a part of Tom’s defense team. If you are, then I would strongly suggest you remove yourself from this team. There’s no shame if you can’t stay on the team. But please be honest.”
“We’re not involved in any way other than lawyer and client. You don’t have to worry.” She looked at Tom for a moment. “It’s over.”
Tom would have preferred that Alli had protested the restriction on their relationship. He had been wildly attracted to her from the beginning. And he had known the depth of her passion even if it was only for the one night. It was a night he wouldn’t soon forget. She unsettled and surprised him with her cool professionalism and emotional distancing. It was a serious loss that he felt even though he realized she was doing it to help him. He worried that he had more invested emotionally in the relationship than she felt. Maybe things had gotten too complex for her. Maybe she didn’t feel he was worth the trouble he had caused.
“Alli, I am so sorry.” He felt bad that he had been the cause of her dismissal. She barely shook her head and refused to respond to his apology.
Josh Lange’s arrival definitely caused a major ripple throughout the detectives’ squad room. Tom had even overheard some chatter that such a high-powered attorney had to cost major bucks. Well, he figured, if he had a chance in hell, he’d have Brandon to thank for it. And Alli.
For the most part, Brandon was staying by Cat’s side while she recovered. The prognosis looked good. Brandon let him know they were naming the baby Chloe Jane Price, after both of their mothers. He was keeping Tom posted on her progress. Tom was thankful that the doctor’s were able to control Cat’s bleeding without taking her uterus. He remembered all the stories they had shared when they were kids about the big families they each wanted. With the way things had gone in his life, it looked like Cat might be the only one to see that dream come to pass. Tom was happy for her. If anyone had to do without, it was better that it was him. He only wanted Cat to be happy.
A young assistant from the District Attorney’s office came to the barred cell door. The young woman looked very young and was dressed in a cute peach colored outfit. She looked more like she should be walking down some college corridor and not past jail cells. She asked to speak to Lange for a moment. She had important news for him. Alli joined them at the bars. Tom wondered what the whispering was about. When they came back to him, both of them had grave expressions. Tom didn’t have to be told that whatever they just discussed was bad news.
Alli sat quietly and waited for Josh to tell Tom what they had just been told. “The judge authorized search warrants for your car and Alli’s apartment. They found something in your car.” Josh and Alli shared a look. It made Tom feel uncomfortable.
Tom waited. Finally he had to ask. “What did they find?”
“They found a torn piece of a latex glove on the floor of your vehicle. It had blood splatter on it. It’s been taken for DNA testing to see if it’s a match to Dunlop’s blood.”
“I have no idea what you’re even talking about.” Tom was taken totally by surprise. “What would this piece of glove be doing in my car?” He was well aware of the implications if that was Roy Dunlop’s blood on the glove.
“This is really strong evidence and the D.A. is going to use it for all it’s worth.”
“I’m being set up.” The notion had occurred to Tom but he had refused to believe it was a reality. “You know, I know I lost control when I jumped him, but he didn’t die from that. I never went near him in the hospital.” He hadn’t thought the beating he gave Dunlop was life threatening and when he heard that he had died, he was surprised. But when he heard it was a premeditated attack that killed him, Tom knew he was going to have to prove his innocence. “But why would they try to frame me? I came to town for Dunlop’s trial. I may have had to give some testimony, but I wasn’t even a key player in this thing. Why would they be trying to set me up? Who would want me to take the fall?”
“It’s possible that your outburst was just too convenient to pass up. They probably didn’t care who took the fall. You just happened to be there.” Tom couldn’t read Lange’s expression. He hoped that Lange still believed in his innocence. “They didn’t have far to go to say that you threatened Dunlop. And they certainly were handed proof that you could be violent.”
“Tom,” Alli interrupted. “We also have to prove that the beating you gave Dunlop was not really a contributing factor in his death.”
He frowned. “What do you mean?”
Lange continued. “If the beating put him in a weakened state, even if we can prove you did not stick the syringe in his neck, then they can and will hold you accountable at least in part.”
“Like manslaughter?”
“Yes. At least...” The attorney looked at Alli before continuing. “Even if we prove that someone else tried to kill Dunlop, if that attempt would not have been successful without the injuries sustained from your beating, then they will charge you with manslaughter at the very least.”
“So I’m screwed either way...”
“No Tom,” said Alli. “That’s why we have to prove that someone else wanted him dead and had the opportunity. Remember, our goal is to raise as much doubt as possible to the jury. All we need is one sympathetic juror.”
“What happens if the blood is a match?” Tom asked, but he was already sure it would be. If he was being framed, whoever was behind it would want to make it look good. “Then nobody on the jury will believe I’m innocent.”
“Then we’ve got a major problem. The D.A. would present the glove as evidence of your guilt.” Alli looked sober.
“I’m not guilty.”
“I’m sure you realize that the D.A. is going to want to make it look solid and this evidence is just the kind of thing they are going to fly with.” Lange took time to read over some of his notes. “I’m sure you agree that you certainly had motive. Revenge is one of the strongest motives there is. And there were witnesses to your threat on his life as well as the assault. It doesn’t matter if you felt you were provoked or not. Crimes of passion are still convicted with enough proof.”
“So you’re telling me that I’ll probably be found guilty?”
“I’m telling you that a judge is certainly going to want you either pleading guilty or standing trial. There is no way this will be dismissed. Obviously we will want to go to trial.” Josh Lange paused. It seemed that even he was beginning to see that keeping Tom out of jail was going to be difficult. “I want to prove that someone else had motive and opportunity. I think that will be easier than proving your innocence, especially if someone is trying to frame you.”
“I already spoke with Brandon, Tom.” Alli touched his arm reassuringly and then pulled her hand away when she noticed Lange’s look of disapproval. “He’s hired a private investigator to investigate Dunlop. We want to know his dealings, who he fraternized with and what he was into.”
“Can the P.I. prove that Dunlop killed Joyce? Then the jury will know what kind of person he was.” Tom was looking for any help he could get.
Alli paused. “Tom, it doesn’t matter how bad Dunlop looks. He’s not the one who is accused of this crime. You are. And even if the jury felt he was totally guilty, they still aren’t going to let you get away with vigilante justice. And that’s the way the DA’s office is going to try to spin this.” She regretted that she couldn’t be more encouraging. “Let’s see if the investigator pulls up anything we can use. As usual, Brandon is sparing no expense. This guy isn’t limited as to the hours he’ll spend digging up stuff.”
“Your cousin’s financial resources are a double-edged sword here. While we certainly can use it to build your defense, I’m afraid the prosecution is already making the case against releasing you on any kind of bail. Too much money translates to an easy escape out of the country.” Tom understood exactly what Lange was saying. If he had been an arresting officer, it definitely would have preyed on his mind as well.
The arraignment came and went. The District Attorney offered more than sufficient evidence to show why Tom was a viable suspect. Just as Lange had predicted, he was being held without bail until his trial. His available resources, Brandon’s money and obvious willingness to use it to help Tom, were cited as reasons to keep him locked up. Even his own training as an investigative officer was used against him in the argument as to whether to allow bail or not. There was no way the court was going to chance letting him go free. At least for now, he was housed in the jail in Rome. There was talk that he might be transferred to the county facility a few miles south. Lange was fighting that move since he felt it could put Tom in harm’s way, especially if word got out that he had been a law enforcement officer.
There were five cells in the jail, but for now the only one that was occupied was Tom’s. He found out that most of the occupants of the jail were often overnight drunks. It was rare for a suspect in a major crime to be housed there. Lange and Alli were both fighting for Tom’s safety. There was a metal shelf-like structure and foam mattress that served as a bed. On the opposite end were a fixed table and two benches. On the wall furthest from the bars were a sink and an old stainless steel toilet with no lid. A scratched metal plate attached to the wall served as a mirror. They doled out a small roll of toilet paper and a small bar of soap. There was no privacy, no luxury and no thought of comfort. Tasteless food was served to him on a tray in his cell. He used plastic flatware to eat and often the food was too rubbery from being heated in the microwave for the fork not to snap. Having an accused murderer in their midst was a novelty for the uniforms assigned to jail duty. They weren’t used to housing a prisoner for any real length of time and Tom spent most of his hours confined to the ten-by-ten space.
Brandon came to visit him and brought him pictures of the baby. Unlike Alli and Lange, he wasn’t allowed inside Tom’s cell so he stood outside the bars. He gave him a picture of Caitlyn holding Chloe and sent Caitlyn’s love along. She was going to be released from the hospital, and Chloe, even though still small, was already in the regular nursery instead of the NICU. Even though he knew Caitlyn would want to visit Tom, Brandon told him he wasn’t going to expose her to the jail. He didn’t think she was strong enough after the ordeal she recently went through. Even though he’d be disappointed, he knew that Tom would understand.
“I’m going to take them back home as soon as the doctor clears Caitlyn for travel.” Brandon knew that Tom would feel even more isolated once they went back to Chicago. “I’ll come back during the trial.” He had to take care of his wife and newborn daughter first. He couldn’t plan to keep them in a hotel indefinitely. “Tom, Caitlyn and I discussed it. We are going to have Chloe baptized, but we are going to wait until you’re able to stand up for her. We want you to be her godfather.”
Tom felt himself getting choked up. “I would be honored to be her godfather. But I think you may want to rethink that, especially if the trial goes the way the evidence is stacking up” He could very well be behind bars for all of Chloe’s childhood.
“It may take a little longer. We’ll wait.” Brandon smiled. “I’m sure that Chloe will be very happy to have her Uncle Tommy as her godfather.”
Tom knew he would love Caitlyn and Brandon’s children no matter what. But the idea of a godchild... Tom felt the tugging at his heart. He only hoped he wouldn’t ever let Chloe or her parents down.
“Thank you.” Tom felt embarrassed when he had to wipe his eyes with the back of his hand.
“Roy Dunlop was a snitch.” Alli joined the conversation between Josh Lange and Tom. “She tossed an open file on the table in front of Tom.
“Obviously this means there were others who certainly had motive for killing him.” The information pleased Lange. “We have to find out who some of the people were who got burned by this guy.”
Tom took a look at the one-page report that the private investigator had supplied. Dunlop had become a favorite of some of the local law enforcement in the past few months. It was surprising that he had even been arrested on that latest drug possession charge. That was when some apparently over-zealous detective discovered the stolen merchandise including the ring linking him to the cold case murder. Obviously it was some rookie who ruined the relationship that the local police had cultivated with Dunlop. Without the newbie’s enthusiasm, Dunlop would never even have been brought to trial for murdering Joyce.
It was no secret that cops allowed, and in some cases even encouraged, snitches to continue committing crimes so that they could be absorbed in the world they were stealing information from. Then defense attorneys would work out secret deals within the court system to let their clients walk. It was a way of getting a free ride to criminal behavior as far as Tom was concerned. He had to admit that there were times he used information supplied by another officer’s snitch to work a case. But Tom refused to allow himself any ongoing relationships with informants because he couldn’t condone or ignore crimes that were committed.
Lange adjusted his glasses as he picked up the report and read it. “This is quite encouraging. We will definitely be able to use this to our benefit.”
The test on the blood splatter from the piece of latex glove in Tom’s car was a match for Dunlop’s blood. There was no surprise there as far as Tom was concerned. However, the lab was unable to lift any prints or skin cells from the person who wore it during the killing. Either the glove wasn’t worn, only used to hold the syringe, or the glove was worn as a double glove. Either way, there wasn’t enough of the glove to identify the wearer. Just enough to plant in his car to link him to the murder.
Based on nurses’ rounds, there had only been a small window of opportunity for someone to stick the empty syringe into Dunlop’s neck and allow him to bleed to death. Since the beating hadn’t been severe enough to have kept him unconscious, Lange had blood samples drawn to find out why he hadn’t called for help or fought back. He also requested the log showing who was assigned outside Dunlop’s room. Dunlop was under arrest, even hospitalized, and should have had a guard outside his door around the clock.
“There are too many instances of shoddy police work. And I seriously have to question how much is due to ignorance.”
Tom thought about what Lange said. Even though the possibility had crossed his mind before, he had a hard time thinking that the set-up had roots within the local police.
“Here’s a list of items I want accessible during your trial...” Lange slid a paper across the table to Tom. There were personal and property records on the list. Also his passport. “I want to make sure that you aren’t transferred to the county facility. I want to establish your ties and surrender your passport. I don’t think we can take the risk of you being in the county’s jail. There are too many possibilities of what can happen.”
Tom looked over the list. “Some of this is stashed back at my house.”
“I’ll go.” Alli took out a pad and paper and got directions from Tom. First, what roads to drive, and second, where to find the items Josh had listed.
Tom looked at Lange and then at Alli. “Can I please have a few minutes alone with you Alli? There are some things I really need to say.”
Lange sighed and shook his head. He frowned at Tom. Then he looked directly at Alli. “You have five minutes.” Lange left.
She looked like she was ready to run. Tom’s father would have compared her to a skittish jack-rabbit. “Tom, we really shouldn’t...”
“I know. I know what Josh said. I know what you said. I also know what my heart is saying.” He forced himself to say what he needed to. “I know since that first night when you tripped on the sidewalk, I’ve needed to hear your voice and see your smile. We spent only one night making love.” He had drawn strength from the memory of their passion. “Suddenly I can barely remember ever being with another woman before.”
She looked away. “Don’t be so dramatic.”
“Alli, I haven’t felt this alive since I lost Joyce. I don’t want to lose you. I can’t.”
“You can’t base so much on one night...”
“Obviously, if this defense doesn’t work, then we don’t have a choice. We won’t be together. But if I do get to go free, I need to ask you to give me a chance.” He took her hand. She looked paralyzed with fear. “Maybe you think it’s too soon to say it, but Alli Colton, I’m falling in love with you.” He’d had a lot of time to examine his feelings.
“You barely know me.” She was stunned. “It’s just gratitude because I’m helping to defend you. You just don’t know the difference yet.”
“I know what I need to. And I know I am asking you to consider the possibility of getting to know each other better.” He refused to let her confuse him. He knew what love felt like.
“Uh, let’s get past this trial first.” She hesitantly stood and tried to turn to leave. He didn’t let go of her hand. “Tom...”
He stood and pulled her to him. He wrapped his arms around her and kissed her. After only enough time to exhale, Alli’s lips parted and she kissed him back. She felt wonderful in his arms.
After a moment, she gently pushed him away. “Tom, please, we can’t.”
“Alli, I need you. I love you.” He tried to hold on to her but she managed to break away. “I need you in my life more than I need a lawyer.”
Her eyes welled with tears. “And if they convict you, you won’t have any life. I’m sorry, I can’t stand back and watch that happen. And if it means I have to choose... then I am going to fight for your freedom, even if it means giving you up.”
“But Alli...”
“No Tom.” She walked to the bars and waited to be let out of his cell. “I’m sorry.”
Chapter Seven
Tom was surprised to see Caitlyn. Brandon stood behind her.
He shrugged. “Why did I think I was going to have the final say with my wife?”
Tom had been ushered into a special room for visitors. He hadn’t known where he was going or who was there to see him. They frisked him going through the squirrel cage to make sure he wasn’t carrying anything dangerous into the open area.
Prisoners and guests weren’t allowed physical contact. Signs were posted on the wall with that rule. An armed guard stood in the room to ensure compliance. Tom wanted to hug Cat. The last time he had seen her, she was sleeping peacefully after coming very close to dying. “Where... where is the baby?”
“Brandon flew the baby nurse in. She’s back at the hotel room with her.”
“How are you feeling? Should you be up and walking around? I mean, you really just had major surgery.” Tom was still worried about her.
Caitlyn laughed. “Tommy, you’re beginning to sound like my husband. A lot of women have caesareans. We actually do recover pretty quickly.” She started to reach across the table and then stopped when she realized she wasn’t allowed to.
“Baby, you almost died on us.” Tom was concerned about her.
Brandon snorted. “She figures she’s invincible.”
Cat threw her husband an impatient look. “We’re going back home tomorrow, Tommy. I had to see you. Is there anything you need? How are you doing?”
“Thanks to you guys, a whole lot better than could be. Brandon has taken care of everything. The P.I. managed to find out that Roy Dunlop was working as a snitch. That kind of establishes motive from someone else. You know, someone he might have burned. Lange feels we need to create as much doubt as possible that I was the only one that might have wanted to kill him.”
“What about the fact that you’re innocent?” Caitlyn sounded incredulous.
“Proving my innocence is not going to be so easy.” Tom lowered his voice. “I’ve been set-up. Someone planted evidence that makes me look guilty as hell.”
He noticed a sudden change in Brandon’s expression.
“What do you mean?” Brandon wouldn’t leave until he had heard every detail.
He wasn’t sleeping nights in his cell. He wasn’t sleeping days either. The exhaustion was beginning to wear. His head was throbbing. Tom was lying on the cot with his arm over his eyes to block out the light.
“You know, when you wind up going over to county, it’ll be a whole different story. You won’t have all this time to be bored. You’ll have plenty of structured activities, time in an exercise yard. And when you’re feeling lonely, lots of friends...” The guard taunted him.”
Tom ignored him.
“Hey Hughes, I’m talking to you!” He used his nightstick to rap against the cell bars.
Tom uncovered his eyes and raised his head to look at the cell door.
“Did you hear me?”
“Yeah.”
“They are going to have so much fun with you... especially when we send them the picture from your ID, in uniform.”
Tom had a pretty good idea of the things that went on inside a prison block. But he refused to show fear. He just had to hope that Lange would be successful. He sat up on the cot.
Without warning, the officer was unlocking the cell door and entering.
“We can give you a bit of a preview now if you would like. Or even if you wouldn’t like.” He laughed.
Tom wasn’t alarmed until he saw a second officer entering the cell. He stood up.
“Do you have any idea what we’re going to do to you?”
“No.” He took a step back and looked to see if there was anything to defend himself with.
“Ehhhh. Wrong answer.” The second guard imitated a buzzer.
The two guards grabbed Tom and pulled him backwards in the cell. He was handcuffed with his hands behind him. A nightstick was used across the back of his legs to bring him to his knees. The first guard’s knee connected with his chest and knocked the wind out of him. The second guard stepped behind him and drew his nightstick across his neck. With the officer’s knee in his back and the nightstick pressed firmly against his Adam’s Apple, Tom felt the air being choked out of him.
“You’re nothing but a blight on our profession, Hughes.”
“Yeah. You’ve been treated too nice for a bad cop. We’ve got to teach you a lesson.” The pressure against his throat made it difficult to breath.
The first guard pulled a stun gun from his belt.
“Okay boys, enough fun. I’ve got business with Mr. Hughes.” Another voice came from the cell door.
He was surprised to see Justin, Alli’s former defense team partner.
Justin walked into the cell and looked over the scene. Tom thought the world was beginning to drain of color. “Nice toy. Put it away.” He spoke to the guard with the stun gun in his hand. “Come on, let him go.”
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