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Prologue

 


Heart booming, lungs convulsing,
thighs threatening to ignite if he forces one more stride, he
gropes through the stench and the shadows for a stronghold. A brick
wall . . . slimy but solid. Spinning, he slams against it, his head
rocketing backward and colliding with a thud. The pain is
instantaneous. He ignores it.

Air. Must . . . have . . . more .
. . air.

Be it God’s will or his, he drops
to his knees. Without waiting for the command, his arms dart out in
front of him, and his hands lunge for and then smack against the
ground. He grits his teeth.

No. Not here. Still . . . still
too visible. Must . . . must move.

Legs screaming, he drags himself
over battered boxes, shattered glass, and splintered wood to the
edge of the wall. Grabbing hold, he flings himself around the
corner. The darkness swallows him whole.

Sweat streaming from every pore,
surrounded by tattered newspapers, discarded food scraps, and
something resembling primordial ooze, he lies there on his back for
several moments . . . gasping and blinking, gasping and blinking.
His mind is livid. It clamors for him to move again, but he can’t .
. . he just can’t. His body has already commandeered what little
energy he has left and is using it to restore some semblance of
physical normalcy. He doesn’t have to like it, but he does have to
accept it. For the moment, this is the essence of his
reality.

The corners of his mouth curl
slightly upward.

I did it.

He blinks.

A horrible thought consumes
him.

Acting on pure instinct, his hand
fumbles its way across his chest and down his side. Latching on to
the handle of his Glock 9mm, it whips the weapon to within inches
of his face. A frantic flick of thumb and wrist follows. The
magazine ejects.

He squints. The alley is pitch
black, and he realizes his former comforter is now his adversary.
Scrambling, he secures for himself a sliver of illumination and
sees what he needs to see: five bullets remaining, and . . . and
three bullets missing.

He sighs. He relaxes. He
collapses.

I was right. It was not a
dream.

He closes his eyes. Swallowing
hard, he forces what feels like a 2,000-pound invisible weight from
his chest and maneuvers himself into a sitting position. Slamming
the magazine back in place, he returns the gun to his hip and
scoots backward until his shoulders collide with a new set of slimy
bricks. Using his thumb and forefinger like a windshield wiper, he
whisks the moisture from his brow—up and over the crown of his bald
head, down his thick neck, and onto his collar. His eyes
adjust.

Cool, man. Keep it
cool.

His mind is quieter now. He is no
longer a terrified rat in an electrified maze. He is human again,
but different. He hears, smells, sees, and documents everything—and
he feels nothing.

Car horns. Boom boxes. Snippets
of conversation. Noticed, labeled, filed away.

Alcohol. Rotting meat. Urine.
Check, check, check.

A piece of trash dancing to the
whim of a light wind. A light bulb . . . naked, glaring, and
defiant. Clouds overhead. Roaches nearby. He hears, smells, sees,
and documents everything. And he feels . . . .

He freezes.

A siren . . . faint but
unmistakable. A mile, maybe a mile and a half away. Fire? Rescue?
No. Too tight too specific. It’s a police siren.

Cool, man. Keep it
cool.

He reaches for his hip and
caresses the Glock. His mind clicks like the electronic tracking
machine it has now become. He processes the information and then
nods. The siren is moving south. He rises. It is time.

The ground glides beneath his
feet. He cruises north. In two minutes, he will be there. In three
minutes, it will be over.

A green light. He is pleased. He
crosses the street, and he notices.

Yellow taxi, one driver and two
passengers. Driver is foreign. Couple is young, white, and
eager—check.

Red Ford pickup, one passenger.
White male, early thirties. Cowboy hat. Smoking. Likes country
music—check.

A woman, heading toward him—tall,
black, and attractive. Hint of perfume. Small child in need of
diaper change, sniveling and clinging to her side—check.

White female, jogging past.
Medium-length blond hair in a ponytail, white tank top, blue
shorts, black Nikes. Hint of perfume mixed with
perspiration—noticed, labeled, filed away. He must remember these
people, should the need arise.

The gliding stops. He tastes
adrenaline and swallows. His eyes widen.

Cool, man. Keep it
cool.

His eyes devour the area. The
street is empty, but he knows this is no time for arrogance. He
slips through the closest set of box hedges and steals his way
around to the back of the building, guided by a light he soon
learns is spilling from a first-floor window.

Is it? Yes. It’s the Crawleys’
window.

Dissolving in the shadows, he
creeps closer. He blinks. He retrieves the Glock and checks the
clip. He is ready. He is willing.

He hears something. He looks in
the window.

What the hell . . . .

 



Chapter
1

 


Grave
Situation

The late-afternoon breeze weaves
its fingers through Ellis Browder’s hair. Appearance considerations
aside, he appreciates the gesture. Breezes like this make
Virginia’s infamous July heat much more tolerable and the
oppressive humidity that almost always accompanies it much less
noticeable. He sighs. Too bad the breeze isn’t whisking away the
rest of his discomforts.

His eyes wander, and his mind
follows suit. He hates funerals. Hates the pretense. Hates the
dark, drab clothing and the awkwardness of conflicting
emotions.

His eyes drift to the coffin.
Dark, luscious polished wood with shimmering brass handles
surrounded by a staggering number of floral masterpieces. He
understands the premise. He abhors the waste of
resources.

The religious rhetoric drones on.
Ellis endures it by wondering if Albert Crawley would approve. In
regard to Albert Crawley, he wonders about everything. He hadn’t
known the man, and what little he did know, he’d learned
secondhand.

According to yesterday’s Richmond
Times-Dispatch, Crawley had been a disc jockey for one of the
new-age rock stations in Richmond. A controversial-by-design “shock
jock” out of the Howard Stern mold, he appeared to have but one
craving in life: publicity. And if the Times-Dispatch report was
accurate, he’d made a career of insulting anyone and everyone in
order to get it.

Heads bow. Ellis conforms. In a
crowd this significant, he’s afraid not to. He stares at the
manicured patch of ultra-green grass beneath him. He continues to
wonder. Albert Crawley. Murdered. Bludgeoned to death in his
condominium. No motive. No suspects . . . yet.

His eyes narrow. Bludgeoned to
death . . . interesting. A bullet through the heart or temple would
have been much quicker. Much more considerate. Much more
professional, and far less . . . less . . . what?
Personal?

His brows lift. A man who
specializes in personal attacks dies from a personal attack. The
irony is so obvious, it’s almost amusing. He smirks and remembers
one of his father’s favorite refrains: “Remember, son, in this
world, you reap what you sow.”

The smirk evaporates. His father.
Dead for three years, yet every damned day, he finds a way to
invade Ellis’ psyche. The method varies. The result is always the
same. Ellis is forced to miss the man—and hate himself for doing
so.

Ellis Browder, Sr., medical
practitioner. Devoted parent. Master manipulator. Ellis Jr. bites
his lip. The old man never did understand . . . .

“Amen.”

Many of those present echo the
pastor’s proclamation. Ellis mutters it too. He nods. It’s almost
over. A few more minutes, and—

It hits him.

Any second now, the dirt will be
scattered on her husband’s coffin, and Jennifer Caine-Crawley will
turn to leave. And barring an act of God, she will see him. And he
will see her. And vanishing without words will no longer be an
option.

His pulse races. Six years ago,
he broke her heart. The drinking, the lying, the cheating, the
petty fights he’d insisted on starting—it had taken him five years
of daily practice and countless hours of psychotherapy just to
forgive himself. What will he say? What can he say?

His stomach pitches, and for the
first time since making the decision to face her, he questions his
emotional readiness. And he questions his motive. Eager to clear
his conscience, he’d never considered whether doing so at this time
would be in Jennifer’s best interest.

He drags his tongue across the
sandpaper-like surface of his lips. Making amends is not a tricky
process. The principle is simple and specific: It is right to do so
only when there is no threat of inflicting further injury. This is,
in all likelihood, the most difficult day of Jennifer’s life. He
shakes his head in self-disappointment. True, he’s made remarkable
progress, but clearly, he is still subject to moments of
insanity.

He tugs at his shrinking collar,
and his eyes dart around Forest View Cemetery in search of a viable
means of escape. There isn’t one. He chastises himself. Four years
of SWAT training and he’d still marched into the danger zone
unprepared.

He forces a
deep breath, then another. He closes his eyes. Recovery lesson
number one. When in doubt, rely on the truth. He will tell her he
saw the obituary in the Times-Dispatch yesterday and sensed
an opportunity—

“Ellis?”

His blood turns to ice. Her voice
is soft, soothing, and sensuous. His head turns. His eyes find
hers. His blood thaws. “Jennifer.” Mind racing, he scrambles for
appropriate words. He scrambles in vain. He decides to keep it
simple. “Hi.”

Without warning or explanation,
she draws him to her. “Thank God.”

“I’m so sorry.” His voice is
barely audible. He’s surprised it works at all. Her skin is silk.
Her vivid red hair is crushed velvet. Her embrace is sheer magic.
“I’m so sorry.”

He wonders if she realizes his
words have nothing to do with her husband.

Jennifer’s lips dance in his ear.
“Take me away from here. Please. Anywhere.”

Ellis nods. Easing his hand into
hers, he adopts her sense of urgency.

They are walking now, heading
toward a small, shade-covered bench nestled beneath a towering oak
on the other side of the cemetery. With each step, Ellis feels more
at peace. His greatest fear has been banished. He’d half-expected
Jennifer to greet him with an open-handed right to the jaw. And
that would have been okay with him, actually. He’d earned such a
slap. In an odd, cleansing sort of way, receiving it might have
proved a blessing.

Instead, he’d been blessed in a
different way. She was genuinely glad to see him; he’d bet his life
on it. He smiles. So this is what it feels like to be the prodigal
son.

He comments on the
weather.

Jennifer’s head finds its way to
his shoulder.

The past becomes the
present.

“Is this okay?”

They are standing in front of the
bench. “Hmm? Oh, yes. Fine.” Following his lead, Jennifer sits. A
few awkward seconds later, she breaks the silence. “I hate to say
it, but being away from me seems to have been good for you. You
look great.”

Ellis is awed. Six years have
passed, yet she can still read his mind. He shrugs. “I look the way
I’ve always looked, I guess—give or take a few pounds and a little
hair. But thanks. It’s nice to hear. You too, by the way.” He
steals a glimpse. She’s smiling. Smiling and . . .
studying.

Her head cocks to one side. Her
green eyes sparkle. “No. Something has changed. You’re different
somehow.”

Ellis almost laughs. “Damn, Jen.
Stop it. You’re scaring me.” He rubs his forehead and summons his
courage. “I’m in recovery now. Five years sober and counting,
thanks to the grace of God—and a few special friends.”

Jennifer’s surprise appears
genuine. “You’re kidding. Really?” His reproachful glance forces
her hand. “Okay, okay. Now that you mention it, I do recall a few
questionable incidents. And come to think of it, I have had a much
easier time keeping the bar stocked since you left.” Blushing, she
looks down. “I thought it was a coincidence.”

Ellis’ voice is soft but firm.
“There’s no such thing as coincidences, Jen. I stopped believing in
them the day I got sober. Maybe you should too.”

Jennifer considers the idea.
Reclining, she crosses her legs. Her face and tone convey a trace
of mischief. “In other words, Mr. Browder, you’re being here
today—right where I need you, right when I need you—it’s not a
coincidence. It’s not even dumb luck. It’s fate.”

Ellis’ brow contorts. Is it fate?
Is it God’s will for their lives to once again connect? And if so,
what else did God have in mind? He clears his throat. “Jen, I . .
.”

Jennifer presses a finger to his
lips. “You don’t have to say it, Ellis. I loved you, and you loved
me. It just didn’t work out. That’s life. No hard
feelings.”

Ellis shakes his head. He is not
satisfied. “You don’t understand. The way I treated you. I hurt
you—on purpose. It’s important that you know . . .”

“I already know what I need to
know. You just told me. It wasn’t you. It was the alcohol.” Her
hand finds his and squeezes. “You’re right. When things were bad
between us, they were very bad. But the good times we had together
were the best of my life. I have no regrets. Neither should
you.”

Ellis’ heart flutters. He
remembers why he fell in love with this woman in the first place.
Jennifer must mean “compassionate” in some other language—and
“always forgiving” in yet another. He is humbled to the point of
embarrassment and tries to conceal the fact by diverting his
attention to the small platoon of scavenger ants now navigating
their way around his loafers.

“My father’s buried here.” He
looks at her. The sudden change of topic seems to have caught her
off-guard, but he has no choice. Too many emotions are coming at
him from too many different directions. For now, he must focus on
something else. Sensing no objection, he continues. “Just over the
rise there. Third row, second plot.”

“When?”

“Three years ago, next month.”
His eyes narrow. “Sometimes, it seems like it was a lifetime ago.
And other times—like today, like now—it seems like
yesterday.”

Jennifer nods. “It’s been five
years for me. It was a day pretty much like today. Dad was out
cutting the grass and had a heart attack. Three days later, he was
gone—never regained consciousness. I tried to warn him. I’d been
offering to pay to have the yard work done for him for months, but
you know how stubborn fathers can be.” She hesitates. “I thought
that, in time, I’d get used to it, that something—or someone—would
step in and fill the void. It hasn’t happened yet. I doubt it ever
will.”

“Thanks. That’s very
comforting.”

Their eyes connect again. They
share a light laugh.

Ellis’ courage resurfaces. “I’m
sorry about your husband.”

Jennifer stiffens. For the first
time, she turns away from him. “That’s nice. Someone should be, I
suppose.”

Ellis is stunned . . . and
confused.

“You didn’t know Albert, did
you?”

“I knew of him. He was a disc
jockey, right?”

Jennifer nods. Her voice now
lacks emotion. “I met him not long after you and I broke up. He
walked into my restaurant one night. He was handsome, charming, a
horrible flirt—and he wouldn’t take his eyes off me. I remember
trying to tell myself, ‘Learn your lesson, Jennifer. Getting
involved with guys you meet in a bar is like begging for a broken
heart.’”

The words slip from Ellis’ mouth
before he can stop them. “Albert is—was—an alcoholic, wasn’t
he?”

Jennifer’s head snaps around.
“How did you know?”

Ellis’ face loses color. In
recovery, he has learned that most alcoholics are attracted to
“enablers”—people who would rather clean up after a drunk than
confront and risk alienating one. Conversely, enablers tend to seek
out alcoholics. But how can he explain this to Jennifer without
hurting her feelings? He puts on his best poker face. “I don’t
know. Just a hunch, I guess.”

Jennifer smiles. “Once a
detective, always a detective.”

Ellis smiles too . . . a smile of
relief. “Something like that.”

“By the way, what’s this nonsense
about your being retired? I asked one of the officers down at the
station about you, and he said you’d surrendered your
credentials.”

It is Ellis’ turn to stiffen.
“That’s a long story.”

She slides closer. Her arm slips
inside his. “Bore me.”

He chews his lip. Should he? No
one else understands. He doesn’t really understand himself. “It was
my father’s idea. A few months before he passed away, he started
trying to convince me I’d have a better chance of helping people if
I weren’t a part of ‘the system.’ I disagreed, of course, but that
didn’t stop my father. From his deathbed, he had his lawyers rework
his will. It left me with two choices: surrender my shield or
surrender the bulk of my father’s liquid assets—about $2 million,
after taxes—to a white-supremacist group in Montana
somewhere.”

Jennifer’s mouth falls open.
“Your father was a racist?”

Ellis snorts. “Nope. Not even
close. Dad loved everybody. Black, white, green, purple—he didn’t
care. If you were sick, he treated you—period.” He feels his
bitterness and frustration rising toward the surface, but he
ignores the warning and continues. “No, Dad was not a racist. And
he knew I wasn’t either. And he knew it would take all two million
of those reasons to make me walk away from my career.”

Jennifer’s face betrays
appreciation. “Your father was a very creative man.”

Ellis’ tone turns venomous. “My
father was a hard-headed, controlling, arrogant son of
a—”

“And you loved him very
much.”

Instantly, Jennifer’s insight
restores his perspective. She is right. He had loved his father. He
still did. He always would.

Jennifer allows him a moment,
then continues. “So what are you doing with yourself these days,
now that you’re retired?”

Ellis rubs his forehead. “Not
much. When I agreed to leave the force, my inheritance was
deposited into a series of trust funds. The interest covers my
expenses, like my apartment on Southside. Once or twice a month, I
go out to Dad’s farm in Goochland, just to make sure the place is
still standing. The rest of the time, I work on inactive cases.
Missing persons, decade-old murders, whatever bones Clayton can dig
up for me from the department’s inactive files. Not real exciting,
but it’s something to do. Oh, and I volunteer at the
Mission.”

“The Mission?”

“The Abigail Barnes Oasis Mission
House on Church Hill. It’s a shelter for homeless single mothers
and their children.” Ellis’ mood elevates. He turns to her. “I love
working with them, Jen. It’s not always easy, though. Some of them
don’t even know what an adult is, much less what it’s like to have
to answer to one. And convincing a kid it’s okay to love and be
loved when fear is the only true feeling he or she has ever
experienced . . . well, let’s just say it’s a damned hard sell. But
it’s worth it. And the amazing thing is, helping them seems to help
me too. I always leave the place feeling better than I did when I
arrived.”

“My God.” Her voice is soft and
charged with emotion. “You have changed.”

Ellis blinks. He hadn’t intended
to share so much of himself. He is grateful for the validation but
senses this would be a good time to shift the focus. “What about
you? How’s the restaurant?”

Her face collapses. She crosses
her legs again so that they are pointing away from him. “That’s a
long story too. The short version is: There is no restaurant. I
sold it. Albert’s idea.”

Her pain is obvious. He kicks
himself for not having done his homework.

She draws herself erect. “Now ask
me what you really want to know—the story behind the
story.”

Ellis squirms. “You don’t have
to—”

“It happened three nights ago.
We’d just returned from a Republican fund-raiser. Albert, as usual,
was too drunk to drive. After dragging him up the front stairs, I
opened the door to our condo and helped him inside. I was reaching
for the lights when I heard a sound . . . shuffling feet or
something. Before I could turn around, I felt a sharp pain at the
base of my neck. Then everything went black. When I regained
consciousness—I’m not sure how long I was out . . . five, maybe ten
minutes—the person who had clubbed me was gone. And so was Albert.
He was lying an arm’s length away from me, and his head was
swimming in blood.”

Ellis nods. Graphic details don’t
bother him, but he is bothered now—by the cold, callous way in
which Jennifer is relaying the information. He frowns. Either she’s
still in shock or . . . .

Jennifer draws a deep breath.
“Albert was a mean, spiteful, evil man, Ellis. He went out of his
way to hurt people. He went out of his way to hurt me—physically,
emotionally, even financially. I hated him. I’m very, very glad
he’s dead.”

“I’m sorry to hear that, Mrs.
Crawley.”

The voice—a familiar one—had come
from somewhere behind him. Springing to his feet, Ellis wheels to
find Detective Monica Monroe of the Richmond City Police Department
hovering a few yards away.

Detective Monroe moves in a
brisk, official manner to the front of the bench and faces him.
“Hello, Ellis. I startled you . . . sorry.”

Ellis does not acknowledge the
sentiment. When he worked with her, he’d respected Monica’s
passionless dedication to duty. He did not respect it at this
moment.

Monica extends her hand. It is an
awkward gesture but appears to be a sincere one. “It’s good to see
you again. I’d heard you and Mrs. Crawley were once friends. I . .
. I wish the circumstances were different. ”

Ellis’ eyes are lasers, and he
bores into her. “Eavesdropping on private conversations? That’s not
your style, Monica. I’m tempted to call Dillard right now . .
.”

“Captain Dillard’s the one who
sent me.”

“What?”

Monica stares at him for a
second. Her manner softens. “I really am sorry.” She turns to
Jennifer. “Mrs. Albert Crawley, you are under arrest for the murder
of your husband.”

 



Chapter
2

 


Renewing Old
Friendships

Ellis Browder storms into the
office of Richmond City Chief of Police Willard Dillard and slams
the door behind him. “You idiot!”

Startled, Colonel Dillard looks
up. His eyes roll. He tosses his reading glasses onto his desk.
“Don’t let common courtesy stand in your way, Browder. Just bust
into my office any damn time you want.”

In his twelve years on the force,
Ellis had grown to despise the man sitting in front of him. His
steel-gray crewcut. His yellow, cigarette-stained teeth. The
ragged, pea-green suspenders he insists on wearing every day, even
when they don’t match his Salvation Army-issue suit du jour. His
expanding paunch. His arrogant “I am God, and what God says, goes”
attitude. Ellis had been forced to tolerate these aggravations when
he was a detective. But he isn’t a detective anymore, and for the
first time ever, this fact pleases him. It affords him the luxury
of true freedom of speech. “Screw common courtesy. And screw you,
Dillard. Thanks to you, a close friend of mine has just been
wrongly arrested for murder. And if you don’t cut her loose now—and
I do mean now—I’ll hire a lawyer and sue you myself.”

Dillard smiles. It is a smile
that reeks of smugness and self-satisfaction. “Oh, yeah. The
Crawley bitch. I heard you two had history. What’s the deal,
Browder? You think maybe if you save her ass, she’ll let you have a
piece of it again?”

Ellis’ hands constrict into
fists. He forces them to relax. Taking a swing at the chief of
police is not going to help Jennifer. It would feel great, but it
wouldn’t help. And that must be his primary focus right now—helping
Jennifer. She’s counting on him. He can’t let her down . . . not
again. Drawing a deep breath, he forces a smug smile of his own. He
saunters forward and seats himself in the visitor’s chair. “You
really are as clueless as you look, aren’t you, Dillard? No way in
hell did Jennifer kill her husband. I know her. She’s not capable.
You’re wasting time . . . and the city’s money. But hey, you’ve got
your pension, right? And your little kickbacks. And a hooker or two
on the side, whenever you can find the strength to drag your fat
ass out of that chair and shake one down. Why give a damn about
justice?”

The color drains from Dillard’s
face. He leans forward. His eyes blaze. “Let me see if I can say
this in a way that cuts through that brick-thick head of yours. You
are not a cop anymore. Get it? Check your pocket—no badge. Check
your shoulder—no gun. See? And since you’re not a cop anymore,
guess what? I don’t have to listen to your frickin’ sermons, you
pompous son of a bitch.” He snorted. “You want justice? Suppose I
have you arrested as an accessory to Crawley’s death, either before
or after the fact? And don’t think the idea hasn’t already crossed
my mind.”

Ellis finds the threat more
amusing than intimidating. “An accessory? That’s pretty lame, even
for you.”

Dillard’s face contorts into a
skeptical scowl. “You expect me to believe you and Mrs. Crawley
just happened to bump into each other after the funeral today and
strike up a conversation? Is that how stupid you think I
am?”

A fastball, right over the heart
of the plate. Ellis can’t resist. He reclines. “I don’t care what
you believe. It’s the truth. And as for how stupid you are, well,
let’s just say you’re now boldly going where no stupid man has ever
gone before.”

Dillard grips the arms of his
chair. For a split second, it appears he may grant Ellis’ secret
wish and leap across his desk, but he doesn’t. Instead, he
retrieves his glasses and begins sorting through a nearby stack of
files. “Funny, Browder. Real funny. Go ahead. Make all the jokes
you want. We’ll see who’s laughing an hour from now—at the
arraignment.”

Ellis’ heart skips a beat. He
swallows hard. “Don’t do this. You can’t do this. Jen is innocent
and grief-stricken. It isn’t fair. It isn’t right.”

Dillard looks up.
“Grief-stricken?” He laughs and continues his search. “Jesus. You
must be hard-up. If you and a handful of Crawley’s radio-station
buddies hadn’t shown up at the cemetery today, I bet your ‘Jen’
would’ve hiked up her dress and pissed a major puddle on the old
boy’s coffin.” Ellis starts to say something, but Dillard cuts him
off. “Okay, okay. Maybe she was a frickin’ Mother Teresa when you
knew her. But trust me: She’s no saint now. And we’ve got more than
enough evidence against her to prove . . .”

“Evidence?” Like a hound with a
fresh scent, Ellis’ senses snap to attention. “What
evidence?”

“Ah . . . here it is.” Dillard
removes the file he wants from the stack and lays it spread-eagle
in front of him. “Well, for starters, her prints were all over . .
.” He realizes what’s happening. He closes the file. “Oh, no.
Forget it. You want details? Get ‘em like every other civilian. Buy
a newspaper.”

Resisting the urge to panic,
Ellis feigns indifference. “I figured as much. You don’t have jack,
do you? And rather than dig for the truth, you’re taking the easy
way out: The wife did it.” He rises to his feet. “Dillard, you
suck, both as a cop and a human being. Why don’t you do the city a
favor and resign?”

Dillard’s eyes widen, and his
nostrils flare. His tone is pure poison. “Only chickenshits resign,
Browder. Now get the hell out of my office . . . before I toss you
in the drunk tank with the rest of your kind.” He punches a button
on his phone. “Raikes! In here—now. I’ve got trash that needs to be
thrown out.”

Seething but still rational,
Ellis heads for the door. “Watch your ass, Dillard. I sure will
be.”

With surprising quickness,
Dillard springs from his chair, beats Ellis to the door, and flings
it open. “You just do that, Browder—hear? And if one of my people
so much as hints you’re anywhere near this investigation . .
.”

Clayton Raikes appears. “What the
hell . . .”

Dillard wheels. “Escort this . .
. this quitter out of my sight and out of my building. And don’t
let the doorknob hit him in the ass. He might enjoy it.”

In a gesture of blatant defiance,
Ellis takes his time leaving. The second he crosses the doorway,
the door to Dillard’s office bangs shut behind him with such force
that the precinct windows rattle.

Clayton stares at his friend and
former partner with incredulity. “What’d you do now? Insult his
mother?”

Despite his calm exterior, Ellis
is livid. “That man doesn’t have a mother—not one that would claim
him, anyway.” He raises his voice. “No woman in her right mind
would ever admit to having given birth to that ugly, ignorant sack
of . . .”

Clayton slaps a hand to Ellis’
mouth. “Are you whacked? The man has a gun . . . and legal
permission to use it.”

Ellis pushes Clayton’s hand away.
“So? The man has a brain too, but you don’t see him using that, do
you?”

Clayton shakes his head in
disbelief. Grabbing Ellis by the shoulders, he spins him away from
the captain’s door and shoves him toward the exit. “Come on. With
Dillard’s eyesight and my luck, he’ll aim at you and hit
me.”

Though tempted to offer
resistance, Ellis opts instead to march with an attitude toward the
Coke machine that stands within a dozen feet of the stationhouse
front door. “The man’s a moron, Clayton. He’s gonna burn Jen at the
stake, just for the hell of it.”

“And instead of pissing on the
wood like a good little Boy Scout, you’re in there handing him a
fresh pack of safety matches.” Clayton sighs. “Look, partner, up to
sixty seconds ago, Crawley’s murder was just another case to
Dillard. Now, thanks to you, it’s personal. You want to help
Jennifer? Then keep your mouth shut, and keep the rest of you out
of the way.”

Reaching the vending area, Ellis
fishes in his pocket for the necessary coins. “I can’t do that. I
owe her. You know.”

Clayton beats him to the draw and
inserts two quarters. “Yeah. I know. And I owe her too, cowboy. I’m
the one who introduced the two of you, remember? Trust me. I’m
going to do everything I can to help her.”

Ellis pushes the appropriate
button, retrieves a Diet Coke from the bottom of the chute, and
pulls the tab. “Who’s working it?”

“Monica.”

Ellis glares at him.

“Hey, I don’t make the
assignments. I volunteered, but no dice.” Clayton rubs his eye with
his palm. “And man, what a plum I drew instead. Triple homicide,
drug related. Like anybody gives a damn.”

“Dillard mentioned something
about evidence.”

Clayton shrugs. “Haven’t heard
anything. They didn’t have much trouble getting an arrest warrant,
though. Whatever they have, it was enough to convince a
judge.”

Ellis takes a swig and gulps
hard. “Think she did it?”

Clayton laughs. “You are whacked.
Jennifer Caine a murderer?” He snorts. “Face facts, cowboy. If she
had it in her to kill somebody, you wouldn’t be standing
here.”

Ellis shakes his head in
self-disgust. “I need to be involved, Clayton. Let me do something.
Background checks. Phone records. Something. Anything.”

Clayton places a hand on his
friend’s shoulder. “Hey, if I could, I would. But I told you, it’s
not my call.” He glances to his left and notices Detective Monica
Monroe sitting at her desk, typing. “You can give it a shot, I
guess. The ‘Ice Princess’ is still in the building. But go easy.
And make it quick.” He turns to go.

Ellis tries to smile. “Thanks,
partner.”

Clayton hesitates, then turns
back. “Don’t thank me. I think you’re taking a hell of a risk. If
you really want to square things with Jennifer, my advice is, hire
her a lawyer—one only you can afford. Then disappear for a while
and let everybody do their jobs.”

Ellis’ eyes twinkle. He lifts the
Diet Coke can. “I meant, thanks for the drink.”

Clayton smirks. “Yeah. Sure you
did.”

When Clayton is out of sight,
Ellis takes another swig of the soft drink. He hates to admit it,
but his friend’s point is well-taken. Given Dillard’s present
temperament, involving himself in the case is no less dangerous
than tap-dancing in a minefield. In fact, it’s more dangerous. One
false move on his part and Jen’s future will be obliterated
too.

Still, he doesn’t regret his
antagonistic foray into the lion’s den. He needed to put Dillard on
notice, just in case the amoral bastard had designs on browbeating
Jen into a confession. Though his delivery may have lacked tact,
he’s confident his message has been received and understood: Her
husband may be dead, colonel, but she is not alone.

After another protracted sip,
Ellis tosses the almost-empty soda can in the trash and sets his
sights on his next project. Monica is still at her desk. He chews
his lip. She seemed sympathetic toward him at the cemetery—he has
that going for him. But he doesn’t know her very well. He wonders
what approach to take.

He could appeal to her logic. The
department is still understaffed. An extra pair of trained eyes and
ears could only help . . . .

Nope. She’ll claim he’s biased,
and she’ll be right. And they aren’t colleagues anymore, so he
can’t use the standard “favor for a favor” ploy either. He takes a
deep breath. He’s going to have to wing it. He cruises over.
“Thanks for your concern today.”

Monica Monroe does not look up,
and she does not stop typing. “You’re welcome. Please
leave.”

Ellis puts on his best,
“Ouch—that really hurt” look. “Christ, Monica. Have a heart. A
close friend of mine . . .”

Monica holds up an arresting
hand. “Spare me the histrionics. You want information. I can’t give
it to you. That’s a direct order from Colonel Dillard. You don’t
like it. I don’t blame you. An order’s still an order.”

“Monica, listen. I put Jen
through hell. You know what an ass I was back when I was
drinking.”

Monica looks at him. Her face is
blank.

Ellis winces. That’s right. She
didn’t know. “Trust me. I was an ass. And Jennifer caught the worst
of it . . . the worst of me. I can’t sit on the sidelines now. She
needs me.”

“She needs a lawyer, Ellis.” She
returns to her typing. “A damned good one.”

Her words bring a lump to Ellis’
throat. “I need something to go on. Anything. Dillard won’t know, I
promise.”

She looks at him again. This
time, her face is incredulous. “But I’ll know, Ellis. I’ll know.
And for me, that’s enough. ”

Ellis whips his fingers through
his hair. He starts to stay something, then doesn’t. The simple
truth is, he cannot argue against her integrity without
compromising his own.

She types.

He retreats.

The exit is just a few feet
farther down the hall, but Ellis still can’t bring himself to use
it. He sits on a bench next to the Coke machine, places his elbows
on his knees, and puts his face in his hands.

He doesn’t blame Monica for
stonewalling him. If she did give in and Dillard found out, she’d
be busted down to meter duty. She’s a smart cop, and smart cops
don’t risk their careers for an acquaintance.

He sighs. And yet, while the
Richmond police are busy building a case against an innocent woman,
Al Crawley’s real killer is still out there, covering his or her
tracks. This is not acceptable. There must be something he can
do.

If only he could talk to some of
the people involved. It never ceases to amaze him what he can learn
through simple conversation. More often than not, some tiny detail
will emerge that just doesn’t jive with the rest of the puzzle. And
thanks to that tiny detail, he knows where to look and whom to
watch.

Ellis nods. Find the right folks,
loosen their tongues, and work with what they give you. It’s a
simple formula, but in detective work—and in life—simple is often
best. There’s just one problem. If any of the “right folks” call
Dillard after the fact to verify his authority, Ellis is toast. He
winces. So much for plan A.

Plan B is also simple: Persuade
Clayton to execute plan A. His eyes narrow. The idea does have
advantages. A cop with a badge is much less likely to cause
suspicion. And Crawley’s radio station is just minutes from
Clayton’s house. He could stop by on his way in to work tomorrow—or
better yet, on his way home tonight.

He winces again. Dillard may be
incompetent and lazy, but he’s no fool. He’ll keep Clayton on a
very short leash for the next few weeks. And if he suspects
collaboration of any kind, it will be Clayton who’s stuck
babysitting parking meters.

A smile flickers across Ellis’
face. Clayton Raikes riding around in one of those cute little
meter-maid trucks. It’s almost worth the—

“Here. You dropped
this.”

Ellis jumps.

It’s Monica. She’s standing in
front of him, a folded index card in her right hand.

“I didn’t . . .”

“Take it!”

Ellis obeys. His instincts tell
him not to open it. He stuffs it into his shirt pocket and mouths
the word “thanks.”

Monica acknowledges this with two
staccato blinks, then disappears in the direction of the ladies’
room. She does not look back.

Ellis watches her go. He is not
sure what is on the card, but for the moment, it doesn’t matter. So
much for the “Ice Princess.” Monica has a heart. Jennifer has a
chance.

“Is there an Ellis Browder
here?”

It’s the desk sergeant. He’s
holding up a receiver and surveying the precinct.

Ellis starts to call out, then
stifles himself. Dillard’s ears are almost as big as his ego. He
raises a hand and waves.

The sergeant points to the
closest empty desk and holds up four fingers.

Ellis darts to the desk, picks up
the phone, and punches the corresponding button. He hesitates just
long enough to wonder who would’ve ever thought to call him here.
“Ellis Browder.”

“Boo.”

Ellis’ heart soars. It’s her. He
overcompensates. “I’m busy.”

It appears Suzanne Bishop is
neither convinced nor deterred. Her tone is defiant yet playful.
“So am I, thanks to you. I’ve been paging you for an hour. How dare
you fall off the earth without my permission!”

Ellis turns his back on the rest
of the world. Glancing at his watch, it hits him. This is his night
to help serve dinner at the Mission, and dinner started 15 minutes
ago. “Damn. I should’ve called, I know. I apologize. I lost track
of time. I had to go to a funeral this afternoon, and . . . well,
it gets complicated after that.”

There is no response.

He decides to elaborate. “A
friend of mine has been arrested for murder, Suze. I’m trying to
help.”

“Help who—your friend or the
cops?”

The question surprises Ellis. He
shrugs. “Both—in a way.”

“Come again?”

“I’ll explain later.” He shifts
the phone to his other ear. “So what’s up? Or are you just calling
to make me feel guilty?”

Suzanne hesitates. When she
speaks again, the playfulness is gone. “Have you seen or talked to
Leroy Jefferson lately?”

Again, Ellis is surprised. “No.
Why?”

“Because his son Tyrone hasn’t
seen or talked to him either. Tyrone’s here now, and he says Leroy
hasn’t been home in almost a week.”

Ellis’ stomach plunges. Now he
does feel guilty. “Keep him there. I need an hour—ninety minutes at
the most.”

“Not a problem. After they eat,
Andy can take him to the gym to shoot hoops.” She pauses. “It’s not
what you think, Ellis.”

Ellis whips his fingers through
his hair. “How do you know?”

“My great-grandmother was a
gypsy. I can sense things.”

“Oh, really?” Though his heart is
troubled, Ellis can’t resist. “My great-grandmother was a concert
pianist, and I can’t play chopsticks.”

“Hey, watch your mouth! Or so
help me, I’ll put a curse on you.”

Ellis scoffs. He thinks about the
bizarre events of this day and wonders if someone already has.
“Just keep the boy busy. I’ll see you in a few.”

 



Chapter
3

 


Past and
Present

Traffic is light. Ellis eases his
Nissan to a stop, glances left, then turns right onto Leigh Street.
The trip to the Abigail Barnes Oasis Mission House is going to take
ten to fifteen minutes. He wonders what to talk about. He wonders
if they should talk at all.

Gazing in his rearview mirror, he
steals a glimpse. Jennifer seems comfortable in the passenger’s
seat. She also seems composed—perhaps too much so. His eyes return
to the road. Maybe she’s still in shock. Maybe she’s just relieved
to be with someone who is not wearing a uniform. Maybe she’s just
plain tired . . . or all three. He nods.

This is not the time to ask, of
course. But to help her, he will need to know everything. Friends.
Acquaintances. Enemies. Finances. If she and her husband were happy
together, if they were faithful to each other . . . everything. No
incident is trivial. No association is sacred.

He winces. Jen’s relationship
with Albert. Yes, he will need details—intimate ones. His
investigative mind will require it. His rejuvenated heart will not
like it.

While waiting for her to be
released from custody, he’d reflected on his and Jen’s
relationship. It had all started with a simple spark. And six years
later, a simple embrace—in a cemetery, of all places—had proven the
improbable: The spark is still there. It is hard for him to
believe. It is impossible for him to deny.

He shifts in his seat. Like any
good detective, active or retired, he has theories. The first is
the one he believes to be the most plausible: He and Jen have
unfinished business. Without question, his alcoholism tainted every
aspect of their previous affair. Now that he is sober, there is new
hope. She’s already experienced him at his worst. Now she can
experience him at his best. She deserves that. So does he. If he
can change for the better, so can they.

Ellis frowns. He is assuming a
lot, though. Her husband has been dead for less than a week. Their
love may have run its course, but a loss is still a loss—and a loss
must be grieved. And of course, Jen may not wish to experience him
again. Pain goes away. Scars don’t. She may have forgiven his
wrongdoings, but he doubts she will ever forget them.

And this rekindled desire he now
feels for her . . . it may be a simple manifestation of his fervent
need to make amends. True, becoming involved with her again is one
way to accomplish this goal. It may even be the quickest way. But
it may not be the best way.

He slows for a yield sign, then
turns left onto Creighton Road. His second theory is the simplest .
. . and yet, it is also the most laughable. It is also the saddest
and the most humbling. Maybe Dillard was right. Maybe his need for
Jen is purely physical. Like it or not, facts are facts. He and Jen
made love the night they split, and he has not made love
since.

During his first year of
recovery, he was abstinent by design. Since that first year, he’s
been abstinent by default. For obvious reasons, meeting women in
bars is no longer an option. And since a cop’s erratic schedule
isn’t conducive to meeting women anywhere else—

A memory interrupts.

“Boo.”

He swallows hard.

Suzanne.

The remembered sound of her voice
resonates deep inside him. Her scent is intoxicating. The sight of
her makes his heart swell. He bites his lip. And he wonders—not for
the first time—why honor is so expensive.

A passing car flicks its lights,
summoning Ellis back to the here and now. He shakes his head and
adjusts his sitting position. Yes, he has needs—but he also has
options. He is not desperate . . . not yet, at least. Dillard be
damned. He will waste no more time on theory two.

His final theory is the most
complex—and the most disturbing. He’d like to ignore it, but he
can’t. For it is at least possible that his sudden attraction to
Jen again has nothing to do with her at all and everything to do
with his alcoholism. Again, facts are facts. Alcohol turned on him
right after he turned on Jen. Hence, his longing may not be for her
but for what she represents: a time in his life when he could still
take and enjoy a drink, without fear or consequence . . .
.

“You okay?”

He jumps. He must rewind and
replay her words before he can respond. “Oh . . . yes. Fine,
thanks.” Gripping the wheel, he locks his eyes on a streetlight in
the distance. He hopes—no, he prays—she hasn’t been reading his
mind again.

Silence is restored, but this
time, it is awkward.

Jennifer takes a deep breath,
then exhales with force. Her voice is soft but firm. “I didn’t do
it. I didn’t kill him. I swear.”

Ellis is shocked. And
disappointed. “You didn’t have to say that.”

Her smile appears genuine. “I
know. I just didn’t want you to ever have to wonder or ask.” She
leans back and shrugs. “I was also being selfish. I wanted to know
what it feels like to proclaim my innocence and be
believed.”

Ellis nods, then draws himself
erect. “I want to help, Jen.”

She exhales again. “Thank you,
Ellis.” She glances upward. “And thank God.”

Ellis reaches for the back of his
neck and rubs. “Don’t thank me yet. I’ll need to know everything.
And I do mean everything.”

“Of course.”

He steals a look out of the
corner of his eye. Her lower lip is trembling. His heart convulses.
He reaches for and receives her hand.

Silence again.

“Italian okay with
you?”

Jennifer’s face conveys
confusion.

Ellis’ smile is sheepish. “I just
thought, since we both missed dinner . . . but you’re exhausted.
Tell me where to drop you . . .”

“No. No, Italian is fine. Italian
is great . . . thanks.”

He is relieved. And pleased. “I
need to stop by the Mission first, though. I promised. I’ll only be
a minute.”

“Of course.” She waits for an
explanation. None comes. “Is something wrong?”

“What do you mean?”

Her head cocks to one side. Her
eyes narrow. “This afternoon, when you first told me about the
Mission, your face lit up like a Christmas tree. It’s not lit up
now.”

Ellis debates whether to go into
detail. He checks their present location. There is time. “Six
months ago, a friend of mine asked me to look into the murder of a
bag lady named Abigail Barnes. Because Abby was indigent and had no
family, my friend suspected the police had given the case a low
priority. Lab tests were taking forever, witnesses were being
ignored . . . that sort of thing. My friend felt Abby deserved
better than that. And she was right.”

The face of Abigail Barnes
appears in his mind. His tone becomes almost reverent. “She was an
amazing woman, Jen—Abby Barnes. Amazing or crazy. Sometimes I’m not
sure which.

“She was a registered nurse,
until the day the doctor she was working for refused to treat a
homeless woman and her child because the woman couldn’t pay. Abby
was so incensed, she quit on the spot and put everything she owned
up for sale—her house, her car, her furniture, everything. Then she
made a deal with one of the clinics downtown. She gave them all of
her assets. They agreed to treat anyone and everyone she brought to
them—for free. And that’s how Abby spent the rest of her life,
wandering from alleys to park benches to underpasses to abandoned
buildings, offering free medical attention to anybody she found who
needed it.”

It’s obvious Jennifer is
impressed . . . and curious. “How did she die?”

Ellis’ face contorts. Though he
never met Abby, he continues to be pained and angered by her death.
“She was shot—in the back. Twice. Close range. No witnesses, no
leads. I told Suze up front that I wasn’t optimistic, but she
didn’t care. Abby was her friend. She just wanted to know for sure
that an effort was being made.”

“Suze?”

Ellis feels his pulse quicken. He
forces himself to swallow. “Suzanne Bishop—the friend who asked me
to investigate. She was a social worker at the time. Now, she’s the
executive director of the Mission.

“Anyway, one of the first people
I came across when I started looking into the matter was a drug
dealer named Leroy Jefferson. In a way, Leroy was Abby’s guardian
angel. Whenever she decided to hit the crack houses, Leroy would
tag along and watch her back.”

Jennifer’s eyebrow lifts. “Excuse
me. Did you say drug dealer?”

A corner of Ellis’ mouth lifts.
“I know. Not what you’d call stereotypic behavior, is it? But
that’s Leroy. It’s hard to believe, but it’s true. He actually
cares about people. And he has integrity. He doesn’t sell to kids,
and he doesn’t use himself.”

Jennifer’s face conveys
confusion. “If he’s such a good person, why does he
deal?”

Ellis sighs. “One reason and one
reason only: his son. Right now, the only place where Leroy and his
family can afford to live is in Jackson Ward. And Jackson Ward is a
war zone. Bars on the windows. Broken syringes lying in the gutter.
Chalk outlines on the street. Take it from an ex-cop: Seldom does a
night go by there without shots being fired. Day or night, it’s a
dangerous place to be. And it’s a damned-near impossible place to
raise a child.

“Leroy wants his son out of
there. And getting out takes money . . . lots of it. True, what
Leroy’s doing isn’t legal. And it isn’t moral. But it is lucrative.
And given the circumstances and his motive, it’s almost
understandable.”

Jennifer appears incredulous. She
shudders. “This is too bizarre. Ellis, the cop, defending Leroy,
the drug dealer. The only thing that’s missing is the voice of Rod
Serling.”

Ellis responds with a soft
chuckle. “That’s ‘Ellis, the ex-cop,’ remember. And if you think
that’s bizarre, wait till you hear the rest.

“Five days after meeting Leroy, I
learned from a reliable street snitch that some homeless kid named
Andy had actually seen the Barnes murder go down. Word was, this
Andy was living in a dumpster in an alley off Sixth Street—the same
alley in which Abby had been murdered. You already know how I feel
about coincidences. I decided to check it out.

“I hit the alley at about two in
the morning. Sure enough, Andy was there. But so was Alphonze
DeMarco, a muscle-bound psychopath who makes a living tracking down
homeless kids and using them to run drugs and turn
tricks.”

Jennifer’s jaw loosens. “My
God.”

Ellis checks his rearview. “Yeah.
Tell me about it. So there we were. A terrified 16-year-old boy, an
unarmed ex-cop, and a certified wacko with a Glock 9mm and no
conscience. I knew right away that I was dead. My only hope was
that I’d somehow be able to save the boy.”

“And did you?”

Ellis chews his lip before
answering. “No, I didn’t.” His eyes find hers. “Leroy did. He saved
both of us. For some reason—my guess is, he felt he owed it to
Abby—after our first meeting, Leroy decided he was going to be my
guardian angel too. Without my knowing it, he followed me to the
alley that night. And when Alphonze drew his gun, Leroy lunged. The
next thing I knew, Alphonze was bolting down the alley, I was
horizontal, and Leroy was lying on top of me, his shirt soaked with
blood.”

He hesitates for a moment to set
the stage for what he’s about to say. “Leroy saved my life that
night, Jen. By the grace of God, the bullet missed his heart by a
couple of inches, and he’s fine now. Or at least, he was fine.” He
takes a deep breath. “Leroy’s disappeared. His son, Tyrone, showed
up at the Mission tonight. He hasn’t seen or heard from his dad in
at least a week. And no matter how you look at it, that’s not a
good thing.”

“Where’s Tyrone now?”

“Waiting for me at the Mission. I
promised Suzanne I’d stop by and try to reassure him, if I can.
It’s been a horrible day for you, I know, but I have to do this. I
have to.”

Jennifer’s response is immediate.
She squeezes his hand. “Take as long as you need.”

~

Her attention arrested by a
flicker of headlights through the blinds, Suzanne Bishop rises from
her desk and walks to the window. She checks her watch. It’s been
more than two hours since his call. Her smile is playful, bordering
on mischievous. He’s going to hear about this.

She heads for the door, then
hesitates. Her instincts tell her to find a mirror, and this annoys
her. In her experience, any man who causes her to worry about the
way she looks is trouble in the making, and she doesn’t like to
include Ellis in that category. Still . . . .

Yielding to temptation, she slips
into the bathroom adjacent to her office and gives herself a quick
once-over. Mascara: check. No lipstick on the teeth: good. Damn—her
hair is flat. She scrambles for a brush. It’s not on the sink. It’s
not in the cabinet. Ah . . . the back of the toilet.

A couple of brisk strokes later,
she gives herself a nod of approval. Then she frowns. She can
control the Mission staff and residents. She can control its board
of directors. And yet, when it comes to this one man, she can’t
even control herself. She shakes her head. For the thousandth time,
she wonders why the mere thought of Ellis Browder affects her so
much. And for the hundredth time, she wonders why she keeps
fighting it.

She checks the office window
again. He’s on his way up the walk. If she hurries, she can meet
him at the front door and share a private moment before taking him
to Tyrone. Wheeling, she adopts a brisk pace, then forces herself
to slow down. She knows she cannot afford to appear unattainable,
but she can’t afford to appear overeager either.

Reaching the front door before
him, she flings it open and leans against the doorway. “I’d almost
given up on you, mister.” Her flirtatious smirk vanishes. He isn’t
alone. Her voice drops an octave. “Maybe I should give up on
you.”

Ellis reaches the doorway.
“What?”

“Nothing.” Suzanne manages a
smile. “I was getting worried. You should have called.”

Something about her tone bothers
him. He studies her.

Suzanne returns his gaze for a
second, then fixates on Jennifer, who is still a dozen or so yards
away.

Ellis winces, closes his eyes,
and marvels at his own insensitivity. Suzanne is right. He should
have called and warned her about Jennifer. He should have called
and explained . . . .

His eyes pop open. His brow
furrows. He and Suzanne aren’t involved—not yet, anyway. And until
they are, she has no reason to judge him. No reason and no
right.

Suzanne’s eyes remain glued on
the approaching woman. Quite a looker. Tall. Gorgeous hair. Ageless
face. Near-perfect body. She has a word set aside for women like
this. She sighs and reduces her voice to a muffled whisper. “Well?
Introduce us.”

Ellis extends his hand to
Jennifer and helps her up the steps and onto the Mission stoop.
“Jennifer, this is Suzanne Bishop.” A sly smile surfaces. “Suzanne
calls the shots around here . . . and just about everywhere else,
for that matter. Or so she thinks.”

Suzanne’s tone reeks of sweet
insincerity. “Nice to meet you. You are?”

“Jennifer Caine.”

“Jennifer’s the friend I told you
about over the phone.”

“The murder thing?” Suzanne
shakes her head. “How horrible for you. You’re innocent, of
course.”

Jennifer glances at
Ellis.

Ellis rolls his eyes. “Jennifer’s
husband was murdered several nights ago. He was a local celebrity
of sorts, so the press is all over it. And you know Dillard. He
hates the press, and he’s about as subtle as an avalanche. He had
Jen arrested at the cemetery, right after the funeral.”

Suzanne’s surprise is genuine.
“At the cemetery? How insensitive.”

Ellis glares at her. “Funny,
that’s just what I was thinking.”

His words poke a much-needed hole
in her bad attitude. He’s right. She’s way out of line. What is the
matter with her? She faces Jennifer again. “I’m sorry. I didn’t . .
. I wasn’t . . . sorry.”

Jennifer smiles. “Please, don’t
apologize. Frankly, I’m glad you didn’t recognize me. There must
have been at least fifty reporters and a good half-dozen camera
crews hanging around outside the courthouse tonight. I’ve never
been so embarrassed.” She glances about. “Your facilities are
lovely. Have they been here long?”

Suzanne embraces the topic.
“Longer than any of us care to admit. It’s an old elementary school
that the city chose to abandon in the late ‘80s. It was a real
eyesore, so they pretty much gave it to us. We pay $100 a year for
twenty years; then it’s ours.”

Jennifer appears impressed. “It
doesn’t look like an eyesore now.”

Ellis embraces the topic too.
“The initial renovations cost almost a million, and that was just
to make the place livable again. But raising the money was easy.
The real challenge was convincing the people here in the community
to let us move in. More than 200 of them showed up at a City
Council meeting one night and tried to stop us.”

Jennifer seems incredulous.
“Why?”

Suzanne snorts. “They didn’t want
‘those kind of people’ living in their neighborhood. Can you
believe that? Goodbye, Richmond. Hello, Nazi Germany.” She notices
and lifts a small flake of peeling paint from the front door.
“There’s still plenty of little things that need to be done, of
course. But at least we’re open. And that means there’s forty-eight
fewer people on the street tonight, and that’s what really
matters.” She turns to Jennifer. “Ellis is going to be tied up for
a few minutes. Care to take the nickel tour?”

Jennifer glances at
Ellis.

Ellis shrugs.

Jennifer bites her bottom lip,
then allows it to slide out from under her teeth. A smile
formulates. “How’s your coffee?”

Suzanne laughs. “The truth? It
sucks. But it is hot, and the price is right.” Sliding to one side,
she gives Ellis a wink. “Tyrone’s hanging in the gym with Andy.
We’ll be in the kitchen when you’re done.”

 



Chapter
4

 


Case for the
Defense

Selecting the chair closest to
the window, Ellis sits. It’s a picturesque Saturday morning in
downtown Richmond. He needs all the sunshine he can get.
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