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            For Tiffany

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            Now, Sir Thomas, you stand upon your silence. . . . But, Gentlemen of the Jury, there are many kinds of silence. Consider
               first the silence of a man when he is dead. Let us say we go into a room where he is lying . . . and we listen. What do we
               hear? Silence. What does it betoken, this silence? Nothing. This is silence, pure and simple. But consider another case. . . .
            

            —Thomas Cromwell, prosecutor, trial of Sir Thomas More for treason, July 1, 1535*

         

         
            *as portrayed in Robert Bolt, A Man for All Seasons, act 2
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            Prologue

         
         Avery was officially off the list of baby names.
         

         
         Helena had known it was a boy since the first sonogram. The big day was just three weeks away, and her list of names, covering
            virtually the entire alphabet, had been narrowed down to two. The final cut was made with the first named storm of the season
            that was bearing down on Florida’s east coast. Miamians were still clinging to the hope that Hurricane Avery would turn north
            in the next twenty-four hours—nothing against their friends in Fort Lauderdale and Palm Beach—but Helena took it as a sign.
         

         
         “Austen,” she now said. “His name will be Austen Mikhail Pollard.”

         
         Helena was outside the Miami Conservatory in ninety-degree heat with a handful of volunteers. They were making the seventy-year-old
            dance studio “hurricane-ready”—shuttering windows, bringing potted plants inside, and clearing the alley of discarded bottles
            and other loose items that could become missiles in hundred-mile-per-hour winds.
         

         
         “Mikhail?” her friend Sylvia asked. “Where did that name come from?”

         
         Helena smiled. The conservatory relied on volunteers to stay afloat, and Sylvia was most generous to donate her services as part-time bookkeeper to a half-dozen not-for-profits, from the conservatory to the zoo, which meant that she knew as much about dance as she did about orangutans. Helena had danced into her early thirties with the Miami City Ballet before joining the conservatory as an instructor. Her late grandmother was a Russian-trained soloist who had defected to the United States after the most famous male dancer of all time had come to America. Helena was often compared to her grandmother, from her beautiful face and slender neck to her long legs and perfect feet. 

         
         “Mikhail Baryshnikov,” said Helena. “Austen is going to be a dancer.”

         
         Sylvia’s husband was at the top of a ten-foot ladder, bolting an aluminum shutter onto a second-floor window. “I didn’t know
            you were pregnant, Helena. Congratulations.”
         

         
         Helena laid a hand on her flat stomach, hardened by years of dancing. “I’m not. Owen and I are adopting.”

         
         Sylvia helped her husband climb down and wiped the sweat from his brow. “Owen seems more like the soccer-dad type,” she said.
            “Does he know his son is going to be a ballet dancer?”
         

         
         “He’ll know soon enough,” Helena said ruefully.

         
         Just then, as if on cue, Owen’s car pulled into the alley. It screeched to a halt so quickly that the front bumper nearly
            kissed the pavement, adding a sense of urgency to his unexpected arrival. Owen jumped out from behind the wheel and went to
            his wife.
         

         
         “We have to go now, Helena! The baby’s coming!”

         
         Helena froze. “It’s too soon!”

         
         “It’s the storm,” said Owen. “Something to do with the drop in barometric pressure. The hospitals are overflowing with women
            in their ninth month.”
         

         
         Helena was suddenly unable to speak or move, overcome with joy and panic.

         
         “Go, girl!” Sylvia told her.

         
         It was all the encouragement she needed. Helena ran to the car. Owen opened the passenger-side door for her, something he
            never did, but maybe it was his “father to be” instinct kicking in. He hurried around to the driver’s side, and they were
            off as quickly as Owen had arrived.
         

         
         “You’re going the wrong way!” said Helena.

         
         They were speeding north on the busy divided highway toward downtown Miami, away from South Miami Hospital. One of the many
            things Helena and her parents had paid in advance for was a birthing suite at a private hospital.
         

         
         “Every maternity ward south of Palm Beach is packed,” Owen told her. “South Miami didn’t have a bed, so they sent them to Jackson.” 

         
         Jackson Memorial Hospital was the nation’s third-largest public hospital. Patients came from all over for world-class treatment
            at the University of Miami cancer center, the transplant institute, the National Parkinson’s Foundation, and other renowned
            programs. As a public hospital, Jackson turned away no one, so it also drew floods of patients from Miami’s poorest neighborhoods,
            especially in times of public emergency—everything from the deadly Overtown riots in the 1990s to Hurricane Avery today.
         

         
         “This should be interesting,” Helena said with trepidation. Then she glanced over her shoulder. “Where’s the car seat?”

         
         “It’s at home.”

         
         “Home? What kind of parents show up at the hospital for the birth of their baby without a car seat?”
         

         
         “Helena, relax. We’re not bringing the baby home today. Probably not even tomorrow, if this storm hits. We can come back with
            the car seat when he’s ready to come home.”
         

         
         “I’m not leaving that hospital without our baby,” she said.

         
         She knew she sounded unreasonable, maybe even paranoid. But no one could blame her. She and Owen had been down this road twice
            before, and twice the adoption had fallen through in the third trimester, one so late that Helena had already embroidered
            the name on a pillow and decorated the nursery. Pile on three miscarriages and thousands of dollars spent on unsuccessful
            fertility treatments, and Helena couldn’t handle another disappointment.
         

         
         Owen reached across the console and held her hand. “Everything is going to be okay.”

         
         “You promise?”

         
         “Yes. Promise.”

         
         It took twenty minutes to reach Jackson and almost that long to find a parking space. They hurried through the double doors at the main entrance, cut across the busy lobby, and got in line behind two pregnant women who were ahead of them at the registration desk. Neither appeared to be in labor, but the Florida Department of Health was advising all women near their due date to go to a hospital no later than four hours before Hurricane Avery made landfall. The eye of the storm was at least eighteen hours away—and Avery could still make a merciful turn north—but nervous mothers-to-be were already pouring in. Helena was nearly about to burst by the time they reached the head of the line. 

         
         “We’re here to see Elle Carpenter,” Helena told the woman at the desk.

         
         “She arrived here in labor about two hours ago,” added Owen.

         
         “I’m sorry, but we are not allowing any visitors other than a designated birthing partner in the maternity ward. The hurricane
            warning has put us way beyond capacity.”
         

         
         “We’re not visitors,” said Helena. “We’re the parents. Elle is a teenager. We’re adopting.”

         
         “I see,” said the receptionist. “That sounds like it would be an exception. But administration told me ‘no visitors, no exceptions.’”

         
         “Please, we’ve waited so long for this,” said Helena.

         
         “Which adoption agency are you using?”

         
         They’d worked with an agency before, and both times the biological mother had changed her mind. Elle and her mother had come
            to them through Owen’s business partner. “There’s no agency. It’s a private adoption.”
         

         
         “Can I see the contract?”

         
         Helena looked at her husband. “Owen, did you bring the contract?”

         
         “It’s on file at South Miami Hospital,” he said, and then to the receptionist: “That’s where the baby was supposed to be born,
            before the storm came.”
         

         
         The receptionist sighed. “I’m sorry, but—”

         
         “Wait!” said Helena. “I have it on my phone.”

         
         She pulled up the email attachment from their lawyer, handed her phone with her driver’s license to the receptionist, and
            then added one last plea in desperation.
         

         
         “I’m begging you,” said Helena. “This has been five years of misery.”

         
         It took only a minute for the response to come, but it felt much longer to Helena.

         
         “Elle Carpenter is in room four thirteen. I can’t promise they won’t ask you to leave when you get upstairs, but congratulations.”

         
         Helena thanked her during the eternity it took for a machine to print out access badges for them, and they rushed to the first
            available elevator.
         

         
         Overcrowded did not begin to describe what they saw as the elevator doors parted on the maternity ward. The hallways were lined with
            pregnant women. Some were in wheelchairs or on gurneys. A few were seated in chairs borrowed from the waiting room. Others
            walked with no apparent destination in mind, breathing in deeply, breathing out slowly. Overworked nurses hurried from patient
            to patient. A cacophonous mix of English, Spanish, and Creole, punctuated by the sudden cry of a newborn from a birthing suite,
            made it difficult for Helena and Owen to hear each other speak.
         

         
         “It’s worse than I-95 at five p.m. on a Friday,” said Helena.

         
         The hub of activity was a four-sided, centralized nursing station, which was surrounded by rooms and suites. Hallways to more
            rooms fed into the station like the spokes of a wheel. Helena and Owen started toward the nurse behind the desk, but a woman
            cut through the crowd and stopped them. Helena hadn’t seen Elle’s mother since the signing of the adoption contract. Serena
            Carpenter pulled them aside and into the crowded waiting room.
         

         
         “So glad I found you,” said Serena.

         
         “Is everything okay?” asked Helena.

         
         “The delivery could not have gone better.”

         
         Helena’s heart nearly skipped a beat. “He’s here?”

         
         “Born about an hour ago. Nine pounds, six ounces.”

         
         Helena hugged her husband, and she wiped away a tear as she broke their embrace.

         
         “Can I see him?” asked Helena.

         
         Serena hesitated. “I’m afraid we need to talk about that.”

         
         Helena heard the words, but it was as if they didn’t quite register. They’d received every possible assurance that the adoption
            would go through. Elle had even asked Helena what name she intended to give the baby, so that Elle could talk to him by name
            in the womb. If only Helena had been able to make up her mind.
         

         
         You and your indecision, she told herself. This is your own fault. Again.

         
         “What’s there to talk about?” asked Helena.

         
         “I’m so sorry. Elle says she wants to keep her baby.”

         
         The words hit Helena like a sledgehammer. It was the biological mother’s legal right to change her mind at any time in the
            process. In fact, according to the Pollards’ lawyer, a mother couldn’t consent to the adoption until forty-eight hours after
            the birth. Helena knew the rules all too well. She needed to sit, but there was no place. Owen practically had to hold her
            up.
         

         
         “Can I speak to Elle?” asked Helena.

         
         “I don’t think that would be a good idea,” said Serena.

         
         “Are you in agreement with this decision?” asked Owen.

         
         Serena breathed in and out. “Honestly, no. I still think the best thing for everyone is for this adoption to happen.”

         
         “Is there anything you can do?” asked Helena.

         
         Serena sighed again. “I’ll talk to her. Let’s see what it would take for Elle to change her mind back. Maybe we can work something
            out.”
         

         
         “Thank you,” said Helena, her voice quaking. “Thank you so much.”

         
         Serena turned and headed down the hallway, toward the birthing suites.

         
         “I can’t believe this is happening again,” said Helena.

         
         “It hasn’t happened yet.”

         
         “Her mother just told us she’s changed her mind.”

         
         “She’s a confused teenager who gave birth less than an hour ago. Elle heard the baby cry, watched the nurses clean him up, maybe even looked into his eyes. I don’t mean to sound harsh, but maybe she’ll come back around after some separation time, once the baby’s no longer in the room with her. They probably just took him to the nursery.” 

         
         “Let’s go there,” said Helena. “We can see him through the glass.”

         
         “That’s probably not a good idea,” said Owen, but Helena was off before he could finish his sentence.

         
         Helena followed the directional signs around the nursing station to another hallway. On the other side of the window, in two
            rows of bassinets, lay a baker’s dozen of earth’s newest arrivals wrapped in the familiar striped blanket that every maternity
            hospital in America seemed to use. A handful of new fathers were standing at the window, recording video on their smartphones.
         

         
         “That’s him,” Helena said, indicating.

         
         “How can you tell?” asked Owen.

         
         Each bassinet had a name card, but they were too far away to read them. “I just know,” said Helena.

         
         Serena was suddenly standing right behind them. “Good news, all.”

         
         Helena turned. “Please tell me she changed her mind.”

         
         “Elle is willing to go through with the adoption on one condition.”

         
         Helena brought a hand to her mouth to keep from shrieking. “Name it.”

         
         “It seems so silly, I’m almost embarrassed to say.”

         
         “I’m sure it’s fine,” said Helena. “Whatever it is, we’ll do it.”

         
         “So, Elle has only one worldly possession of any value. It means a lot to her. And she wants the baby to have it.”

         
         “What?”

         
         “Her gold toe ring.”

         
         Helena started to laugh, then caught herself. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to laugh. I’m just so relieved. We’ll happily keep
            it with all the baby’s keepsakes.”
         

         
         “Well, like I said, that ring is the only thing of value Elle owns. I was hoping that, in fairness, you might consider . . .”

         
         The pause was curious.

         
         “Consider what?” asked Helena.

         
         “Buying it from her.”

         
         “Buying it?” asked Owen.

         
         Helena heard his skepticism, and she was quick to shut it down. “Of course we’ll buy it. How much?”

         
         “It’s very valuable.”

         
         “How much?” asked Helena.
         

         
         “Two hundred fifty thousand dollars should do it.”

         
         Helena’s response caught in her throat.

         
         “You’re a fucking thief!” said Owen.

         
         “Mr. Pollard, please!” she said with a heavy dose of indignation. “You’re dropping f-bombs in a maternity ward? Right in front
            of my grandson? My biological grandson over whom you have no legal rights?”
         

         
         Helena interceded, trying a more conciliatory tone with the woman holding all the cards. “Serena, could you give me a moment
            with my husband, please?”
         

         
         Serena was locked in a stare-down with Owen, which added to the tension between them.

         
         “I’ll check on my daughter. But I’ll need an answer when I come back.” Serena turned and left them alone at the window.

         
         Helena spoke in a harsh whisper. “Can you please get control of yourself, Owen? You’re going to blow up this whole thing.”

         
         “I’m blowing it up?” he asked, incredulous. “This woman is crazy. We’ve covered Elle’s living expenses, her medical bills, and
            the costs of adoption. Legally, that’s all the adoptive parents can do. Buying a baby is a felony.”
         

         
         “No one is asking us to buy a baby. They’re selling us a toe ring.”

         
         “That’s total bullshit, and you know it. Any prosecutor with half a brain would call this what it is: two hundred fifty thousand
            dollars for Elle’s baby.”
         

         
         “Think of how much we’ve already spent trying to get pregnant. Where has it gotten us? I’m thirty-eight years old, Owen. The
            odds just keep getting worse.”
         

         
         “I’m an FBI agent. I should be arresting this woman, not paying her money.”

         
         “Well, if you’re going to arrest her, you need to cuff me too.”

         
         “What are you talking about?”

         
         Helena breathed out. “This is the second time she’s pulled this stunt about Elle changing her mind. I paid her ten thousand
            dollars two months ago.”
         

         
         “Damn it, Helena. No wonder she’s so brazen. She’s got us now. You already committed a felony.”

         
         “People pay six figures for a gestational carrier. What makes them right and us criminals?”

         
         “That’s not at all the same thing. Stop rationalizing. You’re not thinking clearly.”

         
         Helena peered into the nursery through the glass, her gaze drifting across the newborns in their bassinets until, finally,
            she locked on to the one.
         

         
         “This is the closest we’ve come to a family,” she said in a distant voice. “The closest we’ll ever come.”
         

         
         Owen didn’t answer right away. “Let’s put aside for the moment that it’s a crime. How do you expect me to come up with a quarter
            million dollars, just like that?”
         

         
         Helena looked him in the eye. “I’m not leaving this hospital without our baby.”

         
         “That’s the second time you’ve said those words since we arrived at the hospital.”

         
         “Thank you, Owen.”

         
         “For what?”

         
         She kissed him. “Paying attention.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         
            Six Years Later

         

         It was almost midnight.

         
         Helena was alone in the living room, seated in the armchair facing an empty, never-been-used fireplace. The bay window was
            alight with the swirl of police beacons in the driveway. Helena felt numb, as her gaze followed flashes of red and blue light
            cutting across the white walls. Chantilly-lace white. She’d had those walls painted and repainted six times before settling
            on the exact shade of white she liked. Back then, Owen would have let her sample the decorator’s entire color spectrum to
            make her happy. Decorating their home had become her go-to diversion to cheer herself up after one failed attempt at pregnancy
            after another. The adoption had ended that silliness and made her the happiest mother in Miami.
         

         
         For a time.

         
         A detective from the Miami-Dade Police Department came down the stairs and stopped at the entrance to the living room. Osborne
            was his name. He was a large man with a deep voice that sounded even deeper in the dimly lit room.
         

         
         “Excuse me, Mrs. Pollard. The forensic team will be upstairs in the bedroom for a little while longer. But I just want to
            confirm a few details,” he said as he retrieved his pen and pad from his coat pocket. “You said you were at your mother’s
            house, in Fort Lauderdale, all day, and your husband called you on your cell around . . . what time did you say?”
         

         
         It was the third time he’d asked Helena to confirm the time. It was starting to feel like a quiz. “Seven p.m.,” she said.

         
         “And your husband said . . . what again?”

         
         This was getting annoying. “He asked me to please come home. So, I did.”

         
         “And you got here . . . when?”

         
         “Same time I told you before. Around eight thirty.”

         
         He tucked the pad and pen away. “Got it. I’m going back into the kitchen now. Is there anything you need, ma’am?”

         
         Helena turned her attention back to the colored flashes of police beacons on the wall. “No, nothing. Thank you.”

         
         “Don’t hesitate to let me know if there’s anything I can do,” he said.

         
         Helena didn’t answer. He turned and entered the kitchen, leaving Helena alone.

         
         Her day had begun without surprises. She woke before Owen, as always, went to the kitchen, and made coffee. He didn’t want
            coffee, or at least not the coffee she’d made for him. She offered to make breakfast. He wasn’t hungry, at least not for any
            food she might prepare for him. She asked about his plans for the day. He didn’t have any, or at least none that he wanted
            to share with her. It had started like most other days of late. Then it took a very different turn. After Owen had gone to
            work, Helena packed a suitcase for herself. And one for Austen.
         

         
         The detective emerged from the kitchen. Helena noticed something in his hand as he approached.

         
         “The forensic team found a list on the countertop,” he said, softening his deep voice a bit.

         
         Helena looked at him. “What kind of list?”

         
         “Handwritten. On a green notepad.”

         
         Her eyes narrowed with confusion. “That would be our grocery list.”

         
         “I don’t think so. Across the top, this one says, ‘Things Stressing Me Out.’”

         
         He held it so that she could see. It was inside a plastic evidence bag. Helena reached for it.

         
         “Don’t touch, please,” the detective said. “It’s a chain-of-custody thing. I don’t want to have to put you on the list of
            people who handled an evidence bag.”
         

         
         Helena withdrew her hand. “Sorry.”

         
         “Is that your husband’s handwriting?” he asked.

         
         She took another look. “Yes. It looks like Owen’s.”

         
         The detective slid the evidence bag into a large manila envelope.

         
         “What’s on the list?” asked Helena.

         
         “Would you like to read it?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         The detective hesitated. “We don’t have to do this now.”

         
         “I see no reason to wait.”

         
         “Fair warning: You might find it disturbing.”

         
         Helena raised an eyebrow. “After what happened here tonight, you’re worried that I might find a list disturbing?”
         

         
         The detective seemed to take her point. He removed the bag from the envelope and held it close enough for Helena to read the
            handwriting through the plastic. It was on a lined sheet of paper from the same green notepad they used for groceries. Even
            though each item was numbered, it was hard to tell if there was any particular order to this rambling list of “Things Stressing
            Me Out.”
         

         
         
            	 1. Work

            	 2. BB’s mom

         

         Helena paused. She took the second one personally. She continued reading.

         
         
            	 3. Money

            	 4. BB’s mom

            	 5. The media

            	 6. BB’s mom

            	 7. BB’s mom

         

         A double whammy at 6 and 7. She read on.

         
         
            	 8. Debt

            	 9. BB’s mom

            	10. BB’s mom

            	11. BB’s mom

            	12. BB’s mom

         

         It went on for the full length of the page: BB’s mom. Helena averted her eyes, as if to say she’d seen enough.
         

         
         The detective tucked the evidence bag into a folder. He gave Helena a moment and then asked, “Who’s BB?”

         
         Helena caught her breath. “BB is short for Big Boy.”

         
         “Who’s Big Boy?”

         
         “It’s a nickname.”

         
         “For?”

         
         It had been six years since the adoption. Six years of arguments that had started at the hospital on the day their baby was
            born.
         

         
         “Our son, Austen.”

         
         “So, BB’s mom would be . . . you?”

         
         “I’m his mother. So, yes, presumably. I’m ‘BB’s mom.’”
         

         
         He took a notepad from his coat pocket, jotted something down, and then looked at Helena. “I’d like to talk to Austen.”

         
         “He’s finally asleep. And it’s midnight.”

         
         “I didn’t mean tonight. Do you mind if I talk to him in the morning?”

         
         Helena considered it, but not for long. “Yes, actually, I do mind,” she said, rising.
         

         
         “I didn’t mean to offend,” he said, but Helena walked right past him, heading toward the kitchen.

         
         “Mrs. Pollard, you can’t go inside there,” said the detective. “Our team is still working.”

         
         Helena stopped at the entranceway. She didn’t need to go all the way inside the kitchen to have a clear view. Owen. Dead on
            the floor. Behind him, white cabinets sprayed with blood. A shotgun lay beside him. The back of his head was missing.
         

         
         Helena turned and faced the detective. “No one is to speak to Austen about this. Ever. Not as long as I’m his mother.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Jack Swyteck was at his desk preparing for his milestone one hundredth jury trial. He was literally sweating but not because
            he was nervous.
         

         
         Jack had tried his first case just weeks out of law school, a “baptism by fire” that led to a four-year stint at the Freedom
            Institute, where lawyers defended only capital cases. He’d since opened his own practice, a mix of criminal and civil, but
            even if the case was “just about money,” Jack still treated it like a matter of life and death. Preparation was key.
         

         
         Jack checked the thermostat on the wall. The digital display was flashing on and off in spastic bursts, making the setting
            and temperature indecipherable, and his office felt like Uganda at high noon.
         

         
         “Why is it so god-awful hot in here?” asked Jack.

         
         His assistant, Bonnie, popped into his office and left a stack of mail in his inbox. She was waving a laminated file folder
            like a handheld fan to keep cool.
         

         
         “January is the new July. Haven’t you heard?”

         
         It was Miami’s new climate mantra, and it was no compliment to January. Jack had grown up in South Florida. He’d always thought
            of January as perfect for anything outdoors, the one time of year to live without air-conditioning, the month of Miami’s only
            recorded snowfall, ever. July meant unbearable humidity, tetradactyl-sized mosquitos—and unmitigated panic when the AC was
            on the fritz.
         

         
         “I hope we don’t have any clients coming in today,” said Jack.

         
         “Just one. Your referral from Patricia Dubrow.”

         
         Dubrow had been on the losing end of Jack’s ninety-ninth jury trial. It wasn’t every day that opposing counsel referred a client, and they’d spoken about the matter by telephone, but Jack had completely forgotten. “When?” 

         
         “In about two minutes. He’s in the waiting room. I could tell him we have to reschedule, but he does seem eager to see you.”

         
         Jack considered his options, then it came to him. “We’ll do it the old-fashioned way.”

         
         “In the kitchen?”

         
         “With the windows open,” he said.

         
         Jack Swyteck PA was in a historic neighborhood, near the criminal courthouse, where many old houses—some beautiful, others
            falling apart—had been converted to art galleries, coffeehouses, and other commercial uses. Jack’s office was built in the
            Florida land boom of the 1920s, designed in the old-Florida style, complete with coral-rock façade, barrel tile roof, and
            a covered porch that made folks want to pull up a rocking chair—at least before January became “the new July.” Every owner
            before Jack had managed to survive without central air-conditioning, and when the AC failed, the kitchen offered the best
            cross breeze on the first floor.
         

         
         Jack went to the kitchen and opened the windows. Bonnie brought his new client to him.

         
         “Jack, this is Elliott Stafford.”

         
         They shook hands, and Jack noticed that the young man’s palms were wet with sweat. Maybe he was nervous, but it was probably
            the fact that he’d worn a suit and tie to a law office that was hot enough to cook a coal-fired pizza. Jack apologized for
            the AC and told him it was okay to lose the jacket.
         

         
         “I feel more comfortable with it on,” said Elliott.

         
         “You sure?” said Jack. “You don’t have to dress up for me.”

         
         “I didn’t. This is what I wear to work every day.”

         
         The starched white shirt and double Windsor knot seemed overly formal for daily office wear, but Jack found it strangely refreshing
            to meet a Gen Yer who bucked the “work from home in your pajamas” mindset.
         

         
         “Good for you,” he said, and they each took a seat at the kitchen table. “Where do you work, Elliott?”

         
         “I’m in the finance department at VanPoll Enterprises in Wynwood. That’s the company that Mr. Pollard runs. Used to run. Before,
            you know—”
         

         
         “The suicide. Yes, I saw the local news coverage. Tragic.”

         
         “At least I thought it was suicide. Then I got served with a grand jury subpoena.”

         
         “Patricia Dubrow told me about that. May I see it?”

         
         Jack expected him to have a photograph of the papers on his smartphone, but Elliott pulled the physical subpoena—folded and
            in a business-sized envelope—from his suit-coat pocket.
         

         
         “How old are you, Elliott?”

         
         “Twenty-three.”

         
         “Has anyone ever told you that you’re surprisingly ‘old-school’ for your age?”

         
         He smiled but didn’t answer. Jack reviewed the subpoena, and there were no surprises. It commanded the witness to appear at
            the county courthouse at the time stated, but there were precious few details about the proceeding.
         

         
         “I’ve read that subpoena a hundred times,” said Elliott. “I still don’t see anything that says the grand jury is investigating
            Mr. Pollard’s death.”
         

         
         “Grand jury proceedings are secret, so a subpoena won’t reveal the purpose of the investigation. But I agree with Ms. Dubrow:
            The question here is whether Mr. Pollard’s death was suicide or something else.”
         

         
         “Does the prosecutor think I was involved in a murder?”
         

         
         “It’s rare for the target of an investigation to be subpoenaed as a witness. It raises complicated issues about the accused’s
            Fifth Amendment right against self-incrimination.”
         

         
         “So, no one is accusing me of doing something wrong?”

         
         “I would put it a little differently. The state attorney doesn’t think you’re responsible for Mr. Pollard’s death. But he apparently believes you could have information relevant to a possible crime associated with his death.” 

         
         “Well, I don’t.”

         
         “Good to know. But I’d like to explore that further. Let’s start with this question: Do you have any reason to believe that
            Mr. Pollard’s death was something other than a suicide?”
         

         
         Elliott hesitated, and Jack took notice.

         
         “Elliott?”

         
         “To be honest, the call to 911 raised some questions in my mind.”

         
         Jack was slightly confused. “Do you mean the 911 call on the night of Mr. Pollard’s death?”

         
         “Yes. I listened to it yesterday.”

         
         Jack was even more confused. “The only way to get a 911 recording is through a public records request. How did you get it?”

         
         “Ms. Dubrow made the request before she decided she had a conflict of interest and couldn’t represent me. The audio file came
            to both of us in an email yesterday. I downloaded it to my phone. You want to hear it?”
         

         
         “Yes, I do,” said Jack. “But let me make sure I understand. This is a call to 911 from—who? The person who found the body?
            Mr. Pollard’s wife?”
         

         
         “No,” said Elliott. “That’s why I told you the 911 call raised questions in my mind. The call is from Mr. Pollard.”

         
         Jack took a moment to process that twist. “Mr. Pollard called 911 before committing suicide? Why would anyone do that?”

         
         Elliott had no answer, except to say, “I presume the state attorney is asking the same question.”

         
         “Let’s hear the call,” said Jack.

         
         Elliott hit play and increased the volume. Jack heard a hissing noise followed by a beep. Finally, there was a woman’s voice:
         

         
         “Nine-one-one, what’s your emergency?”

         
         The response was not immediate, and when it came, the caller sounded like he was speaking through pain.

         
         “There’s—uh, there’s been a shooting.”

         
         Elliott paused the recording. “That’s Mr. Pollard,” he said, and the recording resumed with another question from the operator.

         
         “Is anyone hurt?”

         
         “Yeah,” the caller said, struggling. “I’m . . . I’ve been shot.”

         
         “Someone shot you, sir?”

         
         There was no response.

         
         “What’s your name, sir?”

         
         Still no response.

         
         “Sir, can you tell me your name, please?”

         
         There was only silence.

         
         “Are you there, sir? Can you answer me, please?”

         
         Elliott hit stop. “Mr. Pollard never responded,” he said in a hollow voice.
         

         
         Jack replayed the call in his mind’s eye, trying to imagine the scene playing out. “It’s possible that he shot himself, but
            it wasn’t immediately fatal. Maybe the pain was unbearable or maybe he even changed his mind. That’s when he called 911.”
         

         
         “Is that what you think the grand jury is investigating?”

         
         “No,” said Jack. “A medical examiner could determine if the wound was self-inflicted. A grand jury is involved because the
            prosecutor’s theory is that someone shot Mr. Pollard and then tried to make it look like suicide.”
         

         
         “Does he believe that this ‘someone’ is me?”

         
         Jack didn’t answer that question right away. He studied his new client’s expression, trying to gauge whether he was upset
            about Mr. Pollard’s death or simply concerned about being blamed for it.
         

         
         “Were you fond of Mr. Pollard, Elliott?”

         
         “His wife was sweet. I feel bad for her.”

         
         The statement left much for a lawyer to unpack. “Do you know why anyone would want to shoot Mr. Pollard?”

         
         “He could be a dick sometimes.”

         
         “You’ve just articulated a motive to kill off half the population of Miami.”

         
         Elliott chuckled and then turned serious. “He did run a controversial company.”

         
         “Controversial in what way?”

         
         “The nature of the business. VanPoll is a firearms disposal company.”

         
         “What does that mean, exactly?”

         
         “It has government contracts with cities and police departments all over the country. When the police confiscate weapons from
            criminals, or when a community or a church holds a buyback program to reduce the number of handguns on the street, those guns
            have to go somewhere. VanPoll collects them for a fee, brings them to Miami, and destroys them in a way that complies with
            government regulations.”
         

         
         “Was Mr. Pollard a gun-control advocate?”

         
         “No. The opposite. He was in law enforcement for over twenty years. A huge defender of the Second Amendment. He even had a
            blog on gun rights.”
         

         
         “How does someone like that own a gun destruction company?”

         
         “My opinion? He didn’t think gun buybacks made a dime’s worth of difference in the world. But if some lucky guy was going
            to get rich pulverizing Saturday night specials, it might as well be him. I suspect that’s how Mr. Vandermeer lured him into
            the business.”
         

         
         “Who’s Vandermeer?”

         
         “He’s the ‘Van’ in ‘VanPoll Enterprises.’ He and Mr. Pollard were co-owners. Honestly, if you told me someone was going to
            shoot the owner of VanPoll Enterprises, I would expect Mr. Vandermeer to end up dead, not Mr. Pollard.”
         

         
         “Why do you say that?”

         
         Elliott raised an eyebrow. “You really don’t know who C. J. Vandermeer is?”

         
         “No. Should I?”

         
         “His full name is Cornelius J. Vandermeer. He goes by CJ because Cornelius makes him sound like he’s still part of the stuffy and obscenely rich family that disowned him.” 

         
         “Disowned him with or without money?”

         
         “Tons of money. He was a trust-fund brat. On his thirty-fifth birthday, he inherited over two hundred million dollars from
            his grandmother.”
         

         
         “Why did the family disown him?”

         
         “For the same reason most people hate him. He’s a stinking-rich white guy who has never really had to work a day in his life,
            but he sees himself as a professional revolutionary who stands in solidarity with the oppressed people of the world against
            the horrors of capitalism.”
         

         
         “As my father would probably say, ‘Oh, you mean he’s a Progressive,’” Jack said with a sideways smile.

         
         Elliott didn’t see the humor. Jack missed the good ol’ days, when both ends of the political spectrum could still laugh at
            themselves.
         

         
         “CJ isn’t ‘political’ in the conventional sense,” said Elliott. “He’s basically an anarchist. If you support Ukraine, he’ll
            tell you Putin is a great man. If you’re Jewish, he’ll tell you that the Holocaust wasn’t about antisemitism and that reports
            of sexual violence by Hamas on October seventh are Zionist propaganda. He says obnoxious things just to stir up trouble, and
            he says them with a fiery passion. Anyone who disagrees with him is the enemy. Unfortunately, he has so much money, his voice
            is heard.”
         

         
         “What does he want, exactly?”

         
         “There’s no secret agenda. He talks about his mission all over social media. He wants the dissolution of the United States
            government and an end to the American empire. He wants a revolution.”
         

         
         “But he owns a gun destruction company. How can a true revolutionary have a revolution without guns?”

         
         “He’s not against guns. He just wants them in the right hands.”

         
         Jack wondered aloud: “How did Owen Pollard end up in business with a guy like that?”

         
         “Well, in Mr. Pollard’s defense, CJ wasn’t like this when they started the business. He was living off the trust fund, so he was better about keeping his views to himself. Only when he inherited money outright from his grandmother did he suddenly become a revolutionary.” 

         
         “And by then Pollard was stuck with him.”

         
         He hesitated. “I suppose that’s one way it could have happened.”

         
         “I’m sensing there’s more to the story.”

         
         “I just wouldn’t be so quick to paint Pollard as an innocent victim.”

         
         “Why do you say that?”

         
         “This was before my time. I can only guess.”

         
         “What’s your guess?”

         
         He paused. “You’re my lawyer, right?”

         
         “Everything you tell me is privileged, if that’s what you’re asking.”

         
         Elliott seemed satisfied. “The way I see it, there are two questions: How did Mr. Pollard end up in business with C. J. Vandermeer,
            and who would want Mr. Pollard dead? To me, the answers spring from the same well.”
         

         
         “Which ‘well’ is that?”

         
         “VanPoll. That company is not what it appears to be.”

         
         “Then what is it?”

         
         “Probably the only person left who can answer that question is CJ.”

         
         Jack glanced out the window, then back at Elliott. “Then I’ll ask him.”

         
         “You can’t just call him up and make an appointment. He would never meet with a guy like you. Wasn’t your father the governor
            of Florida?”
         

         
         Harry Swyteck had served two terms. Once upon a time, it had made for a contentious father-son relationship, Harry, the law-and-order
            governor who signed more death warrants than any governor in Florida history, and Jack, a young lawyer at the Freedom Institute
            who defended death row inmates.
         

         
         “Yes, so?”

         
         “To CJ, the Swyteck name is part of the system that needs to be destroyed. If you’re going to meet him, we need to be clever
            about it.”
         

         
         “Any ideas?”

         
         “How soon would you like to talk to him?”

         
         “Your appearance before the grand jury is a week away, so the first chance I get.”

         
         “How about tomorrow? I can make it happen.”

         
         Jack wondered if he was promising more than he could deliver, trying to impress his lawyer, but he liked this kid’s attitude.
            “That would be soon enough,” he said.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         Jack ended his day with a trip to the Miami-Dade medical examiner’s office.

         
         The 911 recording raised questions about Owen Pollard’s death, and the logical place to start searching for answers was the
            autopsy report. Except for photographs, which could not be released without the consent of next of kin, autopsy reports were
            public records in Florida. Jack completed the formal request online, but he wanted the report before meeting Owen Pollard’s
            business partner, so waiting two weeks for a response was not an option. Jack had one reliable contact at the ME’s office,
            an old friend of his father from Harry Swyteck’s first term as governor. Jack made a phone call.
         

         
         “The report will be waiting for you at reception,” Dr. Wheeler said, and Jack was in business.

         
         The medical examiner’s office was in the Joseph H. Davis Center for Forensic Pathology, a three-building complex on the perimeter
            of the University of Miami Medical Center campus and Jackson Memorial Hospital. Typical for late afternoon, the campus was
            bustling with activity, people headed to the spine institute, the eye institute, and other world-class specialists. Jack went
            to the main entrance. The guard buzzed him in, and as promised, the report was waiting for him.
         

         
         “Could you let Dr. Wheeler know that Jack Swyteck is here?” he told the receptionist. “I’d like to say hello.”

         
         She assured him she would, and Jack took a seat in the waiting area. Jack knew his way around an autopsy report, and he read
            quickly. Dr. Wheeler appeared just as Jack finished reading.
         

         
         “How’s your old man, Jack?” asked Wheeler, smiling.

         
         “Playing too much golf but otherwise enjoying a stress-free retirement.”

         
         “Golf,” he said with a roll of his eyes. “That’s why I’ll never retire.”

         
         Wheeler had been with the ME’s office since the building’s namesake, the late Joseph H. Davis, was chief examiner, back in
            the days when drugs, riots, and good old-fashioned Florida insanity pushed Miami’s homicide rate into the stratosphere, more
            than six hundred murders a year.
         

         
         There was another minute or two of chitchat. Jack thanked him for the report, but he couldn’t resist fishing before saying
            goodbye.
         

         
         “I see the autopsy was done by Dr. Carolina Cruz. Is she good?”

         
         “One of our best. Very thorough. Remind me: Which case is that?”

         
         Jack told him.

         
         “Ah, the shotgun blast.”

         
         “You know it?”

         
         “We’re on pace for two thousand autopsies this year, so I wouldn’t say I ‘know’ it. But I do recall some news coverage on
            that one.”
         

         
         “Dr. Cruz ruled it a suicide, I see.”

         
         Jack handed him the report, and Wheeler checked. “Yup. Manner of death: suicide. Cause of death: single gunshot to the head.”

         
         “No mention of a second gunshot wound anywhere on the body,” said Jack. “Or did I miss something?”

         
         Wheeler skimmed through the entire report, flipping through the pages. “Nope. You didn’t miss anything.”

         
         “I assume that if there had been a second gunshot wound, it would have been in the report.”

         
         “If Dr. Cruz wants to keep her job, it would,” Wheeler said with a chuckle. Then he turned curious. “Why do you ask about
            a second gunshot?”
         

         
         Review of 911 recordings was not part of the medical examiner’s function, and Jack saw no reason to get into it. “Long story,”
            said Jack.
         

         
         They shook hands, and Jack left with the report in hand. It was too late in the day for Jack to return to his office. He drove
            home to Key Biscayne.
         

         
         The “Key,” as Jack called it, is an island in the shallow bay waters east of downtown Miami, tethered to the mainland and the ever-growing cityscape by the Rickenbacker causeway. Real estate prices there were shocking even by Miami standards, but years earlier, before he’d even met Andie, Jack had cut a steal of a deal on one of the last remaining Mackle homes, basically a 1,200-square-foot shoe box built right after World War II as affordable housing for returning GIs. Every day he made the drive, but especially after doing battle in a Miami courtroom, Jack felt like he was getting a glimpse of how those returning warriors must have felt as they drove to their new home in an island paradise, even if Jack’s was the last Mackle house standing. 

         
         Andie was in the bedroom when he got home. She was packing a suitcase.

         
         “No, I’m not leaving you,” she said. “But I am leaving.”

         
         The suitcase was on the bed, and Jack noticed the sweaters, coat, gloves, and other winter gear that no one wore in Miami,
            not even in January.
         

         
         “Where is the FBI sending you this time? Alaska?”

         
         “Ha ha. You know I can’t tell you.”

         
         Andie was an undercover agent. She was already in undercover mode.

         
         “When are you coming back?”

         
         She folded a cotton sweater and put it in the bag. “You know I can’t tell you that either. But don’t complain. When I come
            back, I’ll be a hot blonde you barely recognize, and lucky you gets to have wild sex with another woman.”
         

         
         “I’m pretty happy with my hot brunette wife.”

         
         “You’re sweet.” She gave him a quick kiss, then continued packing.

         
         Jack completely understood that an FBI agent couldn’t talk about an undercover assignment. That was half the reason they’d lived the first nine years of marriage under “the Rule”: Andie didn’t talk to Jack about her active investigations, and Jack didn’t talk to Andie about his active cases. Jack’s fear was that he might say something to land his client in jail; Andie’s fear was that she might slip and reveal an FBI secret to one of Miami’s top criminal defense lawyers. They’d dropped the Rule on the advice of their marriage counselor. “It’s not healthy for two career-oriented people to muzzle themselves in that way,” their counselor had advised, adding rather ominously, “I honestly don’t know how you two have managed to stay together this long.” Sometimes, however, it seemed that only Jack had dropped the Rule. But a deal was a deal, and he would keep up his end of it. 

         
         “I’m taking a new criminal case.”

         
         “Oh? What’s this one about?”

         
         “A grand jury is looking into the suicide of Owen Pollard.”

         
         She froze. “He was FBI, retired.”

         
         “Yes. I hope you don’t have a problem with that.”

         
         “I didn’t know Pollard personally. He was the liaison for Violent Gang Safe Streets Task Force and the Transnational Anti-Gang
            Task Forces, which means he was hardly ever in Miami. There are almost two hundred local law enforcement agencies on those
            task forces, so he was constantly traveling.”
         

         
         “Well, I’m glad he wasn’t a friend of yours.”

         
         “Frankly, I don’t think he had any friends left in the bureau.”

         
         “What makes you say that?”

         
         “The task forces he coordinated confiscated thousands of firearms from gangs all over the country. Most of those guns had
            no lawful owner, so they ended up destroyed. From what I heard, Pollard steered the gun destruction business to one company,
            and then he retired early from the bureau and became part owner of the same company. If that wasn’t bad enough, his business
            partner was a left-wing lunatic who spits in the eye of law enforcement every chance he gets. Not to be callous, but most
            agents in the Miami field office weren’t shocked to hear Pollard killed himself.”
         

         
         “If he killed himself,” said Jack.

         
         “Is there evidence his death wasn’t suicide?”

         
         “The 911 call is odd,” said Jack, and he told her about it.

         
         “Hmm,” said Andie, and she zipped up her suitcase. “Where was the body found?”

         
         “In the kitchen, according to the media reports I’ve seen.”

         
         “So, Pollard calls 911, says he’s been shot, and then goes into the kitchen and shoots himself with a shotgun.”

         
         “Weird, right?”

         
         “Maybe he was trying to make it look like his wife did it.”

         
         “What?”

         
         “You know, kind of like the movie Gone Girl. One spouse hates the other so much that they create this elaborate plan to make it look like the husband—or in this case
            the wife—killed them. Except that Mr. Pollard’s version of the setup only works once.”
         

         
         She seemed serious but then smiled, and Jack realized she was joking. Cop humor. Jack didn’t always get it.

         
         “Good one,” said Jack.

         
         “Sorry. I shouldn’t joke like that. But the way Pollard monetized his position on those task forces was scummy, even if it
            wasn’t illegal.”
         

         
         “No need to apologize,” said Jack.

         
         “You mind if I change the subject?”

         
         “Not at all.”

         
         Andie moved the suitcase from the bed, then went to him. “It could be a while before I’m back,” she said in her bedroom voice.

         
         “Where’s Righley?”

         
         “Soccer practice for another hour.”

         
         He smiled with interest. “How convenient.”

         
         “Just one last word about your case.”

         
         “You always get the last word.”

         
         “It’s who I am. I assume it’s in your client’s best interest to prove that it was a suicide, so will you do me this one favor?”

         
         “You caught me in no mood to say no.”

         
         “Please don’t cast Pollard as yet another typical angry white male zealot who can’t help turning his gun on himself and ends
            up blowing his brains out in the kitchen. As a responsible gun owner, I hate those clichés.”
         

         
         “I hate all clichés.”

         
         She touched his chest. “All of them? Even the strong, buff husband who carries his wife into the kitchen, lays her naked on
            the counter, and makes love to her like they might never see each other again?”
         

         
         “Hmm. Not all clichés are bad, I suppose.”

         
         He tried to pick her up, but they were leaning in opposite directions and fell onto the bed.

         
         “But who needs a cold granite countertop?” said Andie.

         
         “When there’s a perfectly good mattress right here,” said Jack, finishing her thought for her with a kiss on the neck.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         The designated meeting place was outdoors, at Bayfront Park, the largest green space in downtown Miami. Jack’s instructions
            were to follow the main walkway due east, toward Biscayne Bay, and meet Elliott at the giant statue of Christopher Columbus
            near the seawall. C. J. Vandermeer wouldn’t be expecting Jack, but Elliott guaranteed that he would be there at noon, and
            the plan was to stage a “chance” encounter that would turn into an introduction.
         

         
         It was almost noon, and Jack was still several blocks away from the park, stuck in traffic. He was in the passenger seat.
            Behind the wheel was Theo Knight, Jack’s best friend, bartender, therapist, confidant, and sometime investigator. Theo was
            also a former client. Jack’s thinking was that if CJ refused to talk to Jack, the son of the former governor, he might talk
            to Theo, whose death warrant was signed by Governor Swyteck and was the one innocent man on death row Jack had ever defended.
         

         
         “Looks like Biscayne Boulevard is closed,” said Theo. “Some kind of protest.”

         
         Biscayne was Miami’s signature north-south boulevard, four lanes in each direction that were divided by an elevated tram and
            rows of royal palm trees. Office towers lined the west side of the street, and to the east beautiful Bayfront Park stretched
            to the waterfront. Hundreds of people were marching down all eight lanes in the same direction.
         

         
         Jack suddenly remembered what was going on in Miami that weekend—and why Elliott had been able to “guarantee” that a self-proclaimed
            revolutionary like C. J. Vandermeer would be there.
         

         
         “G-twenty,” said Jack.

         
         “Bingo!” said Theo.

         
         “You know about the Group of Twenty?”

         
         “No. But I know bingo.”

         
         Jack explained. The Group of Twenty included nineteen member states, the EU and the African Union, representing 85 percent
            of the world’s GDP and over 75 percent of global trade. The annual G20 summit was the premier forum for international cooperation
            on global economic issues. It was also a rallying point for public protest. Demonstrators from all over the world had flooded
            the streets of downtown Miami to decry everything from sweatshop labor to international banking.
         

         
         A text message appeared on Jack’s phone. It was from Elliott: Too crowded at chris columbus. Meet at park entrance on 1st.

         
         Jack texted back a quick response—ok—and told Theo to pull into the parking lot just ahead, which Theo interpreted as an order to get there by any means necessary.
            He jumped the curb, drove along the sidewalk, and steered into the lot, which charged a mere fifteen dollars for the first
            fifteen minutes. Jack bit the bullet and paid for two hours. He and Theo walked quickly, weaving their way through the long
            line of stopped cars, ignoring the horn blasts and angry shouts from frustrated drivers. At the intersection, they merged
            into a sea of young people, most of them wearing bandanas over their noses and mouths, many wearing protective goggles or
            helmets. A few wore gas masks. Two men had climbed atop lampposts to wave red flags, one with the image of Che Guevera and
            the other with Vladimir Lenin. Banners and posters dotted the crowd, the messages ranging from give peace a chance to people before profits. Jack pushed across the boulevard to the park entrance. A man approached him quickly, which startled Jack. He was dressed
            in full lacrosse gear, including shoulder pads, a chest protector, and a helmet.
         

         
         “Hi, Mr. Swyteck,” he said.

         
         Jack did a double take. “Elliott?”

         
         He removed his helmet and metal cage mask so Jack could see his face. “Yeah, sorry for the getup. CJ told us to wear protective
            gear. I played lacrosse at Columbia. This is the best protection I have.”
         

         
         “Do we need protection?” asked Jack.

         
         “No,” said Theo. “I did my college at Florida State Prison. We ate lacrosse players for breakfast.”

         
         Theo was six foot six and built like an NFL linebacker. Elliott took a step back.

         
         “Ignore him,” said Jack. “How do we find CJ in this mob?”

         
         “Follow me,” said Elliott.

         
         Jack and Theo went with him, but Elliott didn’t lead them into the park. He was pushing forward along the edge of Biscayne
            Boulevard, taking them toward the arena where the Miami Heat played its NBA home games, stopping only when they’d reached
            what felt like the front line of the protest. The vibe was very much a ragtag army division gearing up for combat. Except
            for Jack and Theo, everyone was wearing goggles, masks, or some other facial protection. Some had fashioned makeshift shields
            from plastic lunch trays. Helicopters circled overhead.
         

         
         “Be ready!” someone shouted.

         
         Never had Jack seen such a showing of police muscle. Outside the arena, rows of fully armored police moved in formation, meeting
            the crowd of demonstrators with a line of riot shields and control batons. As police advanced, some on horseback, the chanting
            shifted from anti-capitalism—Eat the rich!—to a line borrowed from the 1960s:
         

         
         The whole world is watching!

         
         The throbbing crowd was squeezed between the barricades behind them and the oncoming wave of police.

         
         “There’s nowhere to go!” people shouted. “Nowhere for us to go!”

         
         As a police SUV rolled alongside the marchers, blaring its siren, a man danced in front of it, shooting his middle finger
            at the driver. Dressed in a black hoodie with a hammer-and-sickle insignia on it, he was a ball of energy, raising his fist,
            egging on the crowd with a cheer:
         

         
         “No justice! No peace! No racist-ass police!”

         
         Theo looked at Jack. “Who’s the middle-aged white dude who thinks he’s still a Berkeley undergrad?”

         
         “That’s him,” Elliott said. “That’s CJ!”

         
         Suddenly volleys of tear gas canisters launched from somewhere behind police lines and landed in the crowd, unleashing panic.
            People were soon stepping over the fallen, coughing and wheezing as they ran. The crack of gunfire erupted, and protestors
            on the front line writhed in pain from rubber bullets, beanbag projectiles, and chemical-filled pellets. Angry youths cursed
            as they picked up the smoking canisters of tear gas and hurled them back at the oncoming police.
         

         
         “Run!” someone shouted.

         
         “Stay together! Don’t fall back!”

         
         “Medic!”

         
         Elliott grabbed Jack by the arm. “Follow CJ!”

         
         They were quickly on CJ’s heels, along with a dozen other demonstrators, in full retreat and headed deep into the park. The
            statue of Christopher Columbus came into view. The word genocide was spray-painted over his name on the stone pedestal. Exhausted protestors lay on the ground around the statue. Some gasped
            for air or rinsed their eyes with water.
         

         
         Elliott led Jack toward CJ, who was removing his protective gear and helmet. His long hair was in a topknot, and a single
            gold-loop earring adorned his right lobe, pirate-style. Jack noticed that a chunk of his left lobe was missing—ripped away,
            it appeared, in what Jack surmised was a lesson learned long ago: never wear a dangling earring to a street fight. CJ was
            quickly surrounded by his followers, mostly young, all looking at him with a sense of awe.
         

         
         “I got blasted right in the face!” he said, bouncing with energy. “Man, that was good!”

         
         A woman with one eye closed from pepper spray approached him. “Did you see me use the arm-drag tactic on that cop?” she said,
            beaming. “Out and away, just like you showed me.”
         

         
         “Good soldier,” said CJ. “There’s no better way to de-arrest yourself.”

         
         Jack watched as others slapped high fives with their leader. CJ then took a seat on the rock wall, lit a cigarette, and relaxed
            with his back to the bay. Elliott brought Jack and Theo forward and introduced Jack as his attorney.
         

         
         “I’m defending Elliott before a grand jury next week,” said Jack.

         
         CJ took a drag on his cigarette and exhaled. “Why does that concern me?”

         
         “We believe it has to do with the death of your business partner, Owen Pollard.”

         
         “Like I said: Why is that my concern?”

         
         Theo stepped in. “Because the cops are fucking with us,” said Theo.

         
         CJ took a deep drag. “Who are you?”

         
         “Someone who spent four years on death row for a murder I didn’t do.”

         
         CJ seemed to take an immediate liking to him. “That’s what this fight’s all about. Revolution is the only path to justice.
            I feel for you, brother.”
         

         
         Jack was certain that Theo wasn’t feeling anything for this “brother,” but he took Theo’s cue and played along.

         
         “Theo’s right,” said Jack. “Owen Pollard’s death was obviously a suicide. Even the medical examiner’s office said it was suicide.
            But a grand jury has been convened to investigate. The harassment starts with Elliott, one of your employees. But it’s clear
            where this is going. They’ll work it all the way up to the top.”
         

         
         “Fascists,” he said. “Anything to cause trouble for me.”

         
         “Has anyone been in touch with you from the state attorney’s office?” asked Jack.

         
         “No. But I have my sources.”

         
         “What does that mean?”

         
         CJ glanced at Theo, as if to reinforce the “brother” thing.

         
         “Jack’s cool,” said Theo.

         
         CJ crushed out his cigarette on the wall. “My sources told me the same thing you just said about the first autopsy: suicide.”

         
         “The first?” asked Jack. “Was there a second autopsy?”

         
         “I’m told the state attorney brought in a gunshot wound specialist from somewhere. Texas, I think.”

         
         “Have you seen the second autopsy report?”

         
         “No. It’s not a public record. The state attorney commissioned it on some kind of special consulting basis. Now that you’re
            telling me there’s a grand jury investigation, I guess that explains things.”
         

         
         Jack seemed to be sharing as much information as he was getting, which wasn’t ideal. He asked the next question without mentioning
            Pollard’s call to 911.
         

         
         “Did your ‘sources’ mention anything to you about a second gunshot wound?”

         
         “Owen stuck the business end of a double-barreled shotgun into his mouth and blew out the back of his head,” said CJ. “How
            would there be a second gunshot?”
         

         
         Jack kept the 911 call to himself. “Yeah, silly question.”

         
         CJ hopped down the rock wall. “Thanks for the heads-up on the grand jury. And big fella,” he said, looking at Theo. “Any time
            you want to march with us, you’re welcome.”
         

         
         “I’ll see if I can find my old lacrosse uniform,” said Theo.

         
         CJ laughed, then walked toward the grassy area behind the graffiti-covered statue, where one of the marchers was down, still
            reeling from pepper spray. CJ summoned Elliott.
         

         
         “Hey, lacrosse boy. We need some water over here.”

         
         “We can talk later,” Jack told his client.

         
         Elliott said goodbye and went to his boss. Jack and Theo started toward the park exit.

         
         “What do you think?” asked Theo.

         
         “Two things,” said Jack. “I’m absolutely certain that CJ and his ‘sources’ know more than he’s telling us. And I’d bet my
            bottom dollar there’s more to VanPoll Enterprises than a firearms destruction company.”
         

         
         “What do we do about that?” asked Theo.

         
         “Grand juries are technically independent, but they’re run by prosecutors. At this point, all I can tell you is what I won’t do: I won’t send my client into the grand jury room to be blindsided by a prosecutor whose agenda may include everything from proving Owen Pollard was murdered to bringing down C. J. Vandermeer and VanPoll Enterprises.” 

         
         “What’s our next move?”

         
         “I’m thinking a talk with Mrs. Pollard is in order,” said Jack.

         
         “You want me along for that ride?”

         
         “No muscle needed,” said Jack. “I got this one.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 5

         
         The line for drop-off at Sunset Elementary School was four blocks long, stretching all the way to Austen’s favorite ice cream
            shop. Flecks of sunlight danced across the windshield of Helena’s SUV, the morning rays shredded by the canopy of sprawling
            oaks and leafy banyan trees that lined historic Sunset Drive.
         

         
         “Mom, can we go to Whip ’n Dip?”

         
         “Not for breakfast,” said Helena.

         
         “They have apple pie flavor. Apples are fruit. Fruit is a good breakfast.”

         
         The sedan in front her inched forward, finally. Helena advanced another car length, then stopped. “Apple-pie ice cream is
            like double dessert. You can have it after dance class.”
         

         
         Austen groaned. “Mom, winter classes just started. Nobody has after-school stuff yet. Why do I have to go to dance?”

         
         Helena made eye contact in the rearview mirror. “Because you are a dancer,” she said.

         
         Austen had been “dancing” at the conservatory since he was three, starting with “Mommy and me” and basic movement classes.
            All in-studio instruction was on an age-appropriate basis, so first graders were strictly limited to one pre-ballet class
            a week, and formal introduction to ballet didn’t start until the second grade—which was fine, in Helena’s mind, if you were
            like every other boy and your grandmother never danced with the Kirov. Helena had been supplementing Austen’s training at
            home, and at the age of six he was better than any of the seven- and eight-year-old boys who danced four days a week.
         

         
         Helena pulled up to the school entrance, and one of the attendants opened the rear door.

         
         “Pick you up at three,” said Helena. “Love you.”

         
         “Apple pie ice cream,” Austen said, as he climbed out.

         
         The door slammed shut, and Helena pulled away. Her cell phone rang as she was waiting at the traffic light. She let it go
            to voicemail but listened to the message in real time over the speaker system.
         

         
         “Mrs. Pollard, this is Jack Swyteck. I left a message yesterday about the grand jury investigation into your husband’s death.
            I’m sorry to impose, but I would appreciate it if you could call me back. Thank you.”
         

         
         The call ended.

         
         Helena had received Swyteck’s first message. She hadn’t felt like talking then, and she felt even less like talking now. She
            had too much to do, and Owen was already top of mind.
         

         
         It was a thirty-minute drive to VanPoll Enterprises in the Wynwood area, Miami’s version of midtown. She wasn’t looking forward
            to it. This would be her first visit since her husband’s death. She parked in Owen’s reserved space in the parking garage
            and took the elevator to the tenth floor of the office tower. The receptionist was respectful and greeted her in the overly
            gentle tone that virtually everyone seemed to think was appropriate for a recent widow.
         

         
         “Good morning to you, Mrs. Pollard. Let me know if you need anything.”

         
         Helena thanked her, but she knew her way around the building and continued on her own to her late husband’s office at the
            end of the hallway. She stopped outside the closed door, took a deep breath, and then entered.
         

         
         Her gaze swept the room. It was a corner office with floor-to-ceiling windows that offered views of downtown Miami to the south and the Port of Miami to the east. The wall behind Owen’s desk was like an overstuffed scrapbook, a collection of too many framed newspaper articles and photographs from two decades of service to Violent Gang Safe Streets Task Force and the Transnational Anti-Gang Task Forces. It was in no way a random display of achievements. Gun confiscations were featured prominently, everything from “Trinidad Fentanyl Trafficking Arrests Shut Down Illegal Firearms Pipeline” to “Task Force Semiautomatic Weapon Seizures Top 2,000.” Some said Owen had been feathering his future nest. Helena knew how much that had angered him. 

         
         So many things angered him.

         
         She stepped behind his desk. Their wedding photograph was still in the silver frame she’d picked out for him. Beside it was
            a photograph of Austen when he was five. He was wearing a tee-ball uniform and holding a plastic bat. Austen hated that photograph.
            It was the one and only time in his life that he’d played sports. He was terrible. Like most kids, Austen liked what he was
            good at. And he was exceptional at dance.
         

         
         Helena breathed in and out. She remembered the last time she and Austen had visited Owen in his office. It was December. They
            had tickets to see the Miami City Ballet perform The Nutcracker. Owen needed ten minutes to finish a project, and then they would go. Helena and Austen waited on the couch. Owen needed quiet,
            so Austen borrowed his mother’s phone and used her earbuds to listen to music. He was the only one in the room who could hear
            it, but Helena knew it was Tchaikovsky, and not just because the album cover was displayed on her iPhone. More important,
            she could see how it was making Austen move. He wanted to dance. So, she let him. It was enough to push Owen over the edge.
         

         
         

         “Stop that, Austen,” he said sharply.

         
         His arms were so long and beautiful as he breezed across the room to the music only he was feeling. “I’m dancing.”

         
         “Stop it. Please.”

         
         Austen turned on the ball of his foot and continued gracefully in the other direction.

         
         “Austen,” his father said firmly, “knock it off.”

         
         “But I—”

         
         “Someone is going to see you.”

         
         “I want everyone to see me.”

         
         “Austen! Stop flittering around the room like a fucking—”

         
         Owen caught himself, as if suddenly mortified by his own words.

         
         Austen stood frozen, unable to move.

         
         Helena took him by the hand. “Let’s go, Austen.”

         
         “Wait,” said Owen, rising.

         
         Helena started toward the door, nearly dragging Austen along with her.

         
         “Helena! You know I didn’t mean that.”

         
         “Leave us alone,” she said, and she hurried out.

         
         

         A quick knock roused Helena from her memories. She opened the door. It was C. J. Vandermeer.

         
         “Is there anything you need, Helena?”

         
         She was still flustered from that unpleasant slice of the past. “No, thank you. I’m fine.”

         
         He stood in the open doorway and waited, but she didn’t invite him in. “Do you have a minute?” he asked, inviting himself.

         
         “Of course.”

         
         He entered and closed the door. “My lawyer tells me it’s unwise to put myself alone with a woman behind a closed office door.
            But you and I are friends now, right?”
         

         
         Helena could only imagine the workplace complaints that had informed that legal advice. “Is there something you’d like to
            discuss, CJ?”
         

         
         He walked around the desk and took a seat in Owen’s chair. “Sit, please,” he said, pointing to the wing chair.

         
         Helena obliged. They were on opposite sides of Owen’s desk.

         
         “I’m glad you finally decided to come to the office,” he said.

         
         “Finally?”

         
         “It’s been more than a month since Owen passed. I don’t mean to sound harsh, but this office can’t become a shrine.”

         
         “I’ll clear it out in due time,” she said.

         
         “I’m afraid the time is now. We need the space.”

         
         “It’s not really your decision, CJ.”

         
         “Everything in this company is my decision.”

         
         “I don’t want to fight you on this, but Owen’s stock passed to me when he died. I own half this company.”

         
         CJ laughed so hard he snorted.

         
         “What’s so funny?” she asked.

         
         He brought his laughter under control. “You don’t own half of anything. You own forty-nine percent of VanPoll Enterprises, and VanPoll Enterprises is a pimple on the ass of a corporate
            conglomerate owned by me.”
         

         
         “I deserve some say in the company.”

         
         “Now you sound like Owen. ‘Oh, CJ, I’m a half owner, I need a raise, pay me more money.’ Your husband was lucky I paid him
            as much as I did.”
         

         
         “What you paid him was barely minimum wage, considering the hours he put in.”

         
         “That’s a slight exaggeration,” he said with a disingenuous smile. “But I paid him enough.”

         
         “Maybe I’ll just sell my shares and cash out,” said Helena.

         
         CJ snorted again, nearly laughing in her face. “You really have no clue what it means to be a minority shareholder in a privately
            held company, do you? If you think Owen’s death is payday for you, think again. Your forty-nine percent is sellable only when
            I decide it’s time for me to buy it, and it’s worth whatever I decide to pay for it.”
         

         
         “You make things so easy to understand,” she said without a hint of sincerity. “Things like why Owen couldn’t stand you.”

         
         “It was never about liking each other. I owned the licenses to operate a firearms destruction business, and your husband had contacts at over two thousand local, state, and federal law enforcement agencies with truckloads of confiscated guns to destroy. It was a match made in heaven.” 

         
         “Hell, you mean. If you’d been honest about who you were from the beginning, Owen never would have gone into business with
            you. He certainly never would have agreed to be a forty-nine percent minority shareholder with you in control.”
         

         
         “You know how I got the all-important one percent, Helena. Don’t play dumb with me.”

         
         She didn’t know, and she hated to give CJ the satisfaction of knowing how little Owen had told her about the business, but
            this felt like her last opportunity to find out. “I’m not playing dumb, CJ.”
         

         
         He smiled, seeming to realize she was being truthful. “How thoughtful of Owen to keep this secret from you—and to let me be
            the one to tell you.”
         

         
         “Just say what you need to say.”

         
         “I don’t have all the details, since I wasn’t at the hospital six years ago.”

         
         “Do you mean when Austen was born?”

         
         He leaned forward, his eyes narrowing. “No. I mean when he was bought.”
         

         
         Helena was silent.

         
         “As I understand it, you told Owen to come up with two hundred fifty thousand dollars on the spot. This company was barely
            profitable back then. Where did you expect Owen to get that kind of cash? The ATM? Lucky for him, I was willing to pay a quarter
            million dollars for a one percent interest that, at the time, had virtually no value at all. Lucky for me—not so lucky for
            you—it’s worth much, much more today.”
         

         
         Helena could no longer hold her tongue. “You are such an ass,” she said, glowering.

         
         “Actually, I’m an extremely fair and reasonable man. Owen may never have liked me, but he was very loyal. I reward that kind of loyalty.” 

         
         “I don’t want your reward.”

         
         “Don’t be foolish,” he said. “All of us need to be smart. A grand jury is investigating your husband’s death.”

         
         “I’m aware,” said Helena.

         
         “Are you? So much for grand jury secrecy. Did the state attorney tell you?”

         
         “I found out when I was served with a subpoena.”

         
         CJ seemed surprised. “They subpoenaed Owen’s widow without so much as a courtesy call and a heads-up? How tacky.”

         
         “I can deal with it.”

         
         “No, Helena. This is no time to channel Rachel Platten and ‘This Is My Fight Song.’ You need a lawyer. I’ll hire you the best there is.”
         

         
         “Would that be Jack Swyteck?”

         
         “Swyteck? No. Why do you ask?”

         
         “He called me yesterday and left a message. Said he wanted to talk to me about the grand jury investigation into Owen’s death.
            He left another message this morning.”
         

         
         “Hmm. Strange coincidence.”

         
         CJ didn’t say another word, but Helena sensed there was more to this “coincidence” than he was letting on.

         
         “I googled Mr. Swyteck after the first call,” said Helena.

         
         “Have you called him back yet?”

         
         “No. But from what I saw online, if he’s not the best, he’s up there.”

         
         “Forget about Swyteck. I’m going to do you one better. You can use the company’s outside general counsel at no cost to you.
            And she’s not cheap.”
         

         
         “Who’s that?”

         
         CJ picked up the phone, dialed, and spoke to his assistant on speaker. “Susan, I’m in Owen’s old office with Helena. Get Patricia
            Dubrow on the phone for us. It’s very important.”
         

         
         “Right away, sir.”

         
         He hit the mute button. “I hate lawyers. But you’re going to love Patricia.”

         
         “I’m sure I will,” said Helena.

         
         Then she discreetly checked her cell phone, making sure she still had the message from Jack Swyteck—and his number.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 6

         
         Jack, Righley, and their ninety-pound golden retriever named Max were on day three without Andie. Jack’s caseload was keeping
            him busy, and Righley had the excitement and anticipation of a Friday night sleepover to distract her, so it was obvious who
            was missing Andie most.
         

         
         “I think Max is depressed,” said Righley.

         
         They were on their way to her friend’s house. Righley was in her booster in the back seat. Max lay beside her with his head
            resting on her overnight bag. Max hated suitcases. He knew what they meant.
         

         
         “I think he needs a girlfriend,” Righley added.

         
         Jack wasn’t sure how it had happened, but suddenly Righley was at the age where there was an awful lot of talk about boyfriends
            and girlfriends.
         

         
         “Or maybe just a friend,” said Jack.

         
         Righley was a sleepover veteran, including twice before at her friend Carla’s house, so the drop-off at the Perez residence
            was without drama. It was after five o’clock, and even though Max was with him, Jack’s workday was not yet over. He picked
            up Theo on his way through Coconut Grove.
         

         
         “Did you talk to CJ like I asked you to?” Jack asked.

         
         Theo settled into the passenger seat. “Yup. Told him exactly what you told me to say. I’d like to take him up on his offer
            to march with him the next time he and Elliott take to the streets, but not if Elliott is about to spill the beans on some
            kind of shady operations.”
         

         
         “What did he say?”

         
         “Said his business is completely aboveboard, nothing to hide.”

         
         “Did he authorize Elliott to give us a tour of the plant?”

         
         “Yes. Apparently, he’s even stupider than he looks. ‘Have a look for yourself,’ he said.”

         
         Jack checked his watch. “Perfect. Elliott said he can meet us at six.”

         
         “What about this guy?” asked Theo, and Max seemed to know who he meant. His paws suddenly appeared on the console, and his
            huge blond head was between them at eye level. He was panting with excitement, as if it were a boys’ night out.
         

         
         “Do you want to be the one to burst Max’s bubble and tell him he can’t come along?” asked Jack.

         
         Theo acquiesced. Jack steered onto the expressway, northbound from downtown Miami.

         
         “What makes you think the grand jury is investigating the business, anyway?” asked Theo.

         
         “It’s a good question. My assumption is that the primary focus of the investigation is Owen Pollard’s death. There’s only
            one charge under Florida law that requires a grand jury indictment: first-degree murder.”
         

         
         “I’m somewhat familiar with the concept,” Theo said with sarcasm.

         
         “That said, just because a charge of first-degree murder requires a grand jury indictment doesn’t mean a prosecutor can’t
            empanel a grand jury to bring some other charge.”
         

         
         “Like what?”

         
         “You’ve met C. J. Vandermeer. Could be anything. But if the state attorney is focused on an employee like Elliott, it makes
            me think he’s fishing for something about the business.”
         

         
         Jack exited the expressway and followed the road west, where countless boxlike buildings formed endless rows, each separated from the next by a narrow alleyway that was barely wide enough for a forklift. The buildings all looked alike, especially on a Friday evening at sunset, when the garage doors were closed and the roll-down security shutters were in place for the weekend. As Jack pulled into the parking lot, a row of photocell-controlled streetlights marked the transition from day to night, blinking on one after another. Elliott met them outside the building. He was immediately in love with Max. 

         
         “Oh, you brought me a puppy,” he said, all smiles.

         
         Jack gave Max enough time to make a new best friend, which was all of five seconds, and then Elliott led them around the side
            of the building to an entrance marked authorized personnel only. A uniformed security guard unlocked the door and they went inside.
         

         
         “Is your dog friendly?” the guard asked.

         
         “Yeah, but he’s not,” said Jack, indicating Theo.

         
         The guard laughed.

         
         “He’s not kidding,” Theo said, which wiped the guard’s smile away.

         
         Elliott led them past the employee clock-in station and through a heavy metal door at the end of the hallway. They entered
            a cavernous warehouse-like section of the building. It was quiet inside, but Jack imagined it would be noisy and bustling
            during business hours. Row after row of metal shelving covered most of the concrete floor space, each shelf holding identical
            padlocked boxes. Elliott led them down the nearest row.
         

         
         “What’s in the footlockers?” asked Jack.

         
         “Guns,” said Elliott. “These first few rows are for firearms collected through voluntary gun-buyback programs. A church or
            local police station might pay fifty dollars to anyone who turns in a firearm.”
         

         
         Jack counted at least a dozen rows in total. “And the rest?”

         
         “The rest are weapons confiscated by law enforcement. They all get shipped here. The first step in the process is to catalog
            the inventory, check each unit to make sure there’s no live ammunition, and send the serial number to ATF’s National Tracing
            Center to confirm that it’s not needed as evidence in any criminal proceeding.”
         

         
         “Then what?” asked Jack.

         
         “Follow me.”

         
         Elliott led them through another metal door to a separate section of the plant. A sign on the wall said that hard hats and ear protection were mandatory. The necessary gear was hanging on the wall, available for anyone who entered during normal hours of operation. Elliott grabbed enough equipment for everyone, including ear protection for Max, and then led them around another row of shelves. A woman was waiting for them on the other side. Elliott introduced her as Sheila. 

         
         “Sheila is going to give you a demonstration,” said Elliott.

         
         Sheila was about Elliott’s age, and they appeared to be good friends. Maybe more than friends. Had Righley been there, maybe
            she would have asked if they were boyfriend and girlfriend. Whatever Elliott knew about the gun destruction business, it was
            Jack’s sense that he’d learned it from Sheila.
         

         
         “Thanks, Elliott,” she said with a soft southern accent. “The padlocked boxes y’all see on the shelves here are filled with
            inventory that has been cataloged and prepped for destruction. We can’t just dump a whole box of inventory into the machine.
            Each piece has to be fed into the machine, one at a time.”
         

         
         She was pointing to the gun destruction machine as she spoke. It was made of cold gray metal and stood almost as tall as Theo.
            The front of the machine was open, like a hungry mouth, and it was wide enough to accommodate everything from a basic handgun
            to an assault-style rifle or a sniper’s long gun. Jack presumed that the interlocking metal teeth deep inside the opening
            were the destructive components. It was oddly scary, like the creepy radiator in the basement that tormented Macaulay Culkin
            in Home Alone.
         

         
         “If y’all are ready to see how that works, please put your ear protection on.”

         
         Jack and Theo put theirs on, and Elliott held a set over Max’s ears. The getup reminded Jack of the Mickey Mouse ears that
            Righley used to make her puppy wear.
         

         
         Sheila flipped the power switch, and the machine kicked on. Even with the ear protection, the sound of the motor was an annoying whine that was already setting Jack’s teeth on edge. She took a firearm from the nearest box. It looked like a Smith & Wesson revolver to Jack, but he was no expert. She placed the handgun in the opening, and a tonguelike conveyor belt carried it deep inside toward the metal teeth. The noise level increased as the machine had its meal. The pieces fell into a container at the base of the machine. 

         
         Sheila turned off the machine, and they removed their ear protection.

         
         Jack wasn’t all that impressed. “Okay,” he said. “That’s how it works. So what?”

         
         “That’s how it’s supposed to work,” said Elliott. “Sheila, open that first box on the shelf.”
         

         
         Sheila unlocked the metal box and opened the lid. “Have a look, gentlemen.”

         
         They stepped closer. The boxes were packed full of hand-sized items made of metal or polymer, each one “gun-shaped” but stripped
            down to something far less than an operable pistol or revolver. “Are these gun frames?” asked Jack.
         

         
         “Exactly,” said Elliott.

         
         “Is that what’s in all these boxes?” Jack asked. “Just frames?”

         
         “That’s right,” said Sheila, saying “right” as if it were a two-syllable word. “That’s the result of the prep process. All
            but the frame is salvaged. Barrel, trigger, grip, slide, stock, springs—essentially the entire gun, minus the frame.”
         

         
         “How is that the destruction of a firearm?” asked Jack.

         
         Sheila shrugged.

         
         “It sounds more like disassembly and recycling,” said Theo.

         
         “That’s the message we sent to Mr. Pollard,” said Elliott.

         
         “You confronted him about this?”

         
         “No. Call us cowards, but neither one of us wanted to lose our job. We sent him an anonymous message so he couldn’t ever deny
            that he knew what was going on.”
         

         
         “Did anything change around here after you sent the message?” Jack asked.

         
         Elliott looked at Sheila, who answered. “No. Nothing changed.”

         
         “How long have you been destroying gun frames—just the frames—and not guns?”

         
         “I’d say it started about six months ago,” said Sheila. “It was just the morning shift at first. Now it’s all day long.”

         
         “Exactly what happens to the salvaged gun parts?” asked Jack.

         
         “We don’t know,” said Elliott. “That’s a whole different segment of the business.”

         
         Theo chimed in. “So, the company gets paid to destroy guns that are seized by police or surrendered in a community buyback
            program. They destroy only the frame and then presumably sell the most valuable parts in a secondary market of some sort.
            Pollard knew about it and did nothing.”
         

         
         “Or he tried to do something about it,” Jack said, as he picked up one of the gun frames, thinking. “And ended up dead.”

         
         The silence in the factory was suddenly palpable.

         
         “Is this something I should tell the grand jury, Mr. Swyteck?” asked Elliott.

         
         “Only if I can get the state attorney to grant you immunity from prosecution first.”

         
         “I must be missing something,” said Theo. “Why the hell would CJ open his doors and let us see this?”
         

         
         “Good question,” Jack said as he tossed the gun frame back into the box with all the others. “Nobody’s that stupid.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 7

         
         It was a typical Monday morning at the courthouse for Jack. A couple of hearings on pretrial motions, a cup of bad coffee
            from the vending machine, and a trip down the internal stairwell because the elevator was broken. He was cutting across the
            lobby, almost to the revolving-door exit, when another lawyer caught his attention.
         

         
         “Swyteck, got a minute?”

         
         He stopped. It was Patricia Dubrow, the attorney who’d been on the losing side of Jack’s ninety-ninth jury trial and then
            referred Elliott to him as a client.
         

         
         “Sure,” said Jack. “And thanks again for the referral.”

         
         “No problem. Are you good with that cup of lukewarm swill, or can I buy you a real coffee?”

         
         “I remember real coffee,” said Jack as he pitched the paper cup into the trash.

         
         They exited through the revolving door and continued down the courthouse steps. The coffee shop was directly across the street,
            an easy jaywalk away. They ordered at the walk-up counter, two café con leches and one Cuban pastry (guava with cream cheese)
            to share—which Jack ordered in Spanish, not because the barista didn’t speak English, but because it was a scientific fact
            that a little extra effort made everything taste better, even if your Spanish was so bad it made your abuela cringe. There were no seats available inside, so they stood outside at one of the high-top tables.
         

         
         Jack cut the pastry into equal halves and gave one to Patricia, who kicked off the conversation.

         
         “So, I heard you took a tour of my client’s company.”

         
         Jack was taken aback. “You represent C. J. Vandermeer?”

         
         “And his company. That’s why I referred Elliott to you. In case there is a potential conflict between the employee and the
            employer.”
         

         
         “I’m sorry. You didn’t tell me the nature of the conflict. I would have called you before visiting the plant, had I known.”

         
         “I understand. But just so there are no more crossed wires, you should also know that I represent Helena Pollard. Which means
            that you shouldn’t be calling her.”
         

         
         “I wasn’t calling to ask her to hire me. Just doing normal leg work to get Elliott ready to testify.”

         
         “Of course. But from now on, do your leg work through me.”

         
         “No problem,” said Jack. “But I’m a little confused. You referred Elliott to me because you said it was a conflict of interest
            for you to take him on.”
         

         
         “A potential conflict,” she said. “It was conceivable to me that Elliott might say something contrary to the interests of my other clients—the
            company or C. J. Vandermeer.”
         

         
         “You don’t see the same potential conflict by taking on Helena as a client?”

         
         “Nope.”

         
         Jack waited to hear more. She drank from her coffee cup.

         
         “That’s it?” asked Jack. “‘Nope’?”

         
         “I’ve vetted the situation thoroughly, if that’s what you’re asking.”

         
         “You mind walking me through that analysis?”

         
         She tasted the pastry and literally gave Jack a thumbs-up, then continued.

         
         “I saw a potential conflict between Elliott and the company, so I referred him to you. Helena’s interests are completely aligned
            with CJ’s, so I’m representing both, with their consent. On the other hand, there’s an actual conflict between Helena and Elliott. Which is why you need to stop calling Helena.”
         

         
         “You’re saying that Elliott’s interests are adverse to Helena’s?”

         
         “Yes, absolutely. And vice versa. At least as far as I understand the scope of the grand jury investigation.”

         
         “Care to elaborate?”

         
         She took another bite of the pastry. “Not really.”

         
         “Why not?”

         
         “Because these conversations between you and me are not privileged. Our clients don’t share common interests, so we will never
            have a common-interest agreement to preserve any claim of privilege.”
         

         
         Common-interest agreements were standard practice among criminal defense lawyers. When a grand jury subpoenaed multiple witnesses,
            or when an indictment charged multiple defendants, a common-interest agreement allowed the lawyers and their clients to talk
            and exchange information freely under the cloak of privilege. The refusal of one witness or defendant to enter into the agreement
            usually did not bode well for the others.
         

         
         “Are your clients planning to offer up testimony hurtful to Elliott?” asked Jack.

         
         “My, we’re being awfully direct this morning, aren’t we?”

         
         “Pretty simple question,” said Jack.

         
         “The answer is complicated.”

         
         “How so?”

         
         She washed down the last of the pastry with her coffee. “Let’s put it this way. You and I are dancing. I’m leading. It’s important
            for me to signal just enough information for you to figure out the next step, but not the next five steps.”
         

         
         “Okay. Let’s start with the next step.”

         
         “We need to separate Helena and Elliott.”

         
         “I wasn’t aware they were spending any time together.”

         
         “Elliott volunteers his bookkeeping services once a week at the dance conservatory where Helena teaches ballet. I’m sure it was a nice way to suck up to the boss’s wife when he got hired at VanPoll Enterprises, but they should avoid even casual interaction while the grand jury investigation is going on.” 

         
         “I’ll speak to him. This is the first I’m hearing about this.”

         
         “That’s disturbing. Elliott should have told you that much.”

         
         “He probably didn’t think it was important.”

         
         “I don’t see how he could have thought it wasn’t vitally important.”

         
         “Vitally important? Don’t you think you’re overreacting just a wee bit?”
         

         
         She finished her coffee and seemed ready to leave. “I’m not overreacting. And let me just add one more thing, if I may.”

         
         “You may.”

         
         “I’m not saying this to be critical of you. But I get the feeling there’s something you haven’t figured out yet about your
            client.”
         

         
         “Is that supposed to be some kind of warning?”

         
         “No. Not a warning. More of a wake-up call.”

         
         “Wake-up call to do what?”

         
         She paused, as if to measure her words. “I referred Elliott to you because I thought you could handle it.”

         
         “Handle what?”

         
         Another pause, and Jack paid close attention to the words that followed.

         
         “I want you to have a deep conversation with your client,” she said. “I mean really deep. Deeper than you’ve ever had with any client you’ve ever represented. Then we can talk again, if you like. Sound fair,
            Jack?”
         

         
         Jack studied her expression. They weren’t “friends,” but he knew her well enough to understand that she had said all she was
            going to say about the matter.
         

         
         “Fair enough,” said Jack.

         
         Patricia tossed her cup into the trash, said goodbye, and started back across the street to the courthouse.

         
         Jack stayed at the table and picked at his pastry, thinking. Patricia had said plenty and implied even more, and the bottom line was clear. Patricia was treating this as a homicide investigation. The widow and the victim’s business partner were joined at the hip. Elliott was on the outside with no way to look in. It wasn’t a race, but time was of the essence. Jack had to make a move. 

         
         He reached for his phone and dialed Abe Beckham.

         
         Jack didn’t consider the Miami-Dade County state attorney a “friend,” but they had faced each other in trial a dozen times
            over the years and shared a mutual respect. It also wasn’t lost on Jack that the office of the state attorney was an elected
            position, and anyone with Beckham’s political ambition knew better than to ignore the son of a former governor.
         

         
         “Jack Swyteck, what can I do for you?” he said, using a tone that made them sound more friendly than they were.

         
         “I represent an employee of VanPoll Enterprises. He’s been subpoenaed by the grand jury.”

         
         “I’m familiar with that investigation.”

         
         “My client wants to make a proffer. Can I count on you to cut through the red tape so we can make that happen?”

         
         A “proffer” was the first step toward immunity—a preview of how the witness might help the prosecutor nail someone else.

         
         “How soon?”

         
         “Today, if possible.”

         
         “That’s fast.”

         
         “It will be worth the effort on your side.”

         
         Beckham paused, but Jack sensed it was a good pause—the several-second delay he always got from a prosecutor who didn’t want
            to appear too eager to make a deal.
         

         
         “All right,” said Beckham. “I’ll see what I can do.”

         
         Jack thanked him, and the call ended. Jack belted back the last of his coffee and started down the sidewalk, heading in the
            opposite direction than Patricia Dubrow had just headed.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 8

         
         Jack arrived on time for his 3 p.m. appointment. Abe Beckham had kept his promise and arranged a same-day meeting with the
            prosecutor overseeing the grand jury investigation.
         

         
         The main office of the state attorney for Miami-Dade County was the Graham Building, a massive, two-winged structure that
            overlooks the criminal courthouse. Jack had never met the architect, but it seemed by design that the wings were angled such
            that the building’s footprint resembled an American eagle in flight. It also seemed like no accident that, as long as the
            sun continued to rise in the east, this five-story hub for some three hundred prosecutors would cast an ominous shadow over
            the pretrial detention center on the west side of the street.
         

         
         “I’m here to see Abe Beckham and Julianna Weller,” Jack told the receptionist.

         
         A prosecutor serves as legal advisor to the grand jury, and Weller was filling that role in the investigation into Owen Pollard’s
            death. Weller was a felony division chief, which meant that she personally managed about forty homicide cases while supervising
            three prosecutors and their combined four hundred to six hundred felony cases. Jack was among the first to admit that Miami’s
            prosecutors more than earned their pay.
         

         
         “Right this way,” the receptionist said.

         
         Jack followed her down the hallway. The state attorney’s office was on the top floor, a corner office with views of the courthouse and, to the south, the glistening Miami River. Beckham invited Jack in, closed the door, and showed him to the armchair facing his desk. Weller took the other armchair, closer to the American flag, making hers the position of power in the room. Weller got straight to business. 

         
         “Is your client here?” she asked.

         
         “Just us lawyers today,” said Jack.

         
         Defense attorneys could proffer their clients’ testimony in two ways. The more formal method was a face-to-face meeting that
            included the client, at which the prosecutor was free to ask questions and drill down on facts. On Jack’s advice, Elliott
            had opted for the informal method, at which the defense lawyer appeared without his client and spoke in hypotheticals: “If my client were to testify that it was Colonel Mustard in the library with the candlestick . . .”
         

         
         “Did you bring anything in writing?” asked Weller.

         
         “I did.”

         
         Jack placed a one-page summary of his client’s testimony on the state attorney’s desk. It laid out everything Elliott had
            shown him at VanPoll Enterprises. Weller read it first, then Beckham. Neither seemed impressed. Weller was downright incredulous.
         

         
         “You want complete immunity from prosecution for your client, and all you’re offering is this?” she asked.
         

         
         “‘This’ is systematic corporate corruption that defrauded over two hundred law enforcement agencies nationwide. Police officers
            and federal agents risked their lives to confiscate weapons from criminals, and those firearms were supposed to be destroyed.
            Instead, it appears they were broken down into parts and sold for profit.”
         

         
         “All of which we already know,” she said.

         
         “If you know about it, then why is the company still doing it? This has been going on for months.”

         
         The state attorney fielded that question. “Because it’s perfectly legal,” said Beckham. “That’s why.”

         
         Jack was momentarily speechless. “Say that again, please?”

         
         “Jack, I’m not trying to embarrass you. My office was as surprised by this as you are. Owen Pollard spent two decades on task forces that confiscated weapons from gangs. He knew the regulations on gun destruction like the back of his hand. He also knew the loopholes.” 

         
         “What kind of loopholes?”

         
         “A firearms destruction business is in compliance with the law as long as it follows the guidelines set by the federal Bureau
            of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives. One way to do that is to cut the entire gun into pieces with an acetylene torch.
            But if you sort through the maze of regulations, you’ll find that another ‘acceptable method’ is to destroy just the receiver
            or frame, which is the part that has a serial number on it.”
         

         
         “So, VanPoll Enterprises did absolutely nothing wrong if it took taxpayer money from law enforcement agencies to destroy guns,
            destroyed only the frames, and then sold the rest of the parts on the secondary market for additional profit. Is that what
            you’re saying?”
         

         
         “There’s no ‘if’ about it, Jack. That’s exactly what they did.”

         
         The last thing Jack wanted was for his “proffer” to turn into a debate over gun destruction. But he needed clarity on where
            this turn of events left his client.
         

         
         “Let’s talk about the grand jury,” said Jack.

         
         “Grand jury investigations are secret,” said Beckham. “There’s not a lot we can tell you.”

         
         “In light of what was just said, I think you’ve already told me that the grand jury is not investigating VanPoll’s business
            practices.”
         

         
         “That’s a fair assumption,” said Beckham.

         
         “Which leads me to conclude that, for some reason, you think Owen Pollard was murdered, even though the medical examiner ruled
            it a suicide.”
         

         
         Neither prosecutor responded, but Jack pushed forward, putting a finer point on his question.

         
         “What did the medical examiner miss?”

         
         Beckham took a deep breath. “Jack, we set aside this time for you to make a proffer. Now you’re launching a fishing expedition
            into a grand jury proceeding.”
         

         
         “How do you expect my client to proffer helpful information if you won’t give us any insight into the focus of the investigation?”

         
         Weller interjected, retaking the lead in the conversation. “Jack, let me be frank. We’re not interested in granting your client
            immunity from prosecution.”
         

         
         “Are you telling me my client is the target of a grand jury investigation into a homicide?”

         
         “I don’t like to get hung up on terms like target,” said Weller.
         

         
         “I don’t like sending my client into a grand jury room if he’s a target.”

         
         “It’s not like there’s a choice here,” she said. “He’s been subpoenaed.”

         
         “Based on what I’m hearing, I will advise him to invoke his Fifth Amendment right.”

         
         “We will of course respect any witness’s assertion of his right against self-incrimination, even if his lawyer is not allowed
            in the room with him—which you won’t be.”
         

         
         Jack was fully aware of the rules of practice that required grand jury witnesses to appear without counsel, so he took the
            opportunity to reciprocate on the schooling.
         

         
         “It’s interesting to me the way prosecutors always call it the ‘right against self-incrimination.’ You realize that the word
            self-incrimination appears nowhere in the U.S. Constitution, right?”
         

         
         “That’s not true,” said Weller.

         
         “Look it up,” said Jack.

         
         Weller used her smartphone—certain she was right—to check the Fifth Amendment.

         
         Jack knew it by heart. “It says no person ‘shall be compelled in any criminal case to be a witness against himself,’” he said.
            “It’s only prosecutors and the media who make it sound like asserting the Fifth means you’re a self-confessed criminal.”
         

         
         She put her phone away. The expression on her face suggested that she had little appetite for eating crow.

         
         “I’m sure that would make a very interesting trick question on the bar exam,” she said. “But here’s the bottom line. Owen Pollard was murdered. And after the facts are presented to the grand jury, someone is going to be indicted for first-degree murder.” 

         
         Jack rose. “Then it sounds like I will see you next at the courthouse.”

         
         The prosecutors rose and shook Jack’s hand.

         
         “See you then,” said Weller.

         
         Beckham showed Jack out and continued with him into the hallway. They stopped outside the open door. Jack glanced over his
            shoulder into the state attorney’s office, where Weller was again tapping furiously on her smartphone, almost certainly searching
            for the word self-incrimination in some AI-generated version of the U.S. Constitution.
         

         
         Beckham lowered his voice, as if to show friendly concern.

         
         “Jack, I get the feeling there’s something you don’t know about your client,” said the state attorney.

         
         Jack tried to show no reaction, but what he knew or didn’t know about his own client was not a line of conversation he wanted
            to pursue with the state attorney. “Thanks, Abe. But I got it covered.”
         

         
         They said goodbye and Jack headed to the elevator, fully aware that it was the second time in one day that he’d heard the
            same words of caution about Elliott.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 9

         
         The Dolphin Expressway practically butted up against the Graham Building, and Jack was on it immediately after his meeting
            with the state attorney. The Dolphin was no place to be for anyone in a hurry, and it didn’t get much worse than four o’clock
            in the afternoon on a weekday. Jack dialed Elliott’s cell phone number several times while crawling along in bumper-to-bumper
            traffic, and each time it went to voicemail. When expressway traffic literally came to a complete stop, he took the opportunity
            to shoot a desperation text: Elliott, answer your phone!

         
         It was odd that a client wouldn’t be eager to take a call from his lawyer after a meeting with the prosecutor. Something was
            off, which only made it more urgent that Jack speak to him, face-to-face, if necessary. He exited the expressway and drove
            to VanPoll Enterprises.
         

         
         Compared to his after-hours visit on Friday, the manufacturing plant was a hub of commercial activity. The parking lot was
            full, delivery trucks were backed up to the open loading docks, and the beep-beep-beep of forklifts in motion echoed from inside the warehouse. Jack entered through a glass door marked business center, which had been hidden behind roll-down shutters on his last visit. Jack announced himself to the woman at the reception window.
            She turned her head to inhale from her vape pen and then responded.
         

         
         “Elliott left early. He clocked out after lunch.”

         
         The news did nothing to ease Jack’s concerns. He asked to see Elliott’s friend, hoping she could help him get to the bottom
            of things.
         

         
         “Yeah, Sheila is here. But she’s in the studio with the other martial arts trainees.”

         
         A martial arts studio seemed like a strange use of manufacturing and warehouse space, but Jack assumed it had something to do with CJ’s demonstrations, like the one in Bayfront Park. “I just need five minutes of her time.” 

         
         Another long drag on her e-cigarette unleased the scent of berries into the air. “Sure. I can take you there.”

         
         She buzzed him through the security door, and Jack met her on the other side. The studio was at the end of the hallway, and
            the interior wall was made of glass, offering Jack a clear view. It was as nice as any private martial arts dojo, with a training
            ring in the center, a floor-mat-exercise area surrounding the ring, and a separate weight training and bag training section.
            About two dozen demonstrators in training, six rows of young men and women, were bouncing on the balls of their feet, shadowboxing
            the air in front of them. It was like a dress rehearsal of Saturday’s march—mostly black hoodies, black sweatpants, and black
            New Balances. Sheila was in the first row directly in front of C. J. Vandermeer, who was leading the instruction. The receptionist
            told Jack to wait in the hallway, and as she opened the door to go inside, Jack could hear CJ instructing the class while
            demonstrating a mixed martial arts maneuver on a trainee.
         

         
         “Remember, you want to go out and away,” he said to the class. “It’s a good tactic for de-arresting yourself.”

         
         The door closed. Jack watched in silence as the receptionist interrupted. CJ said something to the class that had the effect
            of “take five,” stepped out of the studio without Sheila, and joined Jack in the hallway.
         

         
         “Do you expect all your employees to be trained demonstrators?” asked Jack.

         
         “I expect anyone who wants to join the revolution to be able to protect himself from tyrants,” he said. “Let’s take a walk.”

         
         Jack stayed where he was. “We shouldn’t be talking without your lawyer. Patricia doesn’t see your interests as aligned with
            my client’s interests.”
         

         
         “Patricia speaks for the company, not for me personally. No one speaks for me. If I thought Elliott could hurt me, I’d fire his ass. I haven’t. That should tell you something.” 

         
         “I suppose it does,” said Jack.

         
         CJ led Jack into a small room that served as the company kitchen. They were alone with a coffee machine, a watercooler, and
            the toaster oven on the counter.
         

         
         “How did your meeting with the state attorney go?” asked CJ.

         
         “How did you know about my meeting?”

         
         “Patricia told me.”

         
         There was no rule prohibiting the prosecutor from sharing that information, but the speed with which the news had traveled
            was a little surprising.
         

         
         “Basically, the state attorney confirmed the legality of a strange but true fact about your business. You don’t really ‘destroy’
            much of anything around here.”
         

         
         “So what? How, in your mind, is the perfectly legal operation of a firearms destruction business pertinent to the death of
            Owen Pollard?”
         

         
         Jack wasn’t interested in brainstorming with CJ, but he was curious to watch, firsthand, CJ’s reaction to one possible line
            of thinking.
         

         
         “Your company gets paid to destroy firearms. Thanks to a loophole in ATF regulations, you’re really in the business of recycling
            gun parts. That could piss off a lot of people.”
         

         
         He smiled and nodded. “I get it. Your theory is that a school in Connecticut or some church in Baltimore gets all excited
            because they raise enough money washing cars or baking cookies to have a gun buyback and take twenty handguns off the streets.
            When they find out the guns that they sent to us aren’t really destroyed, some do-gooder gets so angry that he kills the owner
            of the company.”
         

         
         “Maybe,” said Jack.

         
         “Nice try. But that theory will never fly.”

         
         “Why do you say that?”

         
         “Your suspects are all sheep.”

         
         “Excuse me?”

         
         CJ walked to the water-bottle filler and topped off his Yeti. “Let me tell you something about Owen and me. Some people can’t understand how we were business partners. He was retired FBI; I think the FBI should cease to exist. He was a capitalist; I’ve been a communist since high school. The points of fundamental disagreement were endless. But there was one thing we agreed on. Something very important.” 

         
         “What was that?”

         
         “Have you ever read Dave Grossman’s essays?”

         
         “I don’t think so.”

         
         “Grossman was retired military, but the military disavows most of what he says, so I find him worth listening to. Owen and
            I completely agreed on the way Grossman divides society into three categories. First are the sheep. They’re ‘kind’ and ‘gentle,’
            and ‘can only hurt one another by accident.’ They are prey to wolves, who ‘feed on the sheep without mercy.’ And then there
            are sheepdogs. They have ‘a deep love’ for ‘fellow citizens.’ But they also have ‘a capacity for violence.’ Sheepdogs ‘live
            to protect the flock and confront the wolf.’”
         

         
         “So, when you said my suspects are all sheep, you meant what?”

         
         “Anyone who runs a gun buyback is a sheep. A sheep didn’t kill Owen.”

         
         “Was Owen a sheepdog?”

         
         “Without question. As am I.”

         
         “Was it another sheepdog who killed Owen?”

         
         It was a loaded question, and it was the reason Jack had allowed this conversation to continue—to gauge CJ’s reaction to it.

         
         “Owen killed Owen,” he said in a matter-of-fact fashion.

         
         Jack let the answer hang between them, but the silence didn’t seem to make CJ uncomfortable in the least.

         
         “If that’s what you think, then why does Patricia say that your interests are at odds with Elliott’s?” asked Jack.

         
         “Because I don’t know that Owen killed Owen. The police seem to think Elliott killed Owen. And—” he started to say, then stopped.
         

         
         “And what?”

         
         “So does Helena.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         The kitchen door opened, and one of the trainees entered. “Excuse me, Mr. Vandermeer. Are you coming back to the studio, or
            should I tell everyone that the session is over?”
         

         
         “Tell them I’ll be right there.”

         
         The trainee left the room, and CJ wrapped things up with Jack.

         
         “If you want to know what’s behind Helena’s thinking, you’ll need to ask Helena. Now, I have a training class to finish. But
            stop by anytime. Don’t let Patricia Dubrow’s bark scare you away. I have nothing to hide.”
         

         
         He started toward the kitchen door.

         
         “Before you go, let me ask you one last question,” said Jack, stopping him.

         
         “Anything at all. Shoot.”

         
         “Is Helena a sheep or a sheepdog?”

         
         “Oh, be careful with that one,” he said with an uneven smile. “Helena’s a wolf.”

         
         Jack couldn’t tell if he was being serious or not.

         
         CJ left the room, and Jack was left alone to wonder how a suicide became a murder, why Elliott was the only suspect—and, most
            of all, why his own client was no longer answering his calls.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 10

         
         It was pizza for dinner, and Righley could not have been happier.

         
         Andie had left a nightly dinner plan to keep Righley from eating like a frat boy while Mom was away. Jack had picked up Righley
            from soccer practice with every intention of adhering to the Monday plan. But Righley made a convincing case: How could they
            in good conscience continue to say that the best pizza was from Sir Pizza on Key Biscayne if they hardly ever ate pizza from
            anywhere else? Jack gave in, but only because they were within striking distance of what, in his opinion, was the number one
            contender.
         

         
         “Casola’s it is,” he said.

         
         Casola’s had been at the same unadorned location, just off busy U.S. 1 and on the other side of the elevated Metrorail tracks,
            since Jack was a kid. It was family owned, having migrated to Miami from Boston, and quickly earned a name for itself serving
            traditional thin-crust pizza by the slice or the pie, but only to those willing to wait in line and pay cash only. Righley, a purist, got plain cheese. Jack went for the Italian sausage and peppers. They took one of the old wooden picnic
            tables outside.
         

         
         “Can Max have the pizza bones?”

         
         In Righley-speech, “pizza bones” were the leftover crust.

         
         “He can have one,” said Jack. “Max is not as active as he used to be.”
         

         
         “Are you as active as you used to be?”

         
         It was as if she’d timed that question to coincide with the first bite of his second slice.

         
         “All right, smarty-pants. Max can have two.”

         
         Righley was nibbling around her crust, creating the perfect “bone,” when Jack’s cell phone rang. Not his regular phone. It was his burner. Andie always left a prepaid, untraceable cell with Jack when she went undercover. She wasn’t supposed to call except for an emergency, and even then, it had to be burner-to-burner. 

         
         “Andie?” Jack asked.

         
         “Mommy!” Righley squealed, loud enough for Andie to overhear.

         
         “Tell Righley we can talk in a minute,” said Andie. “But first I need to talk to you.”

         
         “Is everything okay?” he asked.

         
         “Yes, but this is probably the last time I can call for at least two weeks, so it’s important.”

         
         Righley was sufficiently distracted singing her own version of the title song from Taylor Swift’s Lover album, which had become an ode to her golden retriever:
         

         
         “Max is my, my, my . . . doggy.”

         
         Max gobbled up the pizza bone. Jack focused on the call. “Okay. What’s up?”

         
         “How well do you know this new client of yours—Elliott Stafford?”

         
         It felt like déjà vu, the same question he’d gotten from Patricia Dubrow and the state attorney. “Why do you ask?”

         
         Andie paused, as if to take a step back. “I realize that just because you married an FBI agent doesn’t mean I have the right
            to investigate your clients. But this is the first time you represent someone who could be indicted for the murder of a retired
            FBI agent, so we’re in uncharted waters here.”
         

         
         Jack turned away from Righley so that she couldn’t see his anger rising. “You’re investigating Elliott?”

         
         “No. But since the alleged victim here is part of the FBI extended family, I took it upon myself to do a simple background
            check.”
         

         
         “That’s not okay.”

         
         “Oh, come on, Jack. I did this for us—for our family—and I’m not sharing it with anyone but you.”

         
         “I don’t need that kind of help. I run a thorough background check on every client before an engagement. Elliott is clean.”

         
         “No, he’s not, Jack.”

         
         Jack froze. Righley came around to Jack’s side of the table. “I want to talk to Mommy.”

         
         “I need another minute,” he told her. Righley went back to her seat, and Jack spoke into the phone. “What do you mean, ‘he’s
            not’?”
         

         
         “Not everything shows up on a typical background check. Some things don’t even turn up on an FBI background check.”

         
         “Such as?”

         
         “When a criminal conviction is expunged in Florida, there’s only one agency that keeps a record of it: Florida Department
            of Law Enforcement. I checked with my contact there.”
         

         
         “Are you telling me that Elliott has a criminal conviction that was expunged?”

         
         “Yes. A juvenile conviction, but it was a class-one felony, which means it was probably violent. Murder, rape, armed robbery,
            assault—something on that order.”
         

         
         “If it was that serious, how do you explain the fact that there’s absolutely nothing anywhere on the internet about a crime
            committed by Elliott Stafford. Even if the conviction was expunged, there would be some mention of it in a blog or social
            media somewhere.”
         

         
         “I had the same reaction,” said Andie. “There’s a good explanation.”

         
         “I’m listening.”

         
         “He changed his name.”

         
         “From what?”

         
         “I don’t know. The expungement of his criminal conviction and the name change proceeding are companion cases. Both are sealed.
            There’s no secret button an FBI agent can push to unseal a court record. It takes a court order.”
         

         
         “Or a client who’s willing to tell me the truth,” said Jack.

         
         “I take it from your reaction that you had none of this information.”

         
         “None. Nada.”
         

         
         “I knew it.”

         
         “And how did you know?”

         
         “The same way I know you forgot to take my homemade lasagna out of the freezer this morning and you’re feeding Righley something
            from the dark side for dinner.”
         

         
         Righley had crawled under the picnic table and was suddenly in Jack’s lap. “Can I talk to Mommy now, please?”
         

         
         Jack gave her a hug but stayed on the line. “My culinary coconspirator would like to speak to you before sentencing.”

         
         “Okay, but before you go, I hope you’re not angry about this. I’m not telling you whether to keep this client or fire him.
            I just wanted you to have all the facts before this goes all the way to trial with you defending someone accused of killing
            a retired FBI agent.”
         

         
         “I get it. And I’m not mad.”

         
         “Good. Hey, could it possibly be that we’re finally getting the hang of this FBI-agent-married-to-criminal-defense-lawyer
            thing?”
         

         
         “Could be,” he said, though he still wasn’t completely cool about Andie taking it upon herself to check up on his client.
            “I hope so.”
         

         
         “Me too. Put Righley on.”

         
         Jack seated Righley on the bench beside him and handed her the burner. Then he reached for his own cell phone and dialed Elliott’s
            number.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 11

         
         Helena felt like she was on her own, but she was not alone.

         
         She was the first witness of the morning session. Helena was represented by an excellent lawyer in Patricia Dubrow, but a
            grand jury witness had no right to have a lawyer in the room with her. Patricia was on the other side of the locked door,
            waiting in the hallway.
         

         
         The grand jury room was exactly as Patricia had described it to her. It was inside the courthouse, but it seemed more like
            a library than a courtroom. There was no judicial bench and, of course, no judge. The room had no windows, so no one could
            see inside, and it had only one door—a door so heavy that no sound would travel beyond the four walls. Helena was seated not
            in a witness stand per se, but at a table in the middle of the room. Off to her side was a court reporter with her fingers
            resting on the stenographer keys, ready to take down every word, verbatim. Facing Helena, seated auditorium-style, were twenty-three
            grand jurors, each with a pen and a notepad to record their own version of events if they wished. An assistant state attorney
            was seated at the table to Helena’s left. Julianna Weller, the lead prosecutor, stood before her. Helena swore the familiar
            oath—administered by the prosecutor—and then Weller began her questioning on a cordial note.
         

         
         “Mrs. Pollard, I want to express my deepest condolences to you and your son for your loss.”

         
         “Thank you.”

         
         “Before we begin, I will read into the record a sworn affidavit that we obtained voluntarily from a witness named Justin Arnold. Mr. Arnold was one of Mr. Pollard’s closest friends at Miami Senior High School. Very close friends, were they not, Mrs. Pollard?” 

         
         Helena was taken off guard, even though Patricia had explained beforehand that testifying before a grand jury was nothing
            like a courtroom trial. The prosecutor could offer hearsay testimony, ask about documents or testimony not yet in evidence,
            use leading questions—the formal rules of evidence were out the window, had there been a window.
         

         
         “Owen and Justin were teammates on the high school football team, as I understand it,” said Helena.

         
         “Thank you. I will offer the written affidavit into evidence, but I want to read it aloud for the benefit of the grand jury,
            and for the benefit of the witness, as well. Please listen closely Mrs. Pollard.”
         

         
         Helena had met Justin at Owen’s thirtieth high school reunion. The affidavit was Justin’s recounting of a conversation at
            that event. As the prosecutor read Justin’s testimony into the record, Helena tried to listen. But, much in the way her attention
            had lagged watching two old high school football jocks recall their glory days, Helena’s mind began to wander. She was focused
            not on Owen’s conversation with Justin at the reunion, but her own conversation with Owen in his office, when the old football
            jock had lashed out at his son the ballet dancer for the last time. It had been the proverbial straw to break the camel’s
            back. Austen had endured enough. A week later, after Owen had left for work, Helena had taken matters into her own hands.
            In her mind’s eye, as the prosecutor continued to read aloud, she was back in Austen’s bedroom. It was morning—on the day
            of Owen’s death.
         

         
         

         “Austen, honey, wake up.”

         
         His eyes flittered open. “What time is it?”

         
         “Six thirty.”

         
         He groaned. “Mom, I don’t have school today.”

         
         “You’re not going to school.”

         
         Another groan. “Can’t I have just one day off from dance?”

         
         “Not dance either. We’re going away.”

         
         “Away where?”

         
         “Far away.”

         
         Helena went to the closet and pulled a suitcase from the shelf. She placed it on the bed, unzipped it, and started to empty
            drawers, packing Austen’s clothes.
         

         
         He sat up, confused. “Why are we leaving?”

         
         She glanced at the poster on the wall over Austen’s bed. Mikhail Baryshnikov.

         
         “Who’s your favorite dancer?” she asked.

         
         “You know who.”

         
         “Baryshnikov was Latvian.”

         
         “Yes, I know. He danced in the Kirov Ballet in Leningrad. Like your grandmother.”

         
         “His family spoke Russian, like my grandmother.”

         
         “Do you speak Russian?”

         
         “Some. There is a word in Russian that refers to people who run: bezhentsy. This applies to people who are running from bullets, from bombs, from dictators. There are people who run more gracefully
            than others, and who run for their own reasons, for their freedom to express themselves. Like the man you are named for. Your
            middle name: Mikhail.”
         

         
         “Baryshnikov was a runner?”

         
         “Bezhentsy. He ran halfway around the world in 1974. To Canada.”
         

         
         “Why?”

         
         She kissed him on the forehead, answering in a whisper. “We all run from something, from somebody.”

         
         Owen was suddenly standing in the doorway. Helena started, nearly letting out a shriek.

         
         “You scared me,” she said, collecting herself. “I saw you leave for work.”

         
         “I came back. I forgot my laptop,” he said, and then he noticed the suitcase. His tone became harsh: “What’s going on here?”

         
         

         “Mrs. Pollard,” said the prosecutor, bringing her back to the grand jury room. “Do you recall the conversation between your
            husband and his high school friend Justin Arnold?”
         

         
         “I’m sorry,” she said. “Which conversation?”

         
         “The one described in Mr. Arnold’s affidavit. I just read it to you.”

         
         “Um, yes. I was there at the reunion when they spoke.”

         
         “Do you recall what sparked their conversation—specifically, how they came to talk about the subject of suicide?”

         
         It was coming back to her, even if she hadn’t focused on a single word of the prosecutor’s reading of the affidavit. “As I
            recall, the captain of the football team took his own life. It happened at some point between the twentieth and thirtieth
            reunion. Owen and Justin were discussing how tragic it was. Such a waste of a life.”
         

         
         “Does your memory of that conversation comport with that of Mr. Arnold?” the prosecutor asked.

         
         “In what way, exactly?”

         
         The prosecutor read the key words from the affidavit. “Mr. Pollard said he—quote—‘would never commit suicide,’ end quote.
            That it was—quote—‘a cowardly thing to do.’”
         

         
         “I believe Owen said it was ‘a coward’s way out.’”

         
         “And that he would never do it, correct?”

         
         “Yes. He said that.”

         
         “Mrs. Pollard, your husband was not a coward, was he?”

         
         “I don’t think suicide has anything to do with bravery or cowardice. Some people lose their way.”

         
         “That’s not what I’m asking. But let me rephrase the question. Did you ever hear your husband describe himself as a coward?”

         
         “Owen? No. Never.”

         
         “In fact, on his social media posts, he often described himself as a ‘sheepdog,’ did he not?”

         
         “He did. We even have a sheepdog as our family pet.”

         
         “A sheepdog is a special kind of animal, wouldn’t you agree?”

         
         “I think they are. For Owen, definitely.”

         
         “Your husband called himself a sheepdog because he thought of himself as a protector, am I right? The same way a sheepdog
            protects the flock, Owen protected his neighbors. His friends. And most of all, his family.”
         

         
         Helena had never told anyone about her decision to take Austen and leave Owen. She answered the prosecutor’s question truthfully.
            “He saw himself that way, yes.”
         

         
         “A sheepdog doesn’t just pick up a shotgun one day and check out, does he?”

         
         Helena didn’t appreciate the sarcasm. “I don’t know how to answer that.”

         
         “That’s fine,” said the prosecutor. “Let’s move on to something else.”

         
         The junior prosecutor handed up an exhibit. Weller placed it on the table before the witness and continued.

         
         “Mrs. Pollard, I’m showing you what has been previously marked as exhibit twenty-seven. I will remind the grand jurors that
            this exhibit was offered into evidence through the testimony of Miami-Dade detective John Osborne, who told us that his team
            found this handwritten list in your kitchen on the night Owen’s body was recovered.”
         

         
         Helena stared at the list but said nothing.

         
         Weller asked, “Do you see the handwriting across the top where it says, ‘Things Stressing Me Out’?”

         
         She lifted her gaze and looked the prosecutor in the eye. “I see it.”

         
         “And below that is a list of items numbered one through seventeen, correct?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “On the night the police came to your house, Detective Osborne showed you this list, did he not?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “We know from Detective Osborne’s report—and from his testimony here at the grand jury—that he asked you about the handwriting. According to his report, you answered, ‘Yes, it looks like Owen’s.’” 

         
         “That’s my recollection.”

         
         “I want to ask about the circumstances surrounding that exchange with Detective Osborne. First of all, it must have been a
            very stressful time. Your husband had suffered a grievous head wound. The police were in the next room with the body. Your
            house was a crime scene. I could go on and on.”
         

         
         “It was extremely stressful,” said Helena.

         
         “On top of all that, you and Owen had been under stress. You told Detective Osborne that you were staying at your mother’s
            house. You only found the body because Owen called and begged you to come back home. True?”
         

         
         She shifted uncomfortably in her chair, feeling a few judgmental glares from the grand jurors. “Yes, that’s true.”

         
         “So, you were stressed. Your marriage had been under stress. The situation could not have been more stressful. And that’s
            when Detective Osborne stepped out of the kitchen and showed you the handwritten list. Correct?”
         

         
         “That’s right.”

         
         “By this point, it was what time—after midnight?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “On top of the stress, you must have been tired.”

         
         “I suppose I was.”

         
         “So, you’re sleepy, tired, and stressed, and Detective Osborne hands you the list to examine it?”

         
         “Well, no. He wouldn’t let me handle the list.”

         
         “Ah,” said the prosecutor, as if to underscore the point for the grand jurors. “He wouldn’t let you hold the note closer to
            take a good look, is that what you’re saying?”
         

         
         “He held it for me.”

         
         “Detective Osborne held it at a distance that he felt comfortable with. Not that you felt comfortable with. And just to paint the entire picture, this was not in the bright light of the kitchen, correct? You
            were in the living room with what—maybe a lamp on?”
         

         
         “I believe so.”

         
         “Let’s be honest, Mrs. Pollard. You may have told Detective Osborne that this handwriting looked like your husband’s. But
            you didn’t really get a very good look at it, did you?”
         

         
         “I—I did the best I could.”

         
         “The best you could under very difficult conditions.”

         
         “I gave him my honest opinion.”

         
         “But you weren’t under oath at the time, were you?”

         
         “No. Of course not.”

         
         “You understand that you are under oath now, do you not?”

         
         “Yes. I do.”

         
         The prosecutor took a step closer. “I want you to take a good look at that handwritten list now, Mrs. Pollard. Look very closely.”

         
         Helena did so, then looked up.

         
         The prosecutor tightened her gaze. “I don’t think that’s your husband’s handwriting,” she said, and then her voice became
            more forceful. “You agree with me, don’t you, Mrs. Pollard? That is not your husband’s handwriting.”
         

         
         Helena swallowed hard. “I honestly can’t say that it’s not.”

         
         The prosecutor snatched the exhibit away, her voice rising. “Well, is it your handwriting?”
         

         
         Helena suddenly was on the defensive, which seemed to have been the prosecutor’s intent.

         
         “No, of course it’s not my handwriting. Why would I create a list that says over and over again that I was the source of all
            my husband’s stress? That I was the reason Owen shot himself?”
         

         
         The prosecutor changed her tone, her voice softening. “I agree. We all know it’s not your handwriting. You can testify to
            that under oath with one hundred percent certainty, right?”
         

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Can you say with equal certainty that the handwriting belongs to your husband?”

         
         It felt like a trick question, unfair to say the least. But there was only one way to answer it. “No. I can’t say it with
            one hundred percent certainty.”
         

         
         It seemed to be all the prosecutor wanted the grand jurors to hear.

         
         “Thank you,” said Weller. “I have no further questions.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 12

         
         The air-conditioning repairman left around lunchtime, and by midafternoon, Jack’s office was finally cooling down. Bonnie
            interrupted him with a light rap on the door frame. Jack looked up from his desk.
         

         
         “Elliott Stafford is here,” she said.

         
         “Does he have an appointment?”

         
         “No. But he says it’s important.”

         
         “Then he should have answered my texts and phone calls, which he hasn’t done for the last two days.”

         
         “Do you want me to tell him he’s no longer your client, or should I show him in?”

         
         It took a lot to justify firing a client on the brink of a grand jury appearance. “I’ll see him.”

         
         Jack moved to the armchair in the sitting area. Bonnie returned with his client, showed him to the other chair, and left them
            alone. Jack didn’t rise to greet him or say a word. He waited for Elliott to explain his strange behavior since Jack’s meeting
            with the state attorney.
         

         
         “I see you fixed your AC problem,” said Elliott.

         
         “Lucky for you, if you’re going to insist on wearing a suit and tie every time you visit.”

         
         “It’s my look,” said Elliott.

         
         “Really? The last few days, I would have guessed you were more of a ‘cloak of invisibility’ kind of guy.”

         
         “I’m very sorry about that. It wasn’t my intent to ignore you.”

         
         “I don’t think it’s possible to ignore someone without intent.”

         
         “If I was ignoring you, it was more out of fear.”

         
         “It’s normal to be afraid of testifying before a grand jury.”

         
         “There’s more to it than that.”

         
         Jack appreciated the honesty—finally. “My meeting with the prosecutors did not go well. But it sounds like you knew that much
            without me having to tell you.”
         

         
         “I know the system is stacked against me.”

         
         “The system? Or the facts?”

         
         “Which facts?”

         
         “Let’s start with all the facts you neglected to tell me. The fact that you were convicted of a class-one felony as a juvenile.
            The fact that Elliott Stafford is a new name.” Jack waited, but Elliott said nothing. “I don’t hear a denial,” said Jack.
         

         
         “Those are true statements,” Elliott said softly.

         
         “Okay, what do you say we reintroduce ourselves. Hi, I’m Jack.”

         
         “I’m Elliott.”

         
         “I meant your other name.”

         
         “That name is dead to me.”

         
         “That doesn’t make it nonexistent.”

         
         “In the eyes of the law it does.”

         
         “No, a name change ‘under seal’ doesn’t mean your old name ceased to exist. It means no one can see it without a court order.
            Your criminal conviction, on the other hand, has been expunged. That’s something entirely different. Expunged means it’s as if the conviction never happened.”
         

         
         “To me, it’s all the same. That name, that time in my life—that person—is dead to me.”

         
         “I take it you have no intention of telling me about the crime you committed or what your name was at the time.”

         
         “That’s exactly right.”

         
         Jack rose. “Then I’m afraid I can’t be your lawyer.”

         
         Elliott’s mouth was agape. “You can’t fire me. I paid you.”

         
         “Bonnie will write you a check before you leave.”

         
         It was a tough stance, but it wasn’t the first time Jack had found it necessary to scare a client into telling him the truth.

         
         “I have to testify before a grand jury on Friday. I need you.”

         
         “Yes, you do. And I need you to be honest with me.”

         
         Elliott took a moment, thinking. “All right.”

         
         Jack settled back into his chair. “No more secrets?”

         
         “No more lies,” said Elliott.

         
         Jack saw a distinction, but he let it go for the moment. “That’s a good start.”

         
         Elliott took a breath, then asked, “Do you mind if I take off my tie?”

         
         “No problem. I don’t mean to kill your fashion statement, but outside the courthouse, I don’t know anyone who wears them anymore.
            The pandemic did for neckties what JFK’s inauguration did for top hats.”
         

         
         “Who?”

         
         Once upon a time, it had been common knowledge that John F. Kennedy’s refusal to wear a top hat to his presidential inauguration
            had put an end to that fashion accessory. Elliott’s reaction was yet another reminder that Jack wasn’t getting any younger.
         

         
         “Never mind. Yes, by all means, lose the tie.”

         
         Elliott raised his chin, unfurled the silk knot, and slid off his tie. As he slowly unbuttoned his shirt collar, he locked
            eyes with Jack, as if to make sure that Jack was watching closely. Then he removed a small packet from his coat pocket, tore
            it open, and unfolded a wet wipe. He applied it to his throat and cleaned away the makeup.
         

         
         “A little shadow right above the Windsor knot gives the illusion of an Adam’s apple,” said Elliott.

         
         It suddenly occurred to Jack that the only time he’d seen Elliott without a necktie was the time he’d worn a lacrosse uniform,
            including pads and headgear, to C. J. Vandermeer’s demonstration.
         

         
         He turned to show Jack his profile, the smoothness of his neck.

         
         “Eventually, I may opt for a more permanent solution,” said Elliott. “For now, the necktie and the makeup do the trick.”

         
         “You’re trans?”

         
         “Duh.”

         
         “Your old name—that was from when you were a woman?”

         
         “My dead name. Yes.”

         
         “Do people know you’re a trans man?”

         
         “Some people figure it out. But as far as I’m concerned it’s nobody’s business. Except for my girlfriend, Sheila, who you
            met.”
         

         
         Jack had guessed they were more than just friends. “Who else knows?”

         
         “No one at VanPoll Enterprises. Maybe a few people suspect. But no one has said anything.”

         
         “Does Patricia Dubrow know?”

         
         “She’s one of those who figured it out. When she made the referral, she said it was up to me to decide whether to tell you.
            But she did warn me that you might be transphobic. So, I was waiting for the right time.”
         

         
         “Wait a minute,” said Jack, wounded. “Patricia told you I might be transphobic?”

         
         “Well, what she actually said was that your father was no friend to the LGBTQ community as governor. A staunch opponent of
            gay marriage.”
         

         
         “That’s my father, not me. I’m not transphobic, homophobic, or anything of the sort.”

         
         “No need to explain. It’s actually okay if you’re transphobic. Really. Patricia said that would make us the twenty-first-century
            version of Tom Hanks and Denzel Washington.”
         

         
         Jack didn’t make the connection at first. “Are you talking about Philadelphia—the movie?”
         

         
         “Yes. Patricia told me to watch it. Tom Hanks won an Academy Award playing the gay client dying of AIDS. He hired a homophobic lawyer
            played by Denzel Washington to sue his employer for discrimination. And he won, even though his lawyer was antigay.”
         

         
         The labels were starting to irritate Jack. “I need you to stop it,” he said.

         
         “Stop what?”

         
         “Stop trying to turn this conversation into a pity party for poor Elliott, whose lawyer is mean to him because he’s trans. It doesn’t matter to me that you’re trans, any more than it matters if one of my clients goes under the knife for a facelift and a tummy tuck, has a standing appointment for Botox injections, or smears on Brazilian bum-bum cream every morning. But if my client had a name change or is a convicted felon, I need to know. Am I clear?” 

         
         “Yes, and I’m sorry,” said Elliott. “The most important thing Patricia told me was that I couldn’t find a better lawyer than
            Jack Swyteck. I don’t want to lose you.”
         

         
         Jack appreciated the contrition but remained firm. “If I decide not to represent you, it’s not because you’re trans. It’s
            because I can’t trust you to tell me the truth.”
         

         
         “I already promised not to lie to you.”

         
         “Good. Let’s start with your felony conviction, and I’ll make this as easy as I can for you. If I, as your lawyer and someone
            you can trust, in the privacy of this office, asked you what the conviction was for, your answer would be—”
         

         
         Jack paused, waiting for Elliott to fill in the blank.

         
         Elliott looked away, then back. “Let me explain why that question bugs me. Do you mind?”

         
         “Not at all. Communication is a good thing.”

         
         “As a criminal defense lawyer, would you refuse to represent someone accused of a very serious crime—murder, let’s say—if
            they refused to tell you if they were guilty or innocent?”
         

         
         “No. I’d rather have a client who will neither ‘confirm nor deny’ than a client who lies to me.”

         
         “That’s what I thought. Now, I haven’t even been charged with a crime. I’m telling you straight up that I had nothing to do
            with Owen Pollard’s death. But for some reason, the sky is going to fall unless I tell you all about an unrelated crime I
            committed as a juvenile, which was expunged from my record by the court, which I understand to mean that if the prosecutor
            asks me about it, I can legally tell her under oath, ‘No, I’ve never been convicted of a crime.’ Am I right?”
         

         
         “That is what expunged means,” said Jack.
         

         
         “To me, that’s the end of it. It’s embarrassing and painful for me to talk about it, all right?”

         
         Elliott seemed genuine about “embarrassing and painful,” and it was hard to see any relevance to Owen Pollard’s death. Jack
            didn’t need to press it—at least not yet. “Let’s put a pin in that, for now,” he said. “Conviction or no conviction. Expunged
            or not. I’m going to give you the same advice I’d give to anyone in your situation.”
         

         
         “My situation being what?”

         
         “You haven’t been charged with a crime, but you’re not just another witness the prosecutor has subpoenaed to testify. You’re
            under suspicion.”
         

         
         “But why?” he asked, exasperated. “I really don’t get it. Why am I under suspicion for anything?”
         

         
         “At this point, I have no idea,” said Jack. “But I suspect it’s because there’s more you’re not telling me. Which only makes
            me more firm in the advice I’m about to give you.”
         

         
         “And your advice is what?”

         
         “When the prosecutor calls you into the grand jury room to testify, I want you to state your name and address for the record
            and give the following answer to any additional questions: ‘Under the advice of legal counsel, I decline to answer based on
            my right to remain silent under the Fifth Amendment of the United States Constitution.’”
         

         
         “That’s crazy. Why would I take the Fifth? I just told you I didn’t have anything to do with Owen Pollard’s death.”

         
         “That’s not the point. Guilty or innocent, no one under suspicion of committing a crime wins a battle with a prosecutor in
            a grand jury room. There’s no judge. There’s no defense lawyer to object to unfair questions. The prosecutor runs the show.
            Take the Fifth.”
         

         
         Again, Elliott paused to think. “I can’t do that.”

         
         “Why not?”

         
         Elliott took a deep breath. “How many people are on this grand jury?”

         
         “Twenty-three.”

         
         “Hypothetically, let’s say we pull twenty-three people off the street at random. A true cross section of society. What do
            you think the odds are that at least one of those people would think I’m a criminal just because I’m trans?”
         

         
         Jack took his point. “Prejudice is very real.”

         
         “Yes, I can tell you firsthand that it is. And now you want me to reinforce that prejudice by asserting my right against self-incrimination.”

         
         “Taking the Fifth is not an admission of guilt. The right to remain silent goes hand-in-glove with the government’s burden
            to prove guilt beyond a reasonable doubt.”
         

         
         “Oh, come on. Anyone who has ever watched an episode of Law & Order knows that when witnesses take the Fifth, it’s because the answer could incriminate them. Look, I don’t go around telling everyone I’m a trans man. I’ve told people to their face it’s none of their business.
            But if someone asks if I’m trans, I have never—and will never—respond by saying, ‘I refuse to answer on grounds that I might incriminate myself.’”
         

         
         Jack would have liked to give Elliott the assurance that the prosecutor would never ask such a personal and irrelevant question,
            but there were very few guardrails on what a prosecutor could ask in a grand jury room.
         

         
         “Elliott, I respect what you’re saying. But testifying before a grand jury is a stressful situation, and the prosecutor has
            total control. It’s impossible for anyone to proceed on a question-by-question basis and parse out when you might incriminate
            yourself by answering and when you won’t. Do yourself a favor. Embrace your constitutional rights and take the Fifth to everything.”
         

         
         “I have a better plan. I’ve done nothing wrong. I say I take the Fifth to nothing.”
         

         
         “That’s foolish and contrary to my best advice.”

         
         “I understand your advice. I reject it. Where does that leave us?”

         
         His decision seemed firm, and despite the risk, Jack respected that his client was standing on a principle that Jack had never encountered before, at least not in this context. “We have a lot of work to do before Friday,” said Jack. 

         
         “When do we start?”

         
         Jack checked his calendar. “Let’s block out tomorrow morning. I need to figure something out before then.”

         
         “Figure what out?”

         
         Jack gave him a sobering look. “How to save you from yourself.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 13

         
         Wednesday night was bingo night.

         
         Jack’s abuela was adjusting well to the assisted living facility, but the older she got, the more English she lost. Playing bingo once a
            week gave them something fun to do while struggling to cobble sentences together in Spanglish. Even Righley’s Spanish was
            better than Jack’s, which made her the “arbiter of words,” with Righley’s decision final.
         

         
         “Mah-NEE-tah?” asked Righley, deciphering her great-grandmother’s latest creation. “Sorry, Abuela. That’s not a word in any language.”
         

         
         The blue-haired former beauty queen at the next table had just screamed “bingo” and was eagerly collecting kisses all around.
            Jack was pretty sure Abuela had just called her a “man eater,” but he let Righley’s ruling stand.
         

         
         Bingo ended by 6 p.m. Righley didn’t want cafeteria food, so she did her homework while Jack sat with Abuela for dinner. Righley
            launched her real plan when they were alone in Jack’s car.
         

         
         “Can I get the buffalo chicken Caesar wrap from Uncle Theo’s kitchen?”

         
         By “Uncle Theo’s kitchen” she meant Cy’s Place, which was most definitely not on Andie’s list of approved dinner establishments
            while she was away on assignment. With the settlement money Jack had won for Theo from the State of Florida for four years
            on death row, Theo had opened a jazz club named after his great-uncle Cyrus Knight, who’d played the sax for Sam Cooke and
            other jazz legends in Miami’s Overtown Village, once known as “Little Harlem.”
         

         
         “With skinny fries?” Righley added.

         
         If Casola’s pizza was strike one, Jack still had two in his pocket. “Do not tell your mother about this,” he said.

         
         The drive into Coconut Grove took only a few minutes. Theo was on a break, seated in one of the dining booths, when Jack and
            Righley entered Cy’s Place. Righley sprinted ahead and shouted, “Uncle Theo!” Only when Jack caught up did he notice that
            Theo was seated with C. J. Vandermeer.
         

         
         “I was just leaving,” said CJ, rising.

         
         Theo said goodbye and took Righley into the kitchen, where they could both supervise the making of her wrap. Jack had a moment
            alone with CJ at the booth.
         

         
         “Have you testified before the grand jury yet?” Jack asked.

         
         “No. I still haven’t been subpoenaed.”

         
         “Interesting,” said Jack.

         
         “That’s all you can say is ‘interesting’? You must have a theory.”

         
         “I’m not your lawyer.”

         
         “And like I told you before, I don’t have a lawyer. I’m not asking you for advice. Just curious to know what you think.”

         
         “You dismissed my thoughts quickly the last time we spoke. I told you that if the prosecutor is looking for someone with motive
            to murder a man who gets paid to destroy guns but is really selling gun parts, the list of suspects includes every gun control
            advocate in America. You shot that down.”
         

         
         “Ah, yes. The ‘killer is a sheep’ theory. Fundamentally flawed. But I’m not interested in your thoughts about a random nut
            job who might have done it. I want to hear your thoughts on how I did it.”
         

         
         “Excuse me?”

         
         “You heard me. Surely you’ve considered the possibility that I’m a wolf, not a sheepdog. I’m curious to know what you’ve come
            up with. Come on. Take your best shot. Why did CJ do it?”
         

         
         Jack, of course, had thought about it. He tried one of his theories, just to see CJ’s reaction. “What if Owen Pollard’s business partner truly believed in gun destruction as a form of gun control. But what if he was too busy starting a revolution to notice that his gun destruction business wasn’t destroying guns at all?” 

         
         CJ chuckled. “Is that what your client plans to tell the grand jury? That I didn’t know what my own company was doing and
            that Owen was recycling gun parts behind my back?”
         

         
         Jack turned the question back on him. “What would you tell them, CJ, if you were subpoenaed?”

         
         CJ turned very serious. “I wouldn’t tell them anything. I’d have the sense to take the Fifth. Not because I’m guilty of anything
            or have something to hide. Only because it’s the best way to deal with a prosecutor who works for a corrupt system and is
            on a witch hunt.”
         

         
         CJ had one swallow of beer left in his glass on the table, which he finished. “Your client will do the same if he’s smart.”

         
         “Time will tell,” said Jack.

         
         “I’ll see you around.” He turned and left.

         
         Theo came out of the kitchen with Righley. She was all smiles as she placed her wrap with french fries on the table and climbed
            into the booth.
         

         
         “Uncle Theo, may I have some ketchup?”

         
         “Coming right up,” he said, and he started toward the condiment station. Jack went with him.

         
         “What were you and CJ talking about when I got here?” asked Jack.

         
         “Remember when we left Bayfront Park, and CJ said I was welcome to join his group? Turns out he was serious. I’m being recruited.”

         
         “What did you tell him?”

         
         “N-F-W.”

         
         Theo grabbed a bottle of ketchup from the station. Jack stopped him before he could start back to the table, looking him in
            the eye.
         

         
         “I want you to reconsider,” said Jack.

         
         Theo scoffed. “You want me to join a bunch of left-wing lunatics led by a limousine liberal who thinks it’s his rightful place
            on this earth to save the black man?”
         

         
         “Funny, you said the same thing about me when I became your lawyer on death row.”

         
         “That was before I figured out you didn’t have a crusader’s bone in your body. You took my case just to piss off your old man, who happened to be the governor who signed my death warrant. From then on, all was cool with us.” 

         
         “Seriously,” said Jack. “I want you to take up CJ’s offer and get an inside look.”

         
         “And do what? Find out what makes ol’ CJ tick?”

         
         “No,” said Jack. “Find out why a guy who’s supposed to be worth two hundred million dollars is using an ATF loophole to recycle
            gun parts.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 14

         
         If the Hail Mary pass were a recognized legal strategy, Jack was about to heave one.

         
         The prep session with Elliott lasted all morning. As in any grand jury proceeding, Jack had no way of knowing what ammunition
            the prosecution had. Jack did his best to put himself in Julianna Weller’s shoes, playing the role of lead prosecutor, grilling
            his client with leading questions that were nothing more than accusations, questions that could never be asked in a courtroom
            but that were permissible in a grand jury room with no judge presiding and no defense lawyer to object. Jack’s goal in being
            so aggressive was to change his client’s mind. But after three relentless hours, Elliott was steadfast.
         

         
         “I’m not taking the Fifth,” he said firmly.

         
         Jack was down to his final option. A Hail Mary pass didn’t have a chance by text, email or even a phone call. Jack pestered
            Abe Beckham by text until the state attorney and his lead prosecutor would grant him one final meeting. The three attorneys
            met in the state attorney’s corner office late Thursday afternoon, Beckham behind his desk, Weller in the armchair, and Jack
            on the couch, facing them.
         

         
         “I want to be in the grand jury room tomorrow,” said Jack.

         
         The prosecutors exchanged glances, sharing their incredulity. “You what?” asked Beckham.

         
         “I’m asking your permission to accompany my client into the grand jury room when he testifies tomorrow.”

         
         The state attorney chuckled. “We don’t do that. Grand jury witnesses leave their lawyers at the door.”

         
         “The law simply doesn’t allow it,” added Weller.

         
         “Well, that’s not exactly true,” said Jack. “One of the great things about living in Florida is that, if there’s an exception to a rule, it’s probably in Florida. There’s a statute on point,” he said, and he laid a copy of it on the desk before the state attorney. 

         
         “I’m familiar with the law,” said Beckham. “The statue says on its face that it ‘does not create a right to counsel for the
            grand jury witness.’ In other words, the state attorney may grant the request, or I can deny it. It’s up to me. And my answer is no. Your client will testify without counsel, like every other witness.”
         

         
         “Except that he’s not like every other witness, is he, Abe?”

         
         “In my eyes he is.”

         
         “No, let’s be honest. There’s one important difference. My client is the prime suspect.”

         
         No response from the prosecution. Poker faces, in stereo.

         
         Jack continued. “I think we all agree that subpoenaing a suspect to testify before the grand jury is a risky strategy for
            the prosecution. If a person is under investigation and testifies without waiving the Fifth Amendment, the indictment could
            be void.”
         

         
         “All strategies have risks.”

         
         “You’re willing to take the risk here because your case is weak. You need something from my client. Am I right?”

         
         More silence. Jack didn’t wait for a response.

         
         “I’m actually doing you a favor by offering to accompany my client into the grand jury room.”

         
         “A favor?” said Beckham.

         
         Jack dropped back, figuratively speaking, and launched the Hail Mary pass.

         
         “What better way is there to assure a court that my client voluntarily waived his Fifth Amendment rights than to have his
            lawyer sitting in the room with him when he testifies?”
         

         
         This time, the silence felt different. Jack could almost see the wheels turning inside their heads.

         
         “Jack, would you mind stepping out into the hall for a minute?” the state attorney said. “We’d like a moment to confer.”

         
         Jack rose, went to the door, and closed it on his way out. There was a window at the end of the hallway. Jack could see all
            the way across the river. Farther to the south, somewhere beneath the green canopy of century-old oak trees, was his office
            where, hours earlier, he’d talked until he was blue in the face, trying to convince Elliott to take the Fifth. This meeting
            was a desperation strategy. It would work only if, by being in the grand jury room, Jack could somehow convey the message
            that it was never too late to take the Fifth—especially if Elliott was getting himself into trouble.
         

         
         The door opened. The state attorney stepped out.

         
         “You make a convincing case, Jack.”

         
         “You’re going to let me in the room?”

         
         “Just this once on a nonprecedential basis.”

         
         The prosecutor extended his hand. They shook on it.

         
         

         Helena spent the lunch hour in her veterinarian’s waiting room, keeping her dog Boo a safe distance from two ferrets, a parrot,
            and a frightened rabbit at the other end of the bench. Not that Boo would have harmed any of them. He was more likely to herd
            them into a tight circle and expect a treat for it. Boo was a three-year-old Old English sheepdog, seventy-five pounds of
            energy, playfulness, and (mostly) hair. His very name—Boo—came from the way Austen liked to lift his hair from his eyes in
            endless games of peekaboo.
         

         
         Finally, a veterinary assistant entered the waiting room and uttered the magic words.

         
         “Dr. Swan will see Boo now.”

         
         Helena chuckled to herself. The one animal she’d never seen in Dr. Swan’s office was a swan.

         
         Boo led, and Helena held on for dear life to what, in theory, was the control end of the leash. Making a family pet behave like a show dog had been one of Owen’s talents, and her husband had trained Boo well, but Boo had been running the house since his master’s passing. Somehow Boo managed to sniff out the examination room at the end of the hallway while dragging Helena behind him. The veterinarian was standing behind the stainless-steel examination table, waiting for them. 

         
         “Boo!” he said with a smile. “How you doin’, buddy?”

         
         Dr. Swan was a big man, neither fat nor particularly muscular—just large in a Paul Bunyan sort of way. He had no trouble lifting
            Boo and putting him up on the table. As the two old friends got reacquainted, it was plain to see that Boo was one of the
            doctor’s favorites. But in the middle of the lovefest, the doctor seemed to catch himself and realize he’d neglected to offer
            his condolences.
         

         
         “How rude of me, Mrs. Pollard. I’m so sorry about Owen.”

         
         “Thank you. We all miss him. Maybe Boo more than any of us.”

         
         He seemed to take her meaning, even though there was a wife and son in the picture.

         
         “Is that why you’re here?” he asked. “Does Boo seem depressed?”

         
         “At times,” said Helena. “But the reason I brought him is—”

         
         She stopped herself. Boo was chewing at his right hind leg again.

         
         “Because of that,” she said, indicating. “He’s constantly chewing himself.”
         

         
         “How long has he been doing this?”

         
         Helena sighed. “So much has happened. I have no sense of time.”

         
         “Let me ask the question a different way. Did it start before or after Owen’s passing?”

         
         “I don’t know,” she said, and then she thought about it. “After.”

         
         “It could be a nervous tic caused by anxiety or depression over Owen’s absence. Does he always chew the same spot?”

         
         “Yes,” she said, and Boo was at it again. “Right below the hip joint. I tried to look and see if he got a burr or something
            stuck in all that hair, but he wouldn’t let me touch it.”
         

         
         Dr. Swan petted Boo’s smokey gray coat. “The reason this breed has such a lovable fluffy appearance is the thick double coat. Beneath this long, rougher layer is a soft underlayer. Things do get stuck, everything from sticks to Lego pieces. Let’s have a look.” 

         
         He got Boo to lie on his side, put on latex gloves, and focused the overhead examination light on the upper thigh. He told
            Helena to whisper sweet nothings into his ear while he combed through Boo’s double coat with his fingers. Boo lay still, panting,
            until the doctor poked at the spot around his hip, which made his tail stiffen and his body twitch.
         

         
         “Easy, boy,” said Dr. Swan, and then he spoke to Helena. “Definitely something in there. Hopefully it didn’t break the skin,
            or he could already have a hot spot. Very common in the Florida sun. Try to keep him calm while I explore.”
         

         
         Helena got closer and gave Boo some love, as Dr. Swan gently went to work with forceps. It took only a minute.

         
         “Got it,” he said, holding “it” up to the light with his forceps.

         
         “What is that?”

         
         He turned the object one way and then the other, taking a close look. “It’s a bullet.”

         
         Helena’s heart nearly skipped a beat. “A bullet? Seriously?”

         
         “Yup. Small caliber. A twenty-two, maybe. But definitely a bullet.”

         
         “Are you saying somebody shot Boo?”

         
         “That’s not an easy question to answer.”

         
         “How else would a bullet get in his hind leg?”

         
         “That’s the thing,” said Dr. Swan. “It’s not in his leg. The bullet didn’t break the skin. If somebody shot your dog, they must have been standing very far away. Otherwise,
            it would have had the kinetic energy to break the skin.”
         

         
         “Drive-by shooter, maybe?” asked Helena.

         
         “Maybe. Do you let Boo romp around outside in the yard?”

         
         “Not really. I take him for walks, and he goes running with me for exercise. But with that coat, he lives mostly indoors where
            there’s air-conditioning.”
         

         
         Dr. Swan placed the bullet in a plastic vial on the counter. “We should give this to the police.”

         
         “No,” said Helena.

         
         He seemed surprised by her sharp tone. “Why not?”

         
         “Austen just lost his father,” she said. “I don’t want the police opening another investigation into the shooting of his pet.”

         
         “Helena, I watch the news. I know there’s an investigation into Owen’s death. What if this is not a separate investigation?”

         
         She caught his drift. “You think this random bullet in Boo’s fur is related to Owen’s death?”

         
         He didn’t answer right away, as if he were uncomfortable saying it.

         
         “You know, your husband used to think of himself as a sheepdog of sorts. He used to joke about that when he came here with
            Boo.”
         

         
         The prosecutor’s questions before the grand jury were still fresh in Helena’s mind. Your husband called himself a sheepdog because he thought of himself as a protector.
         

         
         “Yes, I know.”

         
         “I’m just saying. Owen passes from a gunshot wound. Then somebody takes a shot at your actual sheepdog. Even if the two are
            unrelated, I need to report an act of animal cruelty.”
         

         
         Dr. Swan appeared determined to report it with or without Helena’s consent.

         
         “All right,” said Helena. “We’ll call the police.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 15

         
         The start time on Elliott’s subpoena said 9 a.m. Jack and his client reached the courthouse on time, both dressed in courtroom
            attire, even if they weren’t technically entering a courtroom. They waited on the wooden bench in the hallway outside the
            closed door marked grand jury room.

         
         “Are you nervous?” asked Elliott.

         
         The question caught Jack off guard. Usually it was the lawyer asking his client that question, but he gave an honest answer.

         
         “I’d have no nerves at all if you had taken my advice and agreed to take the Fifth. As it is, I’d say I have a touch of potted-plant
            syndrome.”
         

         
         “A touch of what?”

         
         Jack explained quickly. “Years ago, a prominent criminal defense lawyer represented a witness from President Reagan’s National
            Security Council at the congressional hearings on the Iran-Contra Affair. The lawyer was already well-known, but he became
            a legal icon when the committee chairman basically told him to shut up, stop objecting to questions, and let the witness object
            if he wants to. ‘Sir, I’m not a potted plant,’ he said. ‘I’m here as the lawyer. That’s my job.’”
         

         
         “Good line. So, what’s potted-plant syndrome?”

         
         “The state attorney is allowing me to go inside the room with you, but there’s very little I can do once I’m in there. I’m
            damn close to being a ‘potted plant.’”
         

         
         “Then why go in?”

         
         “Look at me,” said Jack.

         
         Elliott did, and Jack continued in a serious tone.

         
         “I want you to do that if any question from the prosecutor gives you concern—before you answer.”
         

         
         “Do what?”

         
         “Look at me. If it’s time to assert your Fifth Amendment right, you’ll see it all over my face. If you don’t get my message, I’ll
            tell the prosecutor I want to consult with my client, take you outside, and talk sense into you. Do you understand me?”
         

         
         “Completely,” said Elliott.

         
         The door opened. A junior assistant state attorney stepped into the hallway.

         
         “We’re ready for you,” she said. “Please, come in.”

         
         Jack entered first, with Elliott close behind him, and the junior prosecutor closed the door. The grand jurors watched attentively,
            in silence, as she led Elliott to the witness table. Jack and the lead prosecutor, Julianna Weller, exchanged a purely professional
            acknowledgment from afar, without words, as Jack took his seat on the opposite side of the room. Jack noticed that there were
            no empty chairs in the grand jury seating area. Perfect attendance was neither a requirement nor the norm in grand jury proceedings.
            Jack could only infer that Weller had told them not to miss today’s events—that this witness was important.
         

         
         The junior prosecutor swore in the witness, and Weller approached.

         
         “Good morning, Mr. Stafford. Would you please state your full name for the record?”

         
         “Elliott Stafford.”

         
         “Have you ever been known by any other names?”

         
         It was one of the questions Jack and his client had covered in their prep session.

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “What is your current address?”

         
         Jack was taken aback. He’d expected the prosecutor to ask the logical next question: What names have you formerly used? But Weller had skated right past it, her focus for the next few minutes on Elliott’s education, employment, and other background—seemingly everything but Elliott’s dead name and former identity. Jack knew that the lack of follow-up wasn’t due to incompetence. A strategy was at work, which only exacerbated his “potted-plant syndrome.” 

         
         Finally, the prosecutor moved beyond the background questions. She placed an exhibit on the table before the witness.

         
         “Mr. Stafford, I’m showing you exhibit twenty-seven, which has been previously identified by witnesses in this proceeding.
            It is a handwritten list that Miami-Dade homicide detectives found in the kitchen on the night police recovered Owen Pollard’s
            body.”
         

         
         The junior prosecutor provided a courtesy copy to Jack, which was the first time he’d seen or heard of the “list.” A surprise
            like that couldn’t happen at trial, but it was permitted under the secrecy rules of grand jury proceedings.
         

         
         “Have you ever seen this document before, Mr. Stafford?”

         
         “No.”

         
         Jack cringed—not because the response was hurtful, but because he’d repeatedly warned Elliott how important it was to take
            the Fifth if the prosecutor used exhibits that Elliott had never seen before.
         

         
         “I’m sorry to interrupt,” said Jack, rising. “May I have a word with my client?”

         
         The prosecutor paused. “Mr. Swyteck, let me remind you that you are not allowed to interrupt these proceedings for any reason.
            You can advise your client if and when the witness requests it.”
         

         
         She was right, and Jack knew he was risking ejection if he didn’t mind the rules. He hoped that his interruption had reminded
            his client of the need to take the Fifth. The prosecutor turned her attention back to the witness.
         

         
         “To be fair, let me ask the witness: Mr. Stafford, do you wish to consult with your lawyer at this point in time?”

         
         Jack did everything short of standing up and screaming Yes!

         
         “No,” said Elliott.

         
         It was a watershed moment. Elliott’s decision to ignore his lawyer’s announced desire to speak with his client pushed Jack beyond the jitters of simple potted-plant syndrome. 

         
         “And just so the record is clear, Mr. Stafford, your answer to my question was ‘no,’ you’ve never seen this document before.
            Correct?”
         

         
         “That’s correct,” said Elliott.

         
         A flood of follow-up questions came to Jack’s mind, but to his surprise, the prosecutor chose not to ask any of them.

         
         “All right,” said Weller. “Please put that exhibit aside.”

         
         This is one strange strategy, thought Jack.
         

         
         “Mr. Stafford, how long did you say you worked for VanPoll Enterprises?”

         
         “A little over a year.”

         
         “In the course of your employment, you had occasion to see Mr. Pollard’s handwriting, did you not?”

         
         “I did.”

         
         “It’s my understanding that it was Mr. Pollard’s practice to use a stylus on his tablet to edit and mark up documents, correct?”

         
         “Yes, he liked to work that way.”

         
         “So, you had occasion to see documents marked up in his handwriting, correct?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Hundreds of documents, no?”

         
         “Yes. Probably hundreds.”

         
         It wasn’t hard for Jack to see where the prosecutor was going with a line of questioning about Elliott’s familiarity with
            the decedent’s handwriting. Look at me, Elliott.

         
         “Mr. Pollard also used a whiteboard at team meetings, correct?”

         
         “Always.”

         
         “So, you’d see his handwriting in that setting too. Right?”

         
         “Yes, that’s true.”

         
         “Take another look at exhibit twenty-seven, the handwritten list. Would you say that this handwriting looks like Mr. Pollard’s
            handwriting?”
         

         
         Jack coughed. He was sending a message to Elliott to take the Fifth, but Elliott continued with his own plan.

         
         “Yes, I’d say it looks like his handwriting.”

         
         “Well, let’s be honest, Mr. Stafford. You’re more than saying it looks like Mr. Pollard’s handwriting. You’d like us all to believe it’s Mr. Pollard’s handwriting. Isn’t that so?”
         

         
         Obvious objections came to Jack’s mind, none of which he could assert. But he needed to remind Elliott about their agreed-upon
            plan to assert the Fifth Amendment, even at the risk of being asked to leave.
         

         
         “Ms. Weller, it’s important that I have a moment with my client.”

         
         “This is your final warning, Mr. Swyteck. Please do not interrupt.”

         
         “It’s about his constitutional rights.”

         
         “If your client would like to assert his Fifth Amendment right against self-incrimination, he can do so himself. Nobody is
            stopping him. Mr. Stafford, would you like to decline to answer my question on the grounds that it might incriminate you?”
         

         
         Jack locked eyes with his client. Elliott didn’t look away. It was as if he wanted to deliver his answer to his lawyer, not merely in the presence of his counsel.
         

         
         “No. I’ll answer your questions, Ms. Weller.” Then he looked at the grand jurors. “It’s not my purpose to make anyone in this
            room believe anything, other than the truth.”
         

         
         “Then let’s get to the truth of the matter about this list of ‘Things Stressing Me Out,’ as it is labeled,” said Weller. “The
            list includes multiple references to ‘BB’s mother.’ Do you see that?”
         

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Can you tell us what ‘BB’ stands for, Mr. Stafford?”

         
         Jack wanted to interrupt a third time, but he was certain it would have gotten him ejected.

         
         “I have no idea what ‘BB’ means,” said Elliott.

         
         “Well, as the grand jury will recall, a previous witness told us that ‘BB’ stands for Big Boy. It refers to Mr. and Mrs. Pollard’s
            son, Austen. He was just ‘BB’ or ‘Big Boy’ before they decided on a name.”
         

         
         “Okay. If you say so.”

         
         “But here’s an interesting fact the grand jury learned in our last session. After Helena Pollard settled on the name Austen,
            no one ever called him BB again. He was Austen. Did you know that?”
         

         
         “No. I didn’t.”

         
         Jack was nearing the point at which it was worth getting ejected, if in the process he could get his client to take the Fifth.

         
         “I—I don’t see how I would know anything about that,” Elliott added.

         
         “Here’s how,” said the prosecutor. “Austen was adopted. That means only three people ever called him BB. His adoptive parents,
            Helena and Owen Pollard. And the biological mother, who brought him into this world without a name.”
         

         
         Abe Beckham’s words outside his office came roaring back to Jack—There’s something you don’t know about your client—and it was obvious that Elliott had withheld even more critical information from his lawyer.
         

         
         “Elliott, it’s time to invoke your rights.”

         
         “Mr. Swyteck,” the prosecutor said harshly, “I’ve been very patient. One more word and I must insist that you leave the room.”

         
         Jack held his tongue, but he spoke to his client through his eyes.

         
         The prosecutor stepped closer to the witness, her gaze tightening. “You’re one of the few people on this planet who can identify
            Austen’s biological mother. Aren’t you—Elle?”
         

         
         Jack could see it all over Elliott’s face: Elle was his dead name.
         

         
         The prosecutor’s attack continued. “Your name used to be Elle Carpenter, did it not? Elle Carpenter, the biological mother
            of Austen Pollard. Big Boy? BB?”
         

         
         Jack stepped forward. “Show me the door if you want,” he told the prosecutor, and then he faced his client. “Elliott, this
            has gone far enough.”
         

         
         Elliott appeared numb, shell-shocked even. Wisely, the prosecutor simply let the grand jurors observe, rather than lose the
            moment by escorting Jack to the exit.
         

         
         Elliott struggled to regain his composure, or at least some of it. He glanced in Jack’s direction and then looked at the grand jurors, using the words that Jack had impressed upon him so many times. 

         
         “I decline to answer based on my right to remain silent under the Fifth Amendment of the United States Constitution.”

         
         “Is it your intention to assert your Fifth Amendment rights in response to my remaining questions?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Very well,” said Weller, and then she turned to explain things to the grand jurors. “The witness is declining to answer any
            further questions based on her right—I’m sorry, his right against self-incrimination. We must respect that decision. The witness is excused.”
         

         
         Jack doubted that the pronoun slip was accidental, and he didn’t appreciate the prosecutor’s gratuitous repetition of a word—self-incrimination—that appeared nowhere in the Constitution. But he wasted no time in gathering his client and heading for the exit. The junior
            prosecutor opened the door, Jack and Elliott stepped out, and the door closed behind them.
         

         
         “I’m so sorry,” said Elliott.

         
         Jack was too angry to answer. He took Elliott by the arm, led him away from the grand jury room, and didn’t stop until they
            found an empty conference room at the end of the hallway. Jack closed the door.
         

         
         “You’re Austen Pollard’s mother?”
         

         
         “Was.”

         
         “Do you not see how that changes everything?”
         

         
         “It changes nothing. I had nothing to do with Owen Pollard’s death.”
         

         
         “Which was a lot easier to prove before you testified.”
         

         
         “The prosecutor knew I was the biological mother before I ever set foot in the grand jury room. I didn’t give her any ammunition
            she didn’t already have.”
         

         
         “Oh, you have no idea how much you’ve given her,” said Jack, and then he slipped into the role of prosecutor, launching a
            mock examination of his own client:
         

         
         “You were Elle Carpenter, correct? As the biological mother, Elle Carpenter had no way of knowing that the Pollards stopped calling their son ‘Big Boy’ after the adoption. That’s why Elliott Stafford wrote ‘BB’s mother’ in this phony list of ‘Things Stressing Me Out.’ You wrote it in Owen Pollard’s handwriting to make his
            death look like suicide! Isn’t that true, Mr. Stafford?”
         

         
         “I didn’t kill Owen Pollard,” he said, glowering.

         
         “Then you should have listened to me, kept silent, and forced the prosecution to prove you did. Instead you lied to your attorney
            and testified your way into a deep, dark hole that will probably get you indicted. The more you talk, the faster you dig your
            own grave.”
         

         
         “Fine,” he said defiantly.

         
         “Fine?” Is that all you can say for yourself? What is fine supposed to mean?”
         

         
         He stepped closer, then answered in a soft but firm voice that was filled with finality. “It means I will remain silent.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 16

         
         The indictment landed in Jack’s email inbox on Monday morning. His phone immediately blew up with calls from the media. Jack
            would never make a public comment before speaking to his client, but contacting Elliott was proving far more difficult than
            it should have. Jack dropped off Righley at school and called Elliott’s cell from his car. It was his fourth attempt. No response.
         

         
         “Elliott,” Jack said into voicemail, “it’s your lawyer again. Call me.”

         
         He tried Elliott’s work number, but the receptionist said he hadn’t come in yet. Jack had known clients to flee after an indictment,
            and he was getting a bad vibe. He drove to Elliott’s townhouse. The parking space outside his unit was empty, and no one answered
            the door. Jack called again and left another voicemail message.
         

         
         “Elliott, if you’re even thinking about leaving town, don’t. The law requires that your arraignment happen within twenty-four hours of indictment. If you fail to show, you will be a
            fugitive, and the judge will issue a bench warrant. Don’t do that to yourself. Call me as soon as you get this message.”
         

         
         Jack didn’t have time to play private detective and track down his own client. He stopped at Cy’s Place on his way into the
            office. It wasn’t open yet, but Theo was there with his great-uncle Cy, the club’s namesake. Jack and Cy were the only invitees
            to what Theo’s advance billing had labeled “the best thing that could ever happen to an old-time jazz saxophonist in his nineties.”
         

         
         “So, where are the ladies?” asked Cy.

         
         He was alluding to Theo’s promise of “the best thing that could ever happen,” which was classic Cy, and it made Jack chuckle.

         
         Cy was a relic of Miami’s Overtown Village in its jazz heyday, when it was known as Miami’s “Little Harlem.” Cy had played
            all the “joints”—the Cotton Club, the Clover Club, Rockland Palace Hotel. He especially loved sharing his memories of “after-midnight”
            gigs with Ray Charles, Aretha Franklin, and other black entertainers who would finish their act at a Miami Beach nightclub
            and then head across the causeway to jam in Overtown, where their skin color didn’t prevent them from getting a room for the
            night. Best of all were Cy’s stories of the Knight Beat, “the swingingest place in the South.”
         

         
         “You know, Jack, the Knight Beat wasn’t named after Cyrus Knight,” he said with a wry smile, “but that didn’t stop me from
            letting the ladies think it was.”
         

         
         Jack had heard the story a dozen times, but he never grew tired of Cy.

         
         “So, what’s this meeting about?” asked Jack.

         
         Theo went behind the bar, retrieved what appeared to be a framed portrait covered in butcher paper, and set it on the table
            before Cy.
         

         
         “Open it,” said Theo.

         
         Cy tore away the paper, and Jack immediately recognized the old photograph from the collection of “Cy memorabilia” around
            the club, which included everything from Cotton Club matchbooks to Cy’s old Buescher 400 saxophone. The photo showed Cy as
            a handsome twentysomething dressed in his classic three-piece Norfolk suit in natty tweeds blowing on the sax. But Theo’s
            gift was a doctored version of the old black-and-white. It was sharper, even eye-popping, more like a slick advertisement
            than a portrait, complete with a brand name printed in a bold marketing font.
         

         
         “What the hell is ‘Uncle Cy’s Bespoke Gin’?” asked Cy, reading aloud.

         
         “Remember that homemade gin you told me about?” asked Theo.

         
         The memory made Cy smile, and he explained for Jack’s benefit. “This is a recipe that dates back to Prohibition days, before
            even I was born. The story goes that they ran out of gin bottles and some dope put a batch of gin in a whiskey barrel. No one dared to taste it for almost two years. When they finally did, guess what? People loved it. Aging gin in a whiskey barrel gave it kind of an almond flavor.” 

         
         “That’s called bespoke gin,” said Theo. “And now it’s the hot new thing in the spirit industry. That’s why I’m launching ‘Uncle Cy’s—the Speakeasy
            Bespoke Gin.’”
         

         
         Jack had to let that sink in for a moment. “Theo, when you told me you were making gin, I expected to see a glass vat with
            juniper berries sitting on your bar top.”
         

         
         “Yeah, and if I had told you more than that, you would have come up with a hundred reasons why it wouldn’t work. So—surprise!”
         

         
         “Are you seriously planning to make a private-label gin?”

         
         “Yup. Already got a container shipment of empty whiskey barrels sitting in a warehouse over in the foreign trade zone. I’m
            in negotiations now with a gin supplier in the U.K. Next step is a bottler.”
         

         
         Cy narrowed his eyes with concern. “Theo, can you afford this?”

         
         “I’ll need an investor when I get to the distribution phase, but I’ll find one. We know the product is good. From a marking
            standpoint, who can resist the story behind Uncle Cy’s Speakeasy Bespoke Gin?”
         

         
         Cy seemed more than pleased. He was downright proud. “Thank you, Theo. But all this business makes an old man hungry. Think
            you can rustle me up some breakfast?”
         

         
         “Sure thing,” said Theo.

         
         He headed toward the kitchen, and Jack followed. They stopped at the refrigerator.

         
         “You pissed I didn’t tell you about the gin?” asked Theo.

         
         “No, we all have our secrets,” said Jack.

         
         “I just didn’t want to deal with you trying to talk me out of it.”

         
         “Too late for that,” said Jack.

         
         “That was the whole idea, dude,” he said with a sly smile.

         
         Theo checked the expiration date on a milk carton, sniffed the opening, and tossed it in the trash. Jack turned the conversation
            to what was really on his mind.
         

         
         “My client has gone missing,” said Jack. “I need you to help me find him.”

         
         “Seriously? You think Elliott is on the run?”

         
         “I don’t know.”

         
         “I spent a lot of nights on death row wishing I’d run,” said Theo.

         
         “I get it,” said Jack. “But the case against Elliott seems weak to me. It’s hard enough to convince people you’re innocent
            if you take the Fifth. It’s almost impossible if you take the Fifth and flee. Unless you’re O. J. Simpson in a white Ford Bronco.”
         

         
         “He’s no O. J.,” said Theo.

         
         “Agreed.”

         
         “More of a Bruce Jenner.”

         
         If anyone was entitled to an occasional lapse into “gallows humor,” it was an innocent man who’d spent four years on death
            row. But Jack didn’t need to encourage it.
         

         
         “Not funny, dude. Knock it off.”

         
         “Just one more. I’m thinking of changing my pronouns. Maybe ‘Thee, Thou, Theo.’ ”

         
         “You done with the jokes now?”

         
         “I think so,” said Theo. He grabbed three brown eggs with a package of bacon and headed toward the griddle. Elliott remained
            the topic of conversation.
         

         
         “I been wondering,” said Theo, as he fired up the griddle. “Why is the charge murder in the second degree? Why not first?”

         
         “I think it goes back to what I just said: The case is weak. We’ll never know, but I would bet that Julianna Weller asked
            the grand jury for murder in the first degree punishable by death. They weren’t willing to go that far based on the evidence.
            They came back with murder in the second degree.”
         

         
         Jack’s cell rang and he checked the incoming number. Not a reporter this time. It was Julianna Weller, and he took the call.
            She wanted to talk about the logistics of surrender. Jack plugged one ear to silence the sizzle of bacon on Theo’s griddle.
         

         
         “Jack, I’m extending you the courtesy of not sending out MDPD to handcuff your client and haul him downtown in the back of
            a squad car.”
         

         
         “Thank you,” said Jack.

         
         “Don’t thank me. Thank Abe Beckham, who seems willing to extend you courtesies I wouldn’t offer. But I need your word that
            Mr. Stafford will voluntarily surrender into custody tomorrow at nine a.m. for booking and processing. Arraignment will follow
            immediately after. Do we have an understanding?”
         

         
         Jack wasn’t sure he could deliver, but nothing was ever a hundred percent certain.

         
         “I’ll do everything in my power,” said Jack.

         
         “See you tomorrow,” said Weller, and the call ended.

         
         Jack put his phone away. Theo was hand-scrambling the eggs in a mixing bowl. He picked up their conversation about Elliott
            going missing.
         

         
         “Maybe he’s just depressed and went for a walk in the park,” said Theo.

         
         “Maybe. It’s also possible he’s already on a boat to the Bahamas. We have twenty-three hours to find him and make sure he
            shows up at the courthouse tomorrow.”
         

         
         “Any idea where to start looking?”

         
         “I’d say his girlfriend from work, Sheila. And then—” he started to say, then his phone rang again. It was Bonnie calling
            from the office. Theo went to the pantry for some bread to toast while Jack took the call.
         

         
         “Hi, Jack, I wanted to let you know that a wire transfer hit your account from Elliott Stafford.”

         
         “How much?”

         
         “Your full retainer.”

         
         “Did you talk to him?”

         
         “I tried calling, but he didn’t answer. There’s no message or anything either. Just the money.”

         
         Jack thanked her, and Theo was back with the bread as the call ended.

         
         “Weird,” said Jack. “Elliott ignores my calls and texts. Then he wires my full retainer to my bank account.”

         
         “Even weirder that a guy like Elliott has enough money sitting in his bank account to pay your full fee in advance to cover
            a murder trial.”
         

         
         “Unless someone else paid it.”

         
         Theo turned the bacon. “Like who?”

         
         Jack considered the possibilities. “Let’s call Patricia Dubrow.”

         
         As Theo poured the scrambled eggs onto the hot griddle, Jack dialed and then placed his cell phone on speaker so Theo could
            hear. Patricia answered on the first ring. She’d already heard the news.
         

         
         “Sorry about Elliott’s indictment,” she said. “Looks like this referral has turned into a lot more work for you than just
            a grand jury subpoena.”
         

         
         “I’m not sure I’m going to keep the case.”

         
         “Why? Has Elliott not paid you?” she asked.

         
         “He paid in full. Where he got that kind of money, I don’t know.”

         
         “I have no reason to believe he robbed a bank, if that’s what you’re asking me. But why would you step aside?”

         
         Jack didn’t want to get into his client’s lies. “Elliott ignored my advice when he testified before the grand jury.”

         
         Any lawyer would have given the same advice, so Patricia knew exactly what he meant. “Do you think it would have gone any
            differently if another lawyer had told him to take the Fifth?”
         

         
         “Probably not. But what’s your point?”

         
         “I see two very good reasons for you to stay with Elliott. First, if he paid you, he wants you. He may not show it, but he
            wants you.”
         

         
         “Thankfully, I’m past the days of having to represent anyone who’s willing to pay me. What’s the second reason?”

         
         “Elliott needs you even more than he knows.”

         
         “What does that mean?”

         
         “Did I ever tell you how I met Elliott?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “About four years ago, a young woman named Elle Carpenter came to my office. She’d been convicted of a felony as a juvenile and wanted to see if it could be expunged.” 

         
         It was just as Andie had told him. “What was the crime?”

         
         “Obviously, I wouldn’t be telling you this if you weren’t Elliott’s lawyer. The crime was arson.”

         
         Not what Jack had expected. “What happened?”

         
         “When Elle was in high school, the administration converted one of the boys’ bathrooms to gender-neutral for students like
            Elle. There were still plenty of boys-only bathrooms, but one day, a group of boys followed her inside. They didn’t like losing
            one of ‘their’ bathrooms. So they nearly drowned her in the toilet and left her on the floor barely conscious.”
         

         
         “Bathrooms are a flashpoint issue, but that kind of violence is horrible no matter where you stand,” said Jack. “But I hope
            you’re not about to tell me she burned down the school.”
         

         
         “That was the charge, and it stuck. But what really happened is that she crawled to the waste can, stuffed it full of paper
            towels, and lit them on fire. The idea wasn’t to burn down the school. Her plan was not to come out of that bathroom alive.”
         

         
         It was suddenly crystal clear why Elliott had told Jack it was “painful” to talk about the criminal conviction. “That’s very
            sad.”
         

         
         “Sadly predictable,” said Patricia. “If you’re told over and over that you’re a self-destructive freak, you start to believe
            it. If you believe it, you become it. Once you become it, it’s hard to shake.”
         

         
         “Are you telling me that I should stick with Elliott because he’s self-destructive?”

         
         “No. I’m saying Elliott needs a damn good lawyer, and he needs one more than anyone you’ve ever met. To put a finer point
            on it: If Elle Carpenter thought high school was tough, wait till Elliott Stafford sees the inside of a maximum-security prison.”
         

         
         The thought had occurred to Jack, but Patricia’s words made him visualize it in ways he hadn’t previously.

         
         “I gotta go,” said Patricia. “Thanks for chatting.”

         
         “No problem.”

         
         Jack ended the call. Theo served the eggs and bacon onto a plate. Then he turned and faced Jack, holding his spatula in a
            menacing fashion, the short-order cook’s version of wagging one’s finger.
         

         
         “What?” asked Jack.

         
         “You can’t let her yank your chain like that.”

         
         “You’re just jealous because she said Elliott needs me more than you did,” he said with a little smile.

         
         Theo put the spatula aside. “Yeah, jealous. That’s exactly it. So, what’s your decision?”

         
         “I’m not going to keep this case because Elliott is trans.”

         
         “You’re dumping him?”

         
         “No, I’m in.”

         
         Theo shook his head. “He kept his mouth shut about his name change and felony conviction. He flat out hid the truth about
            the baby. He ignored the most important legal advice you could give him. Sounds like three strikes to me. Why stick around?”
         

         
         “Because there’s enough—just enough—to tell me that maybe Elliott didn’t do it. You of all people should get that.”

         
         Theo seemed to take his point.

         
         The toast popped up. Theo placed two slices on the plate and handed Cy’s breakfast to Jack.

         
         “Take this to the old man,” he said as he removed his apron. Then he started for the door.

         
         “Where are you going?” asked Jack.

         
         “To find your client,” Theo said on his way out.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 17

         
         January finally felt like January. Beach weather for the tourists on South Beach. Colder than a tin toilet seat in the Arctic
            for two Miami natives who had no idea how to survive a cold front.
         

         
         “Damn it, Theo. Stop breathing like a Yellowstone buffalo and fogging my windows.”

         
         “Not my fault you don’t know the hazard lights from a defrost button.”

         
         Jack pulled up to the yellow curb outside the Richard E. Gersten Building and, seeing that he was in a no-parking zone, let
            the hazard lights keep on blinking. He quickly recapped the plan before handing over the wheel to Theo.
         

         
         “Wait outside the intake entrance and watch every squad car that pulls up. The minute you see MDPD haul Elliott into the station,
            call me.”
         

         
         “You got it,” said Theo.

         
         Jack climbed out and left the door open. Theo walked around to the driver’s side, hopped in, and drove away. It was about
            the only thing that had gone smoothly since Jack had promised Julianna Weller that his client would surrender voluntarily
            by 9 a.m. Theo had wasted too many hours trying to find Elliott. Jack was forced to call the prosecutor and confess that he
            didn’t know where his client was. Weller was more than happy to get an arrest warrant.
         

         
         “Hey, Jack, is it true your client is MIA?”

         
         It was Michael Posten of the Tribune, one of the reporters who’d called Jack after the indictment. He’d appeared out of nowhere and was suddenly walking alongside
            Jack, step for step, toward the courthouse.
         

         
         “No comment, Michael.”

         
         A crowd was gathering outside the main entrance, at the top of the granite steps. Cameramen jockeyed for position as TV reporters,
            microphones in hand, surrounded Julianna Weller. The prosecutor was holding an impromptu press conference. Jack stopped to
            listen.
         

         
         “Today is the first step toward justice for the Pollard family,” said the chief prosecutor. “Mr. Stafford was arrested by
            MDPD this morning and taken into custody. In due time, the State of Florida intends to prove that Owen Pollard did not take
            his own life. This was a murder made to look like suicide.”
         

         
         A reporter thrust her microphone forward. “Why murder in the second degree, not first?” she asked.

         
         Jack stepped closer. It was a question he wanted answered.

         
         “The charges in this case were brought by a grand jury. As prosecutor, I explained that if the killer acted with premeditation,
            the grand jury should return an indictment of murder in the first degree. If the killer acted with a depraved mind, the charge
            should be murder in the second degree. I believe the grand jury made the correct decision. This is a textbook case of murder
            with a depraved mind.”
         

         
         “Is Mr. Stafford’s mind depraved because he’s trans?” someone asked pointedly.

         
         The question seemed to catch the prosecutor off guard, but she didn’t answer. “Thank you. That’s all for now,” she said, stepping
            away.
         

         
         A flock of reporters followed her toward the entrance. Jack went with them.

         
         “Ms. Weller! Exactly what do you mean by a ‘depraved mind’?”

         
         Weller hurried through the revolving door. Jack wasn’t far behind, until she breezed past security with a wave of her badge.
            Jack was stuck in line with the masses, first the x-ray machine and then the magnetometer. It took him ten minutes to get
            through the gauntlet, and then he hurried down the hall to Courtroom 1-5.
         

         
         Felony arraignments started every weekday at 9 a.m., and by the time Jack entered the courtroom, the daily routine was already underway, with Judge Garrison presiding. A junior assistant state attorney was seated at the government’s table in front of the empty jury box, working his way through the stack of files one at a time as each case was called and disposed of in a matter of minutes. A parade of armed robbers, drunk drivers, and other accused felons met their counsel at the rail, proclaimed their innocence to the judge, and then were either released on bail or remanded to custody. 

         
         Jack found an open seat in the first row of the public gallery. Michael Posten, the Tribune reporter who’d been hounding him all morning, squeezed into the seat next to him and whispered in his church voice:
         

         
         “Your client pleading guilty today, Jack?”

         
         Jack actually liked Posten, but he could be annoying.

         
         “No spoilers from me,” said Jack.

         
         “Gonna be a lot of media attention on this case, Jack. Get used to it.”

         
         Jack knew he wasn’t blowing smoke. Arraignments were normally not newsworthy events, but this morning, several rows of public
            seating were full, and the media section was at capacity. It wasn’t Jack’s intention to court media coverage, but if Weller
            continued to make comments about a “depraved mind,” the case might well land in the national spotlight. Jack had to start
            thinking about how to use that to his advantage.
         

         
         “Next case,” said Judge Garrison. He was moving quickly.

         
         “Case number 250719,“ announced the bailiff. “State of Florida versus Elliott Stafford.”
         

         
         “Depraved mind!” a woman shouted from the back of the courtroom.

         
         Judge Garrison smacked his gavel. “There will be order in this courtroom—and absolutely no hate speech!”

         
         Silence fell over the gallery. The “depraved mind” mantra was already getting traction.

         
         The side door opened, and a deputy brought Elliott into the courtroom. He was wearing street clothes—jeans and a baggy sweatshirt—which meant that MDPD had arrested him and taken him to the station for booking, but he had yet to be processed into the county jail. The junior prosecutor who had handled the first ten arraignments stepped aside. Julianna Weller assumed the lead post at the prosecutor’s table. Jack rose, pushed through the swinging gate at the rail, and met his client at the defense table. Jack had plenty of questions for his MIA client, but arraignment moved quickly, and there was no time to talk. 

         
         “Good morning, Ms. Weller,” Judge Garrison said cordially. “And to you as well, Mr. Swyteck. Always good to have two experienced
            trial lawyers in my courtroom. Ms. Weller, may I have the date and time of arrest?”
         

         
         “Today at approximately eight ten a.m.”

         
         That explained the way Elliott was dressed. The judge then addressed Jack’s client directly.

         
         “Mr. Stafford, the purpose of the proceeding is to advise you of certain rights that you have, to inform you of the charges
            made against you under Florida law, and to determine under what conditions, if any, you might be released before trial. Do
            you understand?”
         

         
         Elliott didn’t answer.

         
         “He does,” said Jack, answering on his behalf.

         
         “You have the right to remain silent,” the judge said, and as the recitation continued, Jack couldn’t help but think that
            if Elliott had listened to his lawyer and invoked that right at the grand jury proceeding, he might not be in court for arraignment.
         

         
         “We’ll waive the reading of the charges,” said Jack.

         
         “That’s fine,” said the judge. “Mr. Stafford, how do you plead?”

         
         Again, no answer from Elliott.

         
         Jack filled in the blank. “Not guilty, Your Honor.”

         
         “So noted.” The judge’s gaze shifted to the other side of the courtroom. “Ms. Weller, what is the state’s position on bail?”

         
         “Judge, second-degree murder with the use of a firearm is a first-degree felony, punishable by life in prison with a mandatory
            twenty-five-year minimum sentence. There is no bail for a life felony.”
         

         
         “Ah, yes, of course,” said the judge. “No bail.”

         
         “Your Honor, we believe bail is appropriate in this case,” said Jack.

         
         “Are you requesting an Arthur hearing, Mr. Swyteck?”

         
         An Arthur hearing—so named because it was established by the Florida Supreme Court in the case of State v. Arthur—was the only way to get bail in a murder case. It was like a mini-trial before a judge, no jury, and if the prosecution failed
            to show a “great presumption” of guilt, the accused could be released on bail.
         

         
         “We do request an Arthur hearing as soon as one can be scheduled,” said Jack. “But there is another matter that requires the court’s immediate attention.”
         

         
         “Relating to what?”

         
         “The terms of my client’s detention prior to the Arthur hearing.”

         
         “Terms?” the judge said, raising an eyebrow. “This is pretrial detention, not a vacation.”

         
         Anyone who’d seen the media coverage of the indictment already knew that Elliott was a transgender man, but that was far from
            the entire world. Jack felt obliged to protect what was left of his client’s privacy.
         

         
         “Judge, may I approach the bench?”

         
         It was an unusual request outside a jury trial, and the judge grumbled. “Mr. Swyteck, my stack of case files this morning
            is as long as my arm. I’ve ruled. The prisoner is remanded to the Miami-Dade County Pretrial Detention Center.”
         

         
         The pretrial detention center housed about 1,800 prisoners—all men. Jack needed to press his point.

         
         “Your Honor, my sidebar request is for a confidential matter relating to my client’s personal safety.”

         
         “Oh, all right,” said the judge, waving the lawyers forward.

         
         Jack spoke first. “Judge, remanding my client to an all-male facility is a problem.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         “He’s a transgender man.”

         
         Judge Garrison wasn’t as old as Jack’s abuela, but he wasn’t far behind. “He’s what?”
         

         
         The prosecutor interjected. “His biological sex at birth was female.”

         
         “I see,” said the judge. “I’ve had a few of those before, I think. Probably more than I’m aware of. It’s never been an issue
            at arraignment.”
         

         
         “Probably because they came before you on bondable offenses. There’s no bail here.”

         
         “I see,” said the judge. It was becoming his go-to response on a subject matter that seemed outside his comfort zone.

         
         “Fortunately, Florida law resolves this issue for us,” said Jack. “Detainees are assigned to a correctional facility that
            aligns with their biological sex at birth.”
         

         
         “Ms. Weller, is the State of Florida in agreement?”

         
         “Yes, we agree that the defendant should be in a women’s facility. However, now that we’ve broached the subject, we need to
            consider the safety of other women inmates.”
         

         
         “My client has no history of violence,” said Jack.

         
         “He’s a trans man,” said Weller. “If you were a female inmate, how would you feel about sharing a cell with a man?”
         

         
         “Are you arguing that Mr. Stafford should be placed in solitary confinement?” the judge asked.

         
         “Yes, absolutely.”

         
         Jack was taken aback. “Judge, if we were talking about a trans woman incarcerated with hundreds of men, solitary confinement
            for her own safety could make sense. But the prosecution’s hypothetical fear that Mr. Stafford puts female inmates at risk
            is, frankly, disingenuous. My client has had gender-affirming hormonal therapy but only limited surgery, at this point.”
         

         
         “Speak plain English to me, Mr. Swyteck.”

         
         Jack explained the way he might to his abuela. “My client does not have male parts below the waist.”
         

         
         “I see,” said the judge. “Uh, I mean, well, I don’t actually see. Frankly, I’m even having trouble imagining, but—”
         

         
         “The State of Florida’s position is unchanged,” said the prosecutor, saving the judge from himself. “Mr. Stafford should be in solitary, away from the general female population.” 

         
         Julianna Weller was a pit-bull prosecutor, but Jack had not expected this.
         

         
         “Judge, this is pretrial detention. My client is presumed innocent. We don’t automatically punish gender dysphoria with solitary
            confinement.”
         

         
         “I’ve heard enough,” said the judge. “This sidebar is over. I’m ready to rule.”

         
         The lawyers returned to their places, and the judge announced his decision to the entire courtroom.

         
         “One week from today, this court will conduct an Arthur hearing to determine whether an exception to the rule of ‘no bail
            in a murder case’ is warranted. In the meantime, Mr. Stafford”—he caught himself, seemingly troubled by the prefix—“the prisoner is assigned to the women’s wing of Turner-Guilford-Knight Correctional Center.”
         

         
         TGK housed over a thousand inmates, about three hundred of them women. It wasn’t Jack’s preference. “Your Honor, we would
            request Miami-Dade Women’s Detention Center.”
         

         
         Weller immediately objected. “That’s minimum security. Accused murderers don’t go to MDW.”

         
         “My decision is Turner-Guilford-Knight. The defendant will be assigned to the general population unless, upon examination
            by qualified staff the, uh—how should I say?—the state of affairs is not as Mr. Swyteck represented to this court in our sidebar.
            Next case,” the judge said, with a bang of his gavel.
         

         
         A deputy arrived immediately to whisk Elliott away. The next prisoner on the docket replaced him, and the assigned public
            defender nudged Jack out of the way. Jack walked alongside Elliott toward the prisoner exit at the side. At least a dozen
            people, including deputies in uniform, were within earshot, so Jack had to be careful what he said.
         

         
         “Elliott, I’ll contact the correctional center and arrange an attorney-client conference where we can speak in private. Meanwhile, don’t talk about your case to anyone inside the facility. Not to anyone. That’s very important. Do you understand me?”
         

         
         Elliott didn’t answer. The deputy opened the exit door. Elliott left the courtroom, and Jack followed him and the deputy to
            a waiting elevator.
         

         
         “Elliott, do you understand?” asked Jack.

         
         Elliott and the deputy entered the elevator. Elliott turned around, facing Jack, but said nothing. The double doors rattled
            as they closed, and the motor rumbled as the car began its descent to the prisoner exit.
         

         
         Jack was alone with the MDPD officer whose job was to mind the traffic from the chute to the courtroom.

         
         “Don’t take it personally,” the officer said. “From what I hear, he never said nothing during intake either.”

         
         It was a casual remark, but Jack didn’t take it casually. It made him realize that his client hadn’t spoken a word to him
            since promising to take the Fifth.
         

         
         “I’ll keep that in mind,” said Jack, and he returned to the courtroom.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 18

         
         It wasn’t Elliott’s first time in a women’s jail. It was the first time as an adult. And as a trans man.

         
         The bus ride from the courthouse to Turner-Guilford-Knight Correctional Center was Elliott’s reintroduction to prison life.
            TGK was the only facility in Miami-Dade County that held inmates of every stripe under one roof: men and women, adults and
            juveniles, petty thieves and accused murders. Each morning, dozens of inmates—some still intoxicated or injured from circumstances
            leading to their arrest—were bused to and from the justice center for court appearances. It was no easy task. The guards were
            visibly on edge.
         

         
         “Move along,” an officer shouted as Elliott stepped off the bus.

         
         First stop was the intake office. Every other inmate on the bus had spent at least a night in jail, which meant they’d already
            endured the indignity of a strip search and a guard-observed shower. But not Elliott.
         

         
         “Stafford, this way,” the guard said.

         
         Elliott was taken to a room and left alone with two female officers, both wearing body cams. The room had a table but no chairs
            and, off to the side, a toilet and a shower with no curtain. Elliott had been dreading the strip search, but in a way he was
            glad it was sooner than later, like ripping off the Band-Aid. There was no conversation. Just a stream of orders from the
            officers, which Elliott followed without question.
         

         
         Remove shoes, jewelry, body piercing, wristwatch. Empty pockets. Now, sweatshirt.

         
         “No bra,” one of the officers said, noting it on the chart.

         
         Take off jeans and hand them over. Socks. Underpants. The officers turned all clothes inside out and checked all pockets and stitches. Elliott was left standing before them, totally naked. All his belongings were packed into bags and labeled. 

         
         “Open your mouth,” the officer said.

         
         She looked inside with a flashlight as Elliott, on command, lifted the upper lip with his fingers, then moved the lower lip,
            tongue out, up and down. They checked the ears and nose too. Elliott closed his eyes, following directions, as the examination
            became more invasive. He kept reminding himself that this had nothing to do with being trans—every inmate underwent the same
            strip search—but it was not hard to feel like a source of morbid curiosity for the guards, a break from the routine, something
            to talk about at the next coffee break.
         

         
         Finally, it was over, except for the shower, which the guards observed closely. Elliott was given an orange prison uniform
            and dressed quickly. Upon return to the intake room, he was grouped with thirteen women who, like Elliott, had been denied
            bail by Judge Garrison that morning and were being held beyond their first court appearance.
         

         
         “Everybody, take one copy of the Inmate Handbook and a pamphlet,” the intake cell unit manager announced. “Follow the guards
            to the orientation room. Single file!”
         

         
         A pair of armed guards led the line of new inmates down the corridor to a stuffy room with a polished concrete floor and walls
            of painted cinder block. Elliott avoided eye contact with anyone, his gaze fixed on the pamphlet title: sexual battery abuse harassment awareness.

         
         Welcome to TGK, he thought.
         

         
         With thick concrete walls and fences topped with miles of coiled razor wire, TGK was equipped to house the most dangerous
            inmates. The “worst of the worst,” Elliott had heard, were on the eighth floor in solitary cells, but there was no shortage
            of intimidation in the orientation room. Elliott pegged at least two women as maximum-security veterans. The guards knew one
            of them by name, a badass named Mona.
         

         
         “Back so soon, Mona?” said one of the guards.

         
         “Fuck off,” she replied.

         
         Elliott chose a folding chair well off to the side, away from Mona, but for some reason, Elliott couldn’t get by her without
            being noticed.
         

         
         “Damn, girl. You got the flattest chest I ever seen.”

         
         Elliott wondered how long it would take Mona and the others to figure out he was no “girl.” He moved all the way to the end
            of the row, saying nothing for the rest of the orientation. They broke for lunch at noon and walked as a group to the cafeteria.
            Elliott avoided any conversation while waiting in line to collect a soggy bologna sandwich. The cafeteria was about half full.
            Seating at “Mona’s table” was by invitation only. Elliott hoped he wasn’t invited.
         

         
         “Hey, Flatsie, get over here,” said Mona.

         
         Elliott took a deep breath, then walked toward Mona’s end of the long table and stopped.

         
         “Lemme hold your sandwich,” said Mona.

         
         It felt like high school all over again. Elliott offered his tray, and Mona took the sandwich. No great loss. Elliott hated
            bologna.
         

         
         “Now get the fuck outta here,” said Mona.

         
         After lunch was the final step in the intake process: cell assignment. The cell unit manager broke the new inmates into three
            groups, assigned each group to a cell, and sent them on their way with the guard.
         

         
         “Not you,” the manager told Elliott. “You need to see the doctor.”

         
         Elliott didn’t question it, and the reason for the medical examination didn’t need to be spelled out for him. The guard came
            and led him down the hall to the infirmary.
         

         
         “Sit here,” the officer said, and Elliott settled into the chair near the door.

         
         Elliott didn’t know what he’d been expecting, but the inmate waiting area felt more like a normal doctor’s waiting room than he would have guessed. Rather than “institutional beige,” the walls were painted a more soothing tone with a hint of peach. There was even tile on the floor. A framed photograph sat atop the filing cabinet in the corner. The young boy in the photograph looked to be about a year old. Probably the doctor’s son. 

         
         Elliott stared at the photograph. It made him think of Austen. He shook off that thought, but another memory came to mind.
            His doctor, too, used to keep photographs of her children in her office. Or rather, Elle Carpenter’s doctor. Her gynecologist,
            Olga Lopez, MD.
         

         
         Elle and Dr. Lopez had discussed children on one of her office visits—her last visit as “Elle.”

         
         

         “You aren’t my typical patient,” Dr. Lopez said.

         
         “What’s so different about me?”

         
         “Honestly, most women I see—at least the women your age—have never given birth to a child.”

         
         “I didn’t keep the baby. I gave it up for adoption.”

         
         “I understand. But the very fact that you’ve experienced pregnancy and given birth puts you in a slightly different category,
            in my opinion. I’m not trying to talk you out of the gender-affirming treatment you need. I just want to make sure you understand.”
         

         
         “Understand what, exactly?”

         
         The doctor paused, as if to consider her words. “Some women come to me under the impression that gender-affirming medical
            treatment, including surgery, is completely reversible.”
         

         
         “I’m not doing this to see what it’s like to be a man. I know what it’s like to be a man.”
         

         
         “I wasn’t suggesting otherwise.”

         
         “I’m here because I want my body to match the person I am.”

         
         “I respect that. And the overwhelming number of my patients never have any regrets about their decision. But, on occasion,
            I meet a patient who finds the courage and strength to make this decision only because they’ve heard stories about trans men
            or women transitioning back.”
         

         
         “I realize I’m not buying a shirt. I’m not interested in the return policy.”

         
         “Good. Don’t even let that factor into your decision-making.”

         
         “I won’t.”

         
         “Mind you, a small number of people do detransition. It’s medically possible, but not in every respect. I’m only raising this
            because you have gone through the experience of giving birth.”
         

         
         “You’ve made that clear, Dr. Lopez.”

         
         “For a woman transitioning to a man, the time to consider the impact on fertility is not just somewhere down the road, when
            you choose to have your uterus, ovaries, and fallopian tubes removed. Hormone therapy alone won’t necessarily have a permanent
            effect on your fertility. But it can.”
         

         
         “So, you’re saying that even if I change my mind very early in the process and decide to stop—”

         
         “You may never have children again. That’s what I’m saying. I want you to know that from the start.”

         
         “I’m okay with that.”

         
         “Not to belabor the point, but this means that the baby you gave up for adoption will probably be the only baby you ever have.”

         
         “I get it.”

         
         “You’re sure?”

         
         “Yes, Dr. Lopez. I’m sure.”

         
         

         The infirmary door burst open and two officers rushed inside with an inmate on a gurney. Elliott was suddenly back in the
            miserable present.
         

         
         “Out of the way!” an officer shouted.

         
         Elliott jumped from his chair and moved to the corner. The gurney whizzed past him. A bloody towel was wrapped around the
            inmate’s head, and she groaned in misery as the gurney disappeared into the examination room. The door slammed shut. Elliott
            didn’t move. A minute later, another guard entered.
         

         
         “Change of plans,” he said. “The doctor is unavailable.”

         
         No kidding, thought Elliott.
         

         
         The officer led him down the hall, back to the intake center. At his direction, Elliott took a seat. The cell unit manager was seated behind his desk, typing away at the computer. Elliott sat and waited, nothing to do but watch the manager work. Finally, the desk telephone rang. The manager answered, grunted a few words to whoever was on the line, and then turned his attention to Elliott. 

         
         “That was the warden’s office,” he said. “The strip search was inconclusive, but your lawyer confirmed that you’re undergoing
            gender-affirming treatment.”
         

         
         Elliott didn’t answer.

         
         “Our policy manual categorizes trans inmates as ‘high risk.’ High-risk inmates are supposed to be assigned to a single cell.”

         
         Swyteck’s objection to solitary confinement notwithstanding, those words came as a relief to Elliott. But it didn’t last.

         
         “Unfortunately, we haven’t had a single available since George Bush was president.”

         
         The manager wasn’t laughing, and it clearly wasn’t a joke. It was his own cynical way of expressing his frustration with the
            system. He handed Elliott a blanket, bed linens, and a pillow.
         

         
         “I can put you with some gangbangers on cell block three. Or you can share a four-bunk cell with Mona and her disciples in
            block one. Word of advice: Don’t choose the gangbangers.”
         

         
         Elliott trusted his word and said nothing. The manager called for the guard.

         
         “Bobby, this one goes with Mona and her band of merry women. I want visual checks on that cell documented at intervals not
            to exceed thirty minutes, twenty-four/seven. Take her up.”
         

         
         Her. This definitely wasn’t the place to insist on correct pronouns. Elliott’s bigger concern was the need for “visual checks”
            every thirty minutes. The point surely wasn’t to confirm that the cell temperature was satisfactory.
         

         
         The officer led the way through the general population area, where tables and chairs were bolted to the floor and inmates on “yard time” wandered around with nothing to do. Women were seated in groups, talking, while others waited in line to use the phones. Suspicious pairs of eyes seemed to follow Elliott, checking out the newbie. Maybe it was his own paranoia, but Elliott could have sworn he heard someone say, “There goes the tranny.” 

         
         Elliott followed the guard up the stairwell to cell block 1. They stopped outside the metal cell door and the officer offered
            one last word of advice.
         

         
         “Whatever you do, don’t forget to courtesy flush,” he said.

         
         Elliott had learned that rule the hard way as a juvey: flush before your number two even hits the water. An assault on a cellmate’s
            nose was the quickest way to get your own nose broken.
         

         
         The cell door opened, and Elliott entered. There were two wall-mounted bunks on each side, more like shelves than beds. The
            top bunk on the right, nearest to the toilet, was the only one unoccupied. Elliott tossed his bedding up onto the thin mattress,
            and the cell door closed behind him.
         

         
         Mona lay in the lower bunk, her hands clasped behind her head. “Step on my mattress on your way up and I cut you open,” she
            said.
         

         
         Elliott didn’t doubt it. He used the corner of the sink to step up. Making the bed while in it was a challenge, but he managed.
            Awful as the situation was, it felt good to stretch out, stare at the ceiling, and pretend to be alone. Until Mona spoiled
            it.
         

         
         “How’d you get yourself in here, newbie?”

         
         Elliott ignored her, but she kicked the bottom of his bunk.

         
         “Hey, I’m talking to you! What’s your crime?”

         
         Elliott took a deep breath. He’d been arrested, booked, arraigned, bused from the courthouse, and processed all the way through
            intake and cell assignment at Miami-Dade’s toughest facility—all without saying a word to anyone. No one had seemed bothered
            by his silence. An accused man with no voice was utterly normal and acceptable to everyone in this whole screwed-up system.
            Except Mona.
         

         
         “Cat got your tongue, newbie?”

         
         Elliott said nothing.

         
         Mona chuckled, unfriendly though it was. “You think you can keep your secret here? Not a chance. That is the flattest chest
            I ever seen.”
         

         
         Elliott froze. They hadn’t even visited the communal showers—Elliott was dreading that—and already the jig was up.

         
         “That’s why you don’t say nothin’, am I right? All them hormones you put in your body. Makes you sound like James Earl Jones.
            ‘This is CNN,’” she said, mocking the late actor’s iconic deep voice.
         

         
         The other cellmates laughed. “Seriously, we got a tranny?” the one in the lower bunk asked. She was the oldest one in the
            cell, probably late fifties, her hair mostly gray.
         

         
         “Definite tranny,” said Mona. “I can always spot ’em.”

         
         She was speaking right into Elliott’s ear, which made him jump. Mona had climbed out of her bunk without making a sound, and
            she was staring Elliott straight in the eye.
         

         
         “Get your ass down here, tranny.”

         
         Elliott was too scared to move. Mona yanked him from the top bunk and thew him onto the floor.

         
         “Get up!” said Mona.

         
         Elliott pleaded with his eyes to the other cellmates. No one was coming to his aid. He slowly climbed to his feet. Mona stepped
            closer and got right in his face. The disgusting smell of bologna on her breath was enough to make him vomit. Mona reached
            for his neck and pinched the skin below his chin with her thumb and index finger. She wasn’t strangling him, but she had fingers
            like a vise, and the pain was intense.
         

         
         “Girlfriends, answer me this,” said Mona. “What’s that surgery called where they yank out a kid’s tonsils?”

         
         Elliott bristled, fearful that she might rip out his throat with her bare hands.

         
         “Tonsillectomy?” gray hair answered.

         
         “That’s right. Tonsillectomy.”

         
         Mona released her grip. Elliott took a breath, but the relief was short-lived. Mona poked him in the abdomen with her index finger and held it there, as if drilling through his belly to the spine. 

         
         “What about when the doctor cuts out your appendix?” asked Mona. “What’s that called?”

         
         The younger cellmate answered. “Appendectomy, I think.”

         
         “Very good, that’s right,” said Mona. She stopped drilling her finger into Elliott’s belly, and the pain slowly subsided.
            Then her eyes narrowed, as if she were staring right through Elliott.
         

         
         “Now, here’s the bonus question: What’s that operation called when they make a woman into a man?”

         
         The cell was silent. Finally, Mona answered her own question.

         
         “Add-a-dick-to-me.”

         
         Mona didn’t laugh. One of the cellmates snorted and then fell silent, as if not sure Mona was trying to be funny.

         
         Elliott was at his limit. He’d hardly slept since the indictment. The day had been a living hell since his arrest. And now
            he was trapped with a beast of a woman inside a concrete box, where it was “survival of the fittest.” If he didn’t stand up
            for himself, things would only get worse. Anger was building up inside, begging to escape, but he was too terrified to do
            anything about it.
         

         
         “Is that what the doctor gonna do to you, newbie?” asked Mona, speaking in a low, threatening voice. “He gonna add a dick
            to you?”
         

         
         The bologna on Mona’s breath was overwhelming, and she was hissing right in his face.

         
         “Or maybe he done did it already,” said Mona, giving Elliott a knowing smile. “Guess we could wait for shower time and see.
            But I don’t like waiting.”
         

         
         Mona’s phony smile drained away—and then she grabbed Elliott’s crotch.

         
         Elliott snapped. He launched himself at Mona, finding power in his legs he didn’t know he had, swinging his fists with the
            speed of a jackhammer. A left hook caught Mona right in the jaw and knocked her to the ground.
         

         
         “Fight, fight!” the cellmates shouted.

         
         Elliott pounced on Mona, fists flailing, but Mona was a street fighter. She rose up from under him like an Olympic weight
            lifter, and in one surreal moment, Elliott felt his body leave the floor. He was suddenly airborne as Mona put the force of
            her entire body weight into him and slammed his spine against the upper bunk frame. It was as if the oxygen had been sucked
            from Elliott’s lungs, and it was impossible to draw a breath. He landed on the concrete floor with a thud, and the world around
            him swirled in a blur of confusion. Mona kicked him in the crotch, again and again. Elliott doubled over in pain, barely conscious.
         

         
         “Keep your mouth shut, tranny,” he heard Mona say in a coarse, threatening whisper into his ear.

         
         The next thing he saw was the steel rim of the toilet rushing toward him, or so it seemed. His face met the metal, a rush
            of hot blood sprayed the bowl, and Elliott slumped onto the floor.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 19

         
         The morning after Elliott’s assault, Jack visited the detention center and met with the TGK staff physician.

         
         An ambulance had taken Elliott to the nearest emergency room, which was at Jackson Memorial Hospital. TGK was one of several
            nearby detention facilities, and Jackson treated more victims of violent crime than any hospital in America—gunshots, stabbings,
            sexual assaults, and everything else under the Florida sun—which meant that survivors could literally look out a hospital
            window and see where their attackers were incarcerated. In Elliott’s case, the ER team had decided against a room with a view.
            He was evaluated, treated, stitched up in the ER, and returned to TGK the same day.
         

         
         “The doctors at Jackson saw no evidence of concussion,” the staff physician told Jack. “And neither do I.”

         
         Jack was in Dr. Wilson’s office at TGK, seated across the desk from him. He had a copy of the medical report from Jackson
            and the incident report from the TGK officers.
         

         
         “The incident report says Elliott lunged at his cellmate from the top bunk and hit his head on a steel toilet,” said Jack.
            “And you’re saying no concussion?”
         

         
         “All three cellmates confirmed it was a glancing blow.”

         
         “Glancing? It took eleven stitches.”

         
         “Head wounds can be real bleeders. That doesn’t necessarily mean major trauma, much less brain injury. The CAT scan at Jackson
            was normal. So were the cognitive tests.”
         

         
         Jack checked the medical report. “How could he have passed a cognitive test? According to the ER physician, Elliott was noncommunicative.”

         
         “The doctor never said the patient was unable to communicate. The patient refused to answer any questions. That’s exactly how this inmate has behaved since he arrived
            at TGK.”
         

         
         Since his grand jury testimony, thought Jack, but he took the doctor’s point.
         

         
         “We here at TGK have little patience for these games,” the doctor added.

         
         “What game do you think my client is playing?” asked Jack.

         
         “I’ve seen it all. We’ve even had inmates go on hunger strikes. It’s not that they can’t eat. They choose not to. Your client appears to be on a speech strike. There’s nothing physical, mental, or emotional that
            prevents him from speaking. He chooses not to. There’s no medical justification for putting him in a hospital and allowing
            him to avoid a jail cell.”
         

         
         Jack didn’t accept the doctor’s premise that Elliott was playing a “game,” but he did agree that Elliott was choosing silence.
            Why he was making this choice Jack didn’t know. The sooner he found out, the better.
         

         
         “I’d like to see my client now,” said Jack.

         
         The doctor seemed more than happy to get rid of the lawyer in his office. He phoned the warden’s office himself to speed things
            along. A moment later, a guard arrived to take Jack down the hall and through two sets of locked doors to the attorney-client
            visitation area. He showed Jack to an available room and closed the door.
         

         
         Jack took a seat at the wooden table in the center of the windowless room and waited. A few minutes later, the metal door
            on the opposite side of the room opened. A corrections officer entered first, followed by the shackled inmate in the company
            of another guard. As they escorted Elliott to the chair, Jack rose—less out of courtesy or manners, and more out of concern
            for the beating Elliott’s face had taken. The stitches above the right eyebrow were the least of it. His eye was completely
            swollen shut, and the bluish-purple discoloration made him look like he’d been kicked by a mule. The guards placed Elliott
            in the chair.
         

         
         “Please wait outside the door,” Jack told the officers, and they left the room. Elliott’s gaze was locked on to the floor.

         
         “I’m not going to lie,” said Jack. “You look horrible. Who did this to you?”

         
         Jack was just trying to start a conversation, but Elliott didn’t bite.

         
         “Your cellmates told the guard that you were the instigator,” said Jack. “They said you were in the top bunk when you lunged
            at the one named Mona for no reason, and you ended up going face-first into the steel toilet.”
         

         
         Elliott was silent, still looking at the floor.

         
         “My gut tells me your cellmates are lying,” said Jack. “You don’t strike me as a violent person, despite the murder charge.
            And I know you’re too smart to pick a fight with an inmate twice your size. My guess is that Mona decided to kick your ass,
            and you got the worst of it.”
         

         
         More silence.

         
         “This is a very serious mistake you’re making, Elliott—the way you’ve twisted the right to remain silent into a refusal to
            say anything in your own defense, even to your own lawyer. It’s not clever, and it’s not amusing. It’s nonsensical and self-defeating.”
         

         
         Elliott said nothing. Jack tried a different approach.

         
         “Have I ever told you about my daughter?” asked Jack. “Righley’s nine. Not too long ago, my wife and I drove her to Disney
            World. Anybody who’s made that drive knows about the billboards for the truck-stop strip clubs. There’s a stretch of the Florida
            Turnpike where, every two minutes, you see a huge billboard that says, ‘We Bare All!’ Righley thought it was hilarious. She
            would read aloud every time we passed one: ‘We Bare All!’ My wife told her to knock it off, but that only made it worse. Every
            ten seconds, billboard or not, Righley would blurt it out in a different accent. French. Spanish. Southern. ‘We Bare All!’
            It was funny at first, but after a while, Andie and I were over it. I told her to zip it. So, you know what she did?”
         

         
         Elliott didn’t answer.

         
         “She said, ‘Fine, Dad. You want me to zip it? I won’t say another word the rest of this trip.’ With Righley, of course, that lasted about five minutes. But my point is, I get it. Nobody likes to be told to shut up. Righley’s immediate reaction was to give me the silent treatment.” 

         
         Still nothing from Elliott.

         
         “Is that what this is about, Elliott? I came down hard on you after your grand jury testimony. Defense lawyers do that. Sometimes
            we make it feel less like the right to remain silent and more like a requirement. I can see where that would make a person angry. It’s only natural that you want to tell your side of the story. So, now you’re
            giving me the silent treatment. Just like Righley.”
         

         
         Silence.

         
         Jack leaned forward, folding his hands atop the table, trying to get Elliott to look at him.

         
         “There are two things I want to do for you, Elliott,” said Jack. “First, I want to make sure you’re safe for whatever length
            of time Judge Garrison makes you stay in a detention center. That might mean getting you moved to a different facility. Second,
            I want to win the Arthur hearing and convince Judge Garrison to release you on bail as soon as possible. I can’t accomplish
            either of those things if you won’t talk to me.”
         

         
         It was frustrating, but Jack could see that he was not breaking through.

         
         “Let me be more specific,” said Jack. “The law requires the state attorney to share with us the evidence that Julianna Weller
            presented to the grand jury. I received the first production this morning. What caught my eye were the phone records from
            the landline at the Pollard residence. There were two phone calls from the Pollards’ landline to your cell phone on the date
            of Owen Pollard’s death. One in the morning, and one right around the time Owen was shot. You want to tell me what that was
            about, Elliott?”
         

         
         Nothing.

         
         “Of course you don’t,” said Jack. “You’ve taken the Fifth, and you’ve taken it to the highest power. Silence to the police and prosecutor. To the judge at arraignment. To your fellow inmates at TGK. Silence even to your own lawyer and, apparently, to the rest of the world. For what? What does this accomplish?” 

         
         Jack waited a little longer for a response, but he got nothing.

         
         “One last thing,” said Jack. “I don’t mean to get too philosophical on you, but you’re a smart guy, so stay with me on this.
            When clients assert their right to remain silent, defense lawyers like me think of it as empowering—our client is flexing
            his constitutional muscle. But we’re not oblivious to the fact that there’s a very different kind of silence built into this
            system. The silence that occurs when the accused speaks but is not heard. When his speech is devalued or misunderstood.”
         

         
         Jack took a breath, then continued. “If I’ve pushed you into that kind of silence—if you’ve retreated into a dark place because
            I’ve made you feel like whatever you say doesn’t matter—I apologize for that.”
         

         
         Jack gave his client a moment, but there was no acknowledgment of Jack’s presence in the room, much less of the apology.

         
         Jack rose and walked to the door. He was about to call for the guard, then stopped.

         
         “I guess there’s another possibility,” said Jack, and then he turned and looked back at Elliott. “A much simpler explanation
            is that someone threatened you into silence. Someone like Mona, who’s trying to stay out of trouble at TGK. Or maybe someone
            outside these walls who has a much bigger secret to hide.”
         

         
         Jack watched his client closely from across the room, trying to detect any reaction. There wasn’t much of one, but Elliott
            did seem to raise his chin a millimeter, as if, finally, he was about to shift his gaze toward something other than the floor.
            Jack took that as progress. Maybe even an answer.
         

         
         “Nice talking with you, Elliott.”

         
         Jack called for the guard, the door opened, and he left the room without another word.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 20

         
         Thursday began with a surprise. Jack found himself in Judge Garrison’s courtroom on short notice. The hearing was at the prosecution’s
            request. Jack wasn’t just defending Elliott. He was also defending himself.
         

         
         “Counsel, I have fifteen minutes before the start of my next jury trial,” the judge said from the bench. “Make this quick.”

         
         Jack rose. He was at the defense table, but the chair beside him was empty. “Judge, I’m still waiting for my client. The morning
            bus has not yet arrived from TGK.”
         

         
         “Then take good notes, Mr. Swyteck, because this bus is leaving the station right now. Ms. Weller, it’s your motion. Please, proceed.”
         

         
         Weller rose and went to the podium. “Thank you, Your Honor. This is an unusual motion, but it is made necessary by the very
            unusual conduct the defendant has engaged in since his arrest.”
         

         
         “Unusual in what way?” the judge asked.

         
         “For lack of a better term, Mr. Stafford appears to have gone on a speech strike. He won’t talk to anyone.”

         
         “Well, that’s a new one,” the judge said. “But why is that any concern of yours? If the defendant wishes to remain silent,
            in or out of the courtroom, that’s his constitutional right.”
         

         
         “I understand,” said Weller. “But Mr. Swyteck informed the staff physician at TGK that Mr. Stafford also refuses to speak
            to him—his lawyer in this case.”
         

         
         The judge turned his gaze toward Jack. “Is that true, Mr. Swyteck? Your client refuses to speak to you?”

         
         “Judge, again, I fail to see how this is the prosecution’s concern.”

         
         “I asked you a question, Mr. Swyteck, which makes it my concern.”
         

         
         “Yes, Your Honor. My client invoked his Fifth Amendment right during his testimony to the grand jury. We spoke for a short
            time in a meeting after he testified. Since then, he has unfortunately not spoken to me.”
         

         
         “Does he refuse to meet with you?” the judge asked.

         
         “He meets with me in person. He sits and listens while I talk. But he does not respond.”

         
         “Does he shake his head or nod? Write down his answer on a piece of paper?”

         
         “There’s no response, verbal or nonverbal. It’s a one-way conversation that ends when I’m finished talking.”

         
         The judge’s expression soured, and then he addressed the prosecutor.

         
         “It sounds like Mr. Swyteck has a pain-in-the-you-know-what for a client. But he also has a point: Why is this your problem,
            Ms. Weller?”
         

         
         “Here’s why,” she said. “This is not a client being a pain. It’s a clever strategic move by a defendant who knows he is going
            to be convicted by a jury. He’s already setting up his appeal.”
         

         
         “An appeal on what grounds?” the judge asked.

         
         “The U.S. Supreme Court has held that the constitutional right to counsel means a right to effective assistance of counsel. I can already hear Mr. Stafford’s appellate lawyer arguing that Mr. Swyteck was unable to provide
            ‘effective assistance’ because of a lack of communication with his client.”
         

         
         The judge scratched his head. “I don’t think that argument holds water where the lack of communication is the defendant’s
            own doing. But even if it did, what do you want this court to do at this juncture?”
         

         
         “I want a clear statement on the record from Mr. Swyteck confirming that he believes he can provide effective assistance to
            his client even though his client refuses to speak to him.”
         

         
         “Judge, I object,” said Jack.

         
         “Hold on,” said the judge. “Ms. Weller, if he won’t make such a statement? What then?”

         
         “Then the State of Florida asks that the court order replacement counsel.”

         
         “Do you have someone in mind?” asked the judge.

         
         “We have very talented public defenders right in this building. Every day, they meet their clients for the first time out
            in the hallway, have a ten-minute conversation, and then strike a plea bargain with prosecutors from my office. The law does
            not require a ‘meaningful relationship’ between defense counsel and their clients. It requires only that the attorney explain
            vital rights and the meaning of the most important decisions. If Mr. Swyteck isn’t comfortable working under these circumstances,
            let him say so now. And let’s get a PD assigned to this case who can do an effective job.”
         

         
         Judge Garrison checked the clock on the wall. “Mr. Swyteck, you’ve got sixty seconds. I don’t necessarily agree with Ms. Weller
            that your client is dumb like a fox—pun intended—and is already setting up his grounds for an appeal. But it does seem that
            he’s playing games. So, let’s hear from you, yes or no: Can you provide effective assistance of counsel under these circumstances?”
         

         
         Jack had represented men on death row with IQs below 50, clients so strung-out on drugs they couldn’t remember their own name,
            and gangbangers who would have sooner stabbed him than followed his advice.
         

         
         “Judge, the short answer is yes, I can be an effective advocate for my client. However, I disagree with the suggestion that
            my client is playing games. My investigation is just getting underway, but I have a good-faith basis to believe that my client
            has been intimidated into silence.”
         

         
         The prosecutor threw him a nasty look. “Intimidated by whom?”

         
         Technically, all Jack had to go on was his own instincts, triggered by Elliott’s barely discernible reaction to his mention of a threat at the end of their last meeting, and a gun destruction business that seemed to be about something other than the destruction of guns—none of which would have sounded like much to Judge Garrison. 

         
         “I’m not prepared to make specific accusations at this time,” said Jack.

         
         “And we’re out of time anyway,” said the judge. “Ms. Weller, you got what you asked for, and a little extra something you
            didn’t want. That’s the way these things go. Maybe you’ll do better at the Arthur hearing. For now, this court is adjourned.”
         

         
         With a bang of the gavel, and on the bailiff’s command, everyone rose. As the judge exited through the side door to his chambers,
            Jack made his way to the prosecutor’s table.
         

         
         “We really don’t have to do things this way, Julianna,” he said in a conciliatory tone.

         
         “What way?” she asked, as she packed up her trial bag.

         
         “Ambushing each other with pointless motions.”

         
         She slung the bag over her shoulder and looked Jack in the eye. “Your client murdered a retired FBI agent. This vow-of-silence
            malarky that the two of you cooked up isn’t going to get you anywhere.”
         

         
         “We didn’t cook anything up.”

         
         “Please, spare me,” she said. “I don’t care if your client chooses to answer you or not, but here’s my advice. Next time the
            two of you meet, tell her to put on her big-girl pants and prepare for war. See you at the Arthur hearing.”
         

         
         The swipe at Elliott’s gender seemed unnecessary, even malicious. Jack chose not to walk out with the prosecutor, waiting behind at the table until she pushed through the swinging gate and was out the door in the back of the courtroom. He walked alone to the exit, took the escalator down to the main floor, and left the building. His car was parked in the lot across the street. Yesterday’s cold front was a distant meteorological memory, and if January had started like “the new July,” it was ending like “the new August.” Jack was sweating by the time he reached his car, and his morning didn’t improve any when he saw what looked like a parking ticket under his windshield wiper. He reached for it and quickly saw that it wasn’t a ticket. It was a handwritten note. Jack read it to himself: 

         
         
            She’s a liar. She’s guilty. The killer is as plain as the bump on your throat.

         

         Jack’s gaze swept the parking lot, looking, but he saw no one around. Then he tried to make sense of the note. If “she” was
            Elliott, it was written by someone who was less than accepting of his trans status. The “bump on your throat” was an apparent
            reference to the Adam’s apple, which Elliott lacked, as yet. For Jack, however, the note was not so much about the words.
            It was about the handwriting.
         

         
         There was something about it—the slant and certain letters—that reminded him of Owen’s “suicide” list of “things stressing
            me out.”
         

         
         Jack carefully placed the note back where he’d found it. Then he dialed the prosecutor on his cell phone, and she answered.

         
         “It’s Jack Swyteck,” he said into his phone. “Thanks for picking up. I’ve found something I’d like MDPD to bag and tag as
            evidence in our case.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 21

         
         Theo was working that night, but not behind the bar at Cy’s Place. It was his undercover gig for Jack Swyteck, PA.

         
         Even though the invitation to join “the revolution” had come directly from C. J. Vandermeer, Theo was expected to attend training
            sessions like all the other recruits. His first session was at 8 p.m. in the martial arts studio at VanPoll Enterprises. Theo
            was one of about two dozen trainees in the room, all dressed as they would for an actual confrontation with riot police in
            the streets—black hoodies, black sweatpants, and black running shoes. Headwear varied, but CJ and several others wore the
            black-and-white checkered keffiyeh, though it was hard to discern any genuine connection between this group and support for
            Palestine. The session started with CJ leading them in a twenty-minute exercise in shadowboxing. Then he called Theo into
            the center combat ring.
         

         
         “Let’s see what you got, big man,” said CJ.

         
         Watching CJ dance around him like a bug on a lightbulb reminded Theo of the countless gym rats in muscle T-shirts who’d confronted
            him in bars, liquored-up losers determined to prove their manhood by picking a fight with the biggest dude in the bar. It
            never ended well for them.
         

         
         “You don’t want to do this,” said Theo.

         
         He tossed Theo a fiberglass nightstick. “Come at me like a riot cop who wants to break my skull.”

         
         “That’s a really bad idea,” said Theo.

         
         “Yeah, how would you know? You look too stupid to tell bad from good.”

         
         “Watch it, CJ.”

         
         “Come at me, fuckhead. Crush my skull, if you think you’re so tough.”

         
         Theo felt his anger rising. Nobody talked to him that way, especially in front of other people. CJ kept it up.

         
         “I checked out your jazz club—Cy’s Place. Named after your great-uncle Cy. Your website says he raised you after your mother
            died. How pathetic. No one to take care of poor little Theo except a washed-up saxophone player who didn’t have the brains
            or the talent to get out of Miami’s Overtown before all the jazz clubs turned into crack houses.”
         

         
         If CJ was trying to piss him off, it was working. “You’re pushing this too far,” said Theo.

         
         “Clearly, your momma didn’t want you. What was your old lady, Theo? A drug addict? Street whore?”

         
         “Last warning,” said Theo.

         
         “Just as I thought. A druggie and a cheap whore.”
         

         
         It didn’t matter that CJ was exactly right. Theo charged across the ring, straight at him. CJ adopted a martial arts defensive
            pose, but Theo had no intention of squaring up to fight him under the rules of martial arts or any other rules. If it was
            CJ’s intention to teach his trainees how to survive a street fight, he’d picked Theo at his peril.
         

         
         Theo was like a charging rhinoceros, and CJ’s only answer was a maneuver that Theo had seen before at Bayfront Park, some
            kind of arm-drag tactic—“Out and away”—that CJ had taught his trainees to “de-arrest” themselves. Theo slammed into CJ at full speed and with the full weight of
            his body. The whole room seemed to shake as Theo landed on top and pinned him to the mat. Before CJ could even react, Theo
            was pressing the police baton against CJ’s throat.
         

         
         “You’re lucky I don’t push this baton all the way to the mat,” said Theo.

         
         “I yield,” said CJ, choking.

         
         Theo pulled the baton away from his neck and stood over him. CJ climbed to his feet, took a minute to catch his breath, and then spoke to the class. 

         
         “The original point of this exercise was to demonstrate that, no matter how big or how angry your attacker is, the de-arrest
            maneuver is your best defense. As it turns out, the lesson to be learned is that, sometimes, your best defense is to turn
            and run.”
         

         
         He smiled at Theo, then patted him on the shoulder. “Well done, my friend. Glad you’re on our team. Let’s take a break, everyone.
            Be back here in five.”
         

         
         The trainees headed for the exit, and so did Theo.

         
         “Not you,” said CJ, and Theo stopped.

         
         “And not you either, Sheila,” he added in a louder voice.

         
         Theo had spotted Elliott’s girlfriend on the other side of the studio during the “demonstration,” but they hadn’t talked to
            each other. Sheila joined them, and they walked to the weight-lifting area, where CJ invited them to sit on one of the benches.
            When the last of the group filed out the door, CJ spoke.
         

         
         “I have a question for you, Sheila,” said CJ. “When you visited Elliott in jail, did he talk to you, or did he give you the
            silent treatment?”
         

         
         She seemed put off by the question. “That’s private. I don’t think I should have to answer that, CJ.”

         
         “I’ll take that to mean he talked to you. Now, Theo: I heard about what your friend Jack Swyteck said in court today—that
            someone is forcing Elliott into silence.”
         

         
         “I don’t know anything about that,” said Theo.

         
         “I don’t have time for bullshit,” said CJ. “There’s only one reason you accepted the invitation to join my group. Jack Swyteck
            needs to prove that his client had nothing to do with Owen’s death, and he’s got the idea in his head that I’m putting the
            squeeze on Elliott to keep his mouth shut and stop him from naming who really did. Swyteck thinks if you hang around here
            long enough, you’ll sniff something out.”
         

         
         Theo appreciated the no-bullshit approach. “Close, but not quite right,” said Theo. “I’m here because Jack wants me to find out why an obscenely rich douchebag who’s never worked a day in his life is running a gun destruction business that doesn’t actually destroy guns.” 

         
         “The way we dispose of firearms here is perfectly legal. If there was some deep, dark secret to hide, do you think I would
            have allowed Elliott and Sheila to show you and Swyteck around?”
         

         
         “Maybe yes, maybe no,” said Theo.

         
         “Let me ask a pertinent question: If I was threatening Swyteck’s client into silence, do you think I’d invite you into my training class? Do you think I’d let Elliott’s girlfriend keep working at this company?”
         

         
         Theo didn’t answer.

         
         “You don’t know squat about me,” said CJ. “Neither does Swyteck. So, you’re free to stay and train with the group. In fact,
            I want you to stay. But you’re also free to leave as you wish. Either way, I want you to take three things straight back to your
            buddy. One, I don’t believe Elliott killed Owen. Owen killed Owen. Two, I’m not threatening Elliott into silence. And three,
            I love what Elliott is doing.”
         

         
         “Doing?”

         
         “His ‘speech strike,’ as the prosecutor called it in court today. It’s an act of protest, and I applaud him for it. Sheila,
            feel free to tell this to Elliott next time you visit him. I applaud him because his silence is making a very important point.”
         

         
         “The point being what?” asked Theo.

         
         “Our justice system is a massive failure. Individual speech is the only antidote to governmental tyranny. But we have a system
            of justice that, for all practical purposes, requires anyone who is accused of a crime—anyone who faces the most coercive power of the state—to be silent.”
         

         
         “That’s no reason to stop talking to your lawyer.”

         
         “What better way to make the point?”

         
         “Still not seeing the point,” said Theo.

         
         CJ seemed energized, as if stepping onto the proverbial soapbox. “A justice system built on silence isn’t just a democratic failure. It’s a human failure. Think of the cognitive and dignitary functions of speech. Speaking is the best way for someone accused of a crime to engage with the law and express their understanding of it. It’s the most effective way to express anger or remorse, to convey their acceptance or rejection of the criminal justice process. Our system provides none of that.” 

         
         “So, you’re saying that Elliott stopped talking to Jack to show the world that our justice system sucks.”

         
         “He’s fighting silence through silence. That’s exactly what I’m saying.” Then he looked at Sheila. “Am I right, Sheila?”

         
         She didn’t seem comfortable in the least. “I’m not going to speak for Elliott.”

         
         “Why would Elliott risk going to jail for the rest of his life to make a point?” asked Theo.

         
         “Because he was well trained by me,” CJ said.
         

         
         The five-minute break was over, and the trainees were returning to the studio.

         
         “Jack needs to know this,” said Theo.

         
         CJ chuckled. “Rest assured of one thing, Mr. Knight. I don’t say anything in front of you that I don’t want to get back to
            Jack Swyteck.”
         

         
         “Good to know,” said Theo. He walked with Sheila back toward the exercise mats, where the group was retaking their positions.

         
         “Don’t believe anything he says,” Sheila said in a tight whisper.

         
         “No shit,” said Theo.

         
         CJ addressed the group in a loud voice. “All right, everyone. Some light stretching to get back in the groove. Downward-facing-dog
            pose.”
         

         
         Theo mimicked what the others were doing, hands and feet planted on the mat, his butt in the air to form an inverted V. Sheila
            was beside him.
         

         
         “And as for what Jack asked you to find out—what’s behind the gun destruction business?” she said, still whispering.

         
         “Yeah?”

         
         “You’re not the only one who thinks there’s more to it than Elliott and I showed you.”

         
         Theo smiled to himself. CJ’s insults of Uncle Cy aside, one of the old man’s kernels of wisdom came to mind: When your enemy claims to be an open book, better read between the lines.

         
         “Shocking,” Theo said with a smirk.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 22

         
         The courtroom was packed on Friday morning. Jack was seated at the defense table, nearest to the witness stand, with Elliott
            at his side. It was prejudicial and contrary to the presumption of innocence to make a criminal defendant wear the distinctive
            prison uniform in front of a jury, but there was no jury at an Arthur hearing, so Elliott was dressed in jailhouse orange.
            Julianna Weller and an assistant state attorney were seated at the table for the prosecution, nearest to the empty jury box.
         

         
         “Good morning, everyone,” Judge Garrison said from the bench, seemingly pleased to see his courtroom filled to capacity.

         
         The stakes were high. It was up to the judge to decide whether Elliott would prepare for his trial from behind bars, or if
            he could walk out of the courtroom a free man, unless and until convicted by a jury. The lawyers’ eloquent legal battle over
            bail, however, did not account for the television cameras and rows of reporters packed shoulder to shoulder in the media section.
            Rather, an Arthur hearing was a first look at the strength of the state’s evidence against the accused, as the judge explained
            from the get-go.
         

         
         “Ms. Weller, as you know, this court must release the defendant on bail unless the State of Florida presents enough evidence
            to establish a ‘great presumption’ of guilt. That said, I do not intend this mini-trial to last more than one day. Choose
            your witnesses carefully. You may proceed.”
         

         
         “Thank you, Your Honor. The State of Florida calls Dr. Lopez.”

         
         “I object,” said Jack, rising.

         
         The judge did a double take. “Well, congratulations, Mr. Swyteck. An objection before the witness even enters the courtroom and is sworn to testify. I do believe that’s a new world record.” 

         
         It was more sarcasm than Jack deserved, but Judge Garrison liked an audience, and he was known to ham it up, as long as there
            was no jury present.
         

         
         “Respectfully,” said Jack, “any testimony from this witness is so patently inappropriate that swearing her in would be a waste
            of time.”
         

         
         “Who is Dr. Lopez?” asked the judge.

         
         The prosecutor took a step forward, as if being two feet closer to the bench made her voice more important. “Dr. Lopez is
            the gynecologist the defendant consulted before she, er, I mean he—whatever—began to medically transition.”
         

         
         “Which is precisely the grounds for my objection,” said Jack. “Dr. Lopez was my client’s treating physician. Anything they
            discussed is protected by the physician-patient privilege.”
         

         
         “Ms. Weller, is that your intention?” the judge asked. “You want to question Dr. Lopez about communications between a doctor
            and her patient?”
         

         
         “Allow me to explain, Your Honor. Six years ago, Mr. Pollard and his wife adopted a baby boy from a teenage girl. That girl
            is now a transgender man who will never give birth to another child. Testimony from this witness goes to the heart of our
            case. For second-degree murder, we are required to prove that the defendant acted with a ‘depraved mind’ in taking the life
            of Mr. Pollard. To prove the requisite mindset, I intend to ask Dr. Lopez about any regrets the defendant may have expressed
            about the inability to have children as a result of his own self-mutilation.”
         

         
         The term self-mutilation drew, from some corners, a fist-pumping chorus of support more suitable for a locker room.
         

         
         The judge banged his gavel. “Order! Ms. Weller, please try to use less inflammatory language in my courtroom.”

         
         “With apologies, Judge, this is the best evidence of a depraved state of mind.”

         
         “It’s not evidence,” said Jack. “There’s no predicate showing that my client ever expressed any regrets over the transition to anyone. And if he did so in his conversations with Dr. Lopez, those conversations
            are privileged.”
         

         
         “Not everything a patient tells a physician is privileged,” said Weller. “And the privilege applies only if the patient asserts it. According to Mr. Swyteck, his client refuses to say anything, even to his own lawyer. That’s not an assertion.”
         

         
         “I’m asserting the privilege on my client’s behalf,” said Jack.

         
         “Your Honor, that doesn’t work here,” said Weller. “The defendant is not mentally incompetent. He has a mind of his own, and
            through no one’s fault but the defendant’s, Mr. Swyteck can’t even represent to the court that his client wants to assert the privilege.”
         

         
         “Judge, while it’s true my client won’t talk to me, he’s not deaf. If he doesn’t want me to assert the privilege on his behalf,
            he can jump out of that chair right now and tackle me.”
         

         
         Elliott didn’t move. The judge waited a moment longer, then ruled.

         
         “That’s the kind of silence that speaks volumes,” said the judge. “But don’t misunderstand me. I’m not saying evidence of
            the defendant’s regret is irrelevant. My ruling is that the state will have to prove it through a witness who was not Mr.
            Stafford’s medical doctor. Call your next witness.”
         

         
         Weller walked back to her table and consulted with the junior prosecutor. Two minutes passed, which in a crowded courtroom
            was an eternity of silence.
         

         
         Jack leaned closer to his client and whispered into his ear. “If you have ever expressed any regrets to anyone about your
            transition, now would be an excellent time to tell me.”
         

         
         Elliott said nothing, his gaze fixed somewhere in the middle distance.

         
         Jack glanced across the courtroom to the prosecutorial team. They were still conferring.

         
         “Ms. Weller, any day now,” said the judge.

         
         “Almost there, Your Honor.”

         
         The judge was clearly losing patience. “My exclusion of Dr. Lopez should not have come as a major shock. May I suggest you start with a witness who can explain how a victim who suffered a shotgun blast to the head and left a page-long list of reasons to take his own life did not commit suicide?” 

         
         The prosecutors broke their huddle, and Weller stepped to the lectern. Jack could only guess whom they might call, but his
            money was on a medical examiner. Weller spoke into the microphone, her announcement grabbing the attention of everyone in
            the courtroom.
         

         
         “The State of Florida calls Helena Pollard,” she said.

         
         The prosecution was rolling out the big gun for its opening salvo.

         
         Jack glanced at his client. Elliott said nothing. The double doors at the back of the courtroom opened. As Helena walked down
            the center aisle to the witness stand, her heels clicking in the silence, all heads turned to watch.
         

         
         Except for Elliott’s.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 23

         
         Andie woke at dawn. She’d been up nearly all night. It felt like old times. She was near her old neighborhood.

         
         The last time Andie had worked undercover in the Pacific Northwest she was a young special agent in the Seattle field office.
            At the time, many of her colleagues had said she was too inexperienced to infiltrate a dangerous cult. To her supervisor,
            however, Andie was the perfect choice. The cult was operating out of the Yakima Valley, east of the Cascade Mountains, where
            Andie was born. Her biological mother was a full-blooded Yakama, and those striking Native American features combined with
            the green eyes of an Anglo father to create in Andie the type of exotic beauty the cult leader was recruiting. After more
            than a decade in Miami, Andie was on assignment in Washington State again, and for similar reasons. A sex-trafficking ring
            was operating out of the Port of Seattle. Many of the victims were members of the Yakama tribe, including some underage girls.
            Andie was “on loan” to the FBI Seattle Division Child Exploitation Task Force.
         

         
         The curtains were drawn, and it was dark inside the tiny motel room, but Andie was dressed and ready to go. The motel was
            near the interstate, several miles from the port, but she was going no farther than the parking lot across the street. She
            had a meeting with her FBI handler. Before leaving, however, she had to make sure the eighteen-year-old girl who was sleeping
            in the other twin bed would still be there when she returned. She bent a knee and spoke softly.
         

         
         “Hey, Graciela. I’m going out to get coffee. Want some?”

         
         She didn’t stir. Andie imagined it had been her first night of decent sleep in weeks. Graciela was in the clutches of sex traffickers who offered her services online. A member of the FBI task force had paid for a room and sex online, but only Andie was there when Graciela arrived. Andie’s story was that their john had double-booked a mother-daughter fantasy, but the mother had completely depleted his supply of Viagra, so Graciela was off the hook. The room had twin beds, and Andie invited her to stay the night. The point was for Andie to befriend Graciela and get her trafficker’s contact information—the actual human being behind the online offering service. 

         
         Andie nudged her. “Hey. You want coffee? I’m going out.”

         
         Graciela’s eyes blinked open. She seemed alarmed but then recognized Andie’s face, and she smiled.

         
         “Can I have a double hot chocolate chip Frappuccino, extra whip cream?”

         
         Andie smiled back, but with sadness. It was the kind of drink Righley would have ordered. She really is just a kid.

         
         “Absolutely. I’ll be right back.”

         
         Andie zipped her winter coat and stepped out. It was a ground-floor room that exited directly to the parking lot, but the
            early-morning fog was so thick that Andie could barely see across the highway to the coffee shop—her meeting spot—on the other
            side. A light rain had fallen overnight. The puddles on the asphalt hadn’t frozen over, but it was cold enough to see her
            breath. Once upon a time, Andie wouldn’t have regarded a typical Seattle winter morning as “cold,” but living in Miami had
            changed all that. She buried her hands in her pockets, crossed at the crosswalk, and hurried into the warm coffee shop. She
            spotted her undercover handler, Special Agent Francine Goodale, seated at a table near the window. Andie and Francine had
            started in the Seattle office the same year, looked out for one another early in their careers, and remained friends over
            the years even after Andie’s transfer to Miami.
         

         
         Andie removed her coat and joined her at the table. “Good news,” said Andie. “I have names for you.”

         
         Francine didn’t smile, which concerned Andie.

         
         “What’s wrong?” asked Andie.

         
         “Our budget has been slashed,” said Francine. “We’re shutting down.”

         
         “But I’m finally getting traction here. We could be on the verge of making an arrest.”

         
         “Trust me, Andie, I’ve been pleading our case. But every now and then you run into a brick wall that makes you think it was
            the FBI who put the bureau in bureaucracy. The funds for this operation have already been reallocated. This came straight from headquarters—the ‘other Washington.’
            Counterterrorism is the number one priority.”
         

         
         Andie’s heart sank. Counterterrorism was important work, but at that moment, it was hard to fathom a higher priority than
            a teenage girl trapped in the sex trade.
         

         
         “We have to fight this. Call Isaac Underwood. He’s a big-shot assistant director now. He works right down the hall from these
            Washington bureaucrats who cut our funding.”
         

         
         Isaac had been Andie’s first supervisory agent in the Seattle field office. He’d gone out on a limb for an agent just two
            years out of the FBI Academy, entrusting Andie with an undercover assignment that would change the trajectory of her career.
         

         
         “I tried Isaac. You know that if there was something he could do, he’d do it in a heartbeat.” Francine slid an airplane ticket
            across the table. “You’ll be home this weekend.”
         

         
         Andie checked the ticket and put it in her coat pocket. “This totally sucks. Nothing more to say.”

         
         “There is one other thing,” Francine said. “I’ve been in daily contact with the Miami office since you came here. I told them
            what excellent work you’re doing and how happy you are to be back in undercover work.”
         

         
         “Thank you for that.”

         
         “There’s more. There’s a new investigation with a Miami connection that I thought would be perfect for you. It just got approved
            while you were out here. Unfortunately, I was told you’re walled off.”
         

         
         “Why?”

         
         “It’s not my place to tell you. I’m sure you’ll hear about it when you get back. But off the record, so to speak, I did want to give you a heads-up.” 

         
         Francine was giving her “the eye”—a knowing look they used to share when watching each other’s back as the two youngest women
            in a field office that, at the time, was run by old men.
         

         
         “Okay,” Andie said in a tentative voice. “What’s this about?”

         
         “It has to do with your husband’s friend. The bar owner who sometimes works as an investigator. Do you know him?”

         
         “Yes. Theo Knight. Is there a problem?”

         
         “Again, you’re officially walled off, so I can’t get too specific. But as an old friend, I can say this much. Lately, Mr.
            Knight’s choice of business associates has not been very smart.”
         

         
         “Wait. Stop right there, Francine. Theo has been on the up-and-up as long as I’ve known him. He’s Jack’s best friend. He’s
            like an uncle to my daughter.”
         

         
         “That’s exactly why I’m telling you this. He’s been running a supposed import-export business out of Miami’s foreign trade
            zone. It didn’t get on anyone’s radar till recently, when he got chummy with some radical who’s been on the FBI watch list
            for years. Turns out Mr. Knight has been importing dozens of empty barrels at a time, but his business hasn’t actually sold
            anything—ever.”
         

         
         Objectively speaking, that didn’t sound good. “So, he’s under suspicion?” asked Andie.

         
         “He’s drawing attention to himself. The kind of attention a prominent criminal defense lawyer doesn’t need, if you know what
            I mean.”
         

         
         Andie paused to consider the implication. “What would you do, if you were me?”

         
         “Oh, come on, Andie. Don’t make me spell this out for you. We both know you can’t tell Theo Knight we talked. You can’t even
            tell Jack we had this conversation. But if Jack were my husband . . .”
         

         
         “You’d tell him to keep his distance from Theo, for the time being.”

         
         Francine arched an eyebrow. “You said it. Not me.”

         
         Andie took a breath. It was upsetting enough to hear that Theo might be getting himself into trouble. And even more so that it was trouble so big that Francine felt like it was necessary to warn her that Jack could be caught in the blowback. It sent a shudder down her spine. 

         
         “Appreciate the tip,” said Andie.

         
         “No problem, girlfriend. I’m not telling you what to do. You can ignore it, if you want, and just let the chips fall where
            they may. Your decision.”
         

         
         “Say no more,” said Andie. “I already know what I’m going to do.”

         
         “Yeah, what?”

         
         Andie rose. “I’m going to order a double hot chocolate chip Frappuccino with extra whipped cream. To go.”

         
         “You earned it,” said Francine.

         
         Andie didn’t mention who it was for.

         
         They said a warm goodbye. Andie put on her coat, stopped at the counter on her way out, and ordered two Frappuccinos.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 24

         
         Helena appeared nervous to Jack. She sat a little too erect in the witness chair, her hands resting on her lap, her fingers
            not as much interlaced as they were clenched into a tight ball. She looked first at the prosecutor and then at the judge,
            not even a glance in the direction of the defense table, though Jack wasn’t sure if she was avoiding eye contact with him,
            his client, or both.
         

         
         “Good morning, Ms. Pollard,” the prosecutor began.

         
         Helena managed a clipped “Morning,” and even the ensuing introductory questions seemed to make her tense. As the examination
            progressed, Jack noticed that she wasn’t really looking at the prosecutor when she answered. Helena was looking past her,
            and Jack followed her gaze all the way into the gallery, until it landed on Helena’s lawyer, Patricia Dubrow, in the third
            row of public seating. Having her lawyer in the courtroom seemed to calm her, eventually. By the time she was asked to describe
            her marriage to Owen, Helena was able to keep her composure—which Jack took as a sign that both the prosecutor and her own
            lawyer had prepared her well for the testimony that mattered.
         

         
         “Ms. Pollard, please tell the court when you first met the defendant, Elliott Stafford.”

         
         “Well, I—” she started to say, then stopped, as if she needed to think about what the prosecutor was really asking. “I believe
            the answer to your question is that Owen and I first met the defendant when he was a teenage girl named Elle Carpenter.”
         

         
         “Elle Carpenter was the biological mother of your adopted son, Austen, correct?”

         
         “That’s correct.”

         
         “Was your adoption a private adoption, or did you use an adoption agency?”

         
         “It was private. Owen and I dealt directly with Elle’s mother.”

         
         “Did you ever see Elle Carpenter again after the adoption?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “That’s because this adoption was a closed adoption, correct?”

         
         “Yes, it was closed.”

         
         “Ms. Pollard, what is your understanding of the difference between an open and closed adoption?”

         
         “The court knows the difference,” Judge Garrison said, and then he looked at Jack. “Mr. Swyteck, in the interest of moving
            things along, will the defense stipulate that in closed adoption the biological mother has no right to visit, communicate
            with, or contact the child, and that such rights are negotiable in an open adoption?”
         

         
         “So stipulated.”

         
         “Thank you,” said the judge. “Ms. Weller, fair warning to the prosecution: I’m not going to keep the defendant locked up in
            pretrial detention based on testimony connecting Elle Carpenter to an adoption six years ago. Please get to the evidence connecting
            this defendant, Elliott Stafford, to the untimely death of Owen Pollard.”
         

         
         “Yes, Your Honor,” said the prosecutor. “Ms. Pollard, you said earlier that you never saw Elle Carpenter after the adoption.
            When did you first meet Elliott Stafford?”
         

         
         “It was several months ago. I teach ballet at the conservatory. Austen is also a student there. Elliott started volunteering
            his services as a bookkeeper. One day he introduced himself to me. He told me he worked for Owen’s company, though he spent
            most of his time in the finance department, which was run by Mr. Vandermeer.”
         

         
         “Did Mr. Stafford tell you that he used to be Elle Carpenter?”

         
         “Not at first.”

         
         “Did he tell you he was transgender?”

         
         “No. But—”

         
         The prosecutor waited, but Helena left it there. “But what?” she asked, prodding.

         
         “Honestly, he looked awfully familiar to me,” said Helena. “Mind you, this was several months earlier in his transition therapy,
            so he looked more like Elle than he does now. So, I would say I started to suspect.”
         

         
         “Suspect what?”

         
         “That there was something Elliott wasn’t telling me. Especially when I saw the interest he took in Austen. He would sometimes
            sit with the other parents to observe Austen’s group classes. He would tell me how talented Austen was. He even brought Austen
            a birthday present.”
         

         
         “Did that strike you as creepy?”

         
         The prosecutor made a face, cringing, and Jack noted Helena’s put-off reaction. It was as if Weller had gone off script, and
            Helena didn’t like it.
         

         
         “It wasn’t creepy,” said Helena. “I would say it was more caring. Boys often have a hard time in ballet studios. Elliott seemed to understand
            that.”
         

         
         It was a surprisingly friendly answer from the prosecution’s star witness. Jack made another note, and the prosecutor shifted
            the focus of her questions.
         

         
         “Ms. Pollard, you said earlier that you started to suspect something,” said Weller. “What exactly did you suspect?”

         
         “That Elliott used to be Elle.”

         
         “Did you say anything to Elliott about this?”

         
         “No. I waited.”

         
         “Waited for what?”

         
         Helena sighed, and it appeared that she was about to glance in Elliott’s direction—and then she caught herself in such an
            obvious way that Jack wondered if the prosecutor had warned her beforehand not to look at Elliott.
         

         
         “Ms. Pollard,” said the prosecutor, as if to refocus the witness. “What were you waiting for?”

         
         Helena looked at the judge, then answered. “I’ve been a ballerina since I was three years old. I’ve danced alongside men who
            didn’t even realize they were gay until long after everyone else in the company knew it. Trusting someone enough to tell them
            you’re trans isn’t exactly the same, but in my experience, people operate on their own timeline when it comes to something
            as private and personal as gender identity and sexuality. I respect that. I knew Elliott would tell me when he felt ready
            to tell me. And he did, eventually.”
         

         
         The more Helena went off script, the more Jack liked her. Her testimony seemed to be having the opposite effect on the prosecutor.

         
         “How very nice, thank you,” said Weller. “Ms. Pollard, let’s focus a bit more on my questions, shall we? I want to hear more
            about the interest the defendant took in your son, Austen. You described Mr. Stafford as ‘caring,’ correct?”
         

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “My question is this: Did there come a time when the defendant made it clear that what he really cared about was undoing the
            adoption?”
         

         
         Jack sprang to his feet. “Objection. Judge, she’s putting words in the mouth of her own witness.”

         
         “I’ll rephrase,” said the prosecutor. “Ms. Pollard, did the defendant ever ask you to consider changing the adoption from
            closed to open?”
         

         
         Helena paused to consider her answer. The fists in her lap appeared to tighten, and finally, she looked in Elliott’s direction.
            He did not reciprocate.
         

         
         “Yes,” said Helena. “He did ask me.”

         
         “What did you say?”

         
         “I told him I could possibly be agreeable to the idea,” she said, and then she looked at the judge again. “The truth is, I
            liked Elliott. And so did Austen.”
         

         
         Weller looked very annoyed. “Judge, I move to strike that last sentence as nonresponsive.”

         
         Jack was loving it. “Judge, it sounds like Ms. Weller is asking the court to strike the answer of the prosecution’s own witness
            to the prosecutor’s own question.”
         

         
         “The motion to strike is denied,” said the judge, taking Jack’s point.

         
         Weller was unfazed. “Ms. Pollard, you said you ‘could possibly be’ agreeable. Did you and Mr. Stafford ever actually agree
            to an open adoption for Austen?”
         

         
         “No.”

         
         “What stopped you from agreeing to an open adoption, Ms. Pollard?”

         
         Helena cast a downward gaze and answered in a soft voice. “In a word, Owen.”

         
         The prosecutor paused to let that “one word” linger. Jack cast a subtle but firm glance in his client’s direction, sending
            a clear message: This was precisely the kind of information he should have heard first from his client, not from a witness
            in open court.
         

         
         The prosecutor forged ahead. “Ms. Pollard, is it your testimony that your husband, Owen, rejected Mr. Stafford’s request to
            change the adoption from closed to open?”
         

         
         “Owen forbade it.”

         
         “Did you discuss your husband’s views with the defendant, Elliott Stafford?” she asked, pointing at Jack’s client.

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Tell us more about that, please.”

         
         “I told Elliott that Owen had no clue he used to be Elle Carpenter. Partly because Elliott did most of his work for Mr. Vandermeer,
            but mostly, Owen never noticed much of anything. He lived very much inside his own head. Someone like Elliott would be completely
            invisible to him.”
         

         
         It was another answer that Jack found interesting—and that annoyed the prosecutor.

         
         “Ms. Pollard, please, let’s focus on the question,” said Weller. “What did you tell the defendant about your husband’s response to a request for an open adoption? I want to know precisely what information was inside the head of this defendant,” she said, pointing again, “Elliott Stafford.” 

         
         The last statement was not gratuitous. Weller was eliciting evidence of the defendant’s “depraved mind,” which erased any
            legal basis for Jack to object.
         

         
         “I told Elliott it would be very difficult to persuade Owen to make the change to an open adoption.”

         
         “Did you tell him why it would be difficult?”

         
         “Well, obviously, we would have to tell Owen that Elliott used to be Elle.”

         
         “Ms. Pollard, please. Once again, listen to my question. Did you tell Mr. Stafford why it would be difficult?”

         
         “I—I told Elliott that Owen would never let his son anywhere near a person who was transgender.”

         
         There it was: the “strong presumption of guilt” that would probably keep Elliott locked up through trial. Jack wrote the word
            “MOTIVE” in all caps on his notepad. The worst part was that Helena was so completely believable that it didn’t matter that
            Elliott refused to speak in his own defense.
         

         
         “What was Mr. Stafford’s reaction?” asked the prosecutor.

         
         “Elliott asked if I thought it would make any difference if he approached Owen himself.”

         
         “How did you respond?”

         
         Helena shook her head slowly. To Jack, she seemed suddenly distant, as if her thoughts were taking her to another place.

         
         “I told Elliott that would be a disaster,” said Helena. “This was just a couple of days after Owen and I had a huge argument
            over Austen’s dancing.”
         

         
         “Tell us about that,” said the prosecutor.

         
         Again, Jack noticed that distant, almost vacant look in her eyes. He sensed that Helena didn’t want to talk about it. But
            she did.
         

         
         “Austen and I stopped by Owen’s office one weekend after Thanksgiving. We were planning to go as a family to see The Nutcracker. Austen was excited, and he started doing what children do when they’re about to see a performance like that. He started
            dancing.”
         

         
         “Your son was dancing ballet in his father’s office, at his place of work?” asked the prosecutor.

         
         “Yes,” she said quietly.

         
         “How did Owen react?”

         
         Helena swallowed hard. “Owen said something horrible to Austen.”

         
         The judge intervened, an act of mercy. “Let’s leave it right there, Ms. Weller. You don’t have to ask what was said. The court
            gets the point.”
         

         
         The prosecutor was like a dog with a bone. “Just to be clear, Ms. Pollard: You told Mr. Stafford about this, correct? You
            made him aware of the ‘horrible’ thing your husband said to Austen?”
         

         
         “Yes. And I begged him not to say anything to Owen. I told him Owen would probably fire him and get a restraining order from
            the court to stop him from volunteering at the conservatory and talking to Austen there—which is a violation of the terms
            of the closed adoption.”
         

         
         “Thank you,” said the prosecutor. “Did you have any further communication with the defendant about your husband’s position
            on an open adoption or the way Owen treated your son?”
         

         
         “Not directly. But I was in the room when Owen spoke to Elliott on the phone. In our house.”

         
         “When did this call happen?”

         
         “It was on the day Owen died. In the morning.”

         
         The prosecutor retrieved an exhibit from the table and handed it up to the judge. “Your Honor, I’m offering into evidence
            a copy of the defendant’s cell phone records showing an incoming call from the Pollards’ landline telephone number on the
            morning of his death.”
         

         
         “No objection,” said Jack. Except for the fact that my client didn’t bother to tell me about this, he thought.
         

         
         “Received,” said the judge.

         
         “Ms. Pollard, who initiated the call on your landline, you or your husband?”

         
         “Owen didn’t know Elliott’s number. So, he told me to dial for him.”

         
         “Was your husband angry?”

         
         “He was beyond angry.”

         
         “Were you angry?”

         
         “No. I was . . . scared.”

         
         “What were you scared of?”

         
         Helena hesitated, as if trying not to start at the beginning, trying not to relive every moment. “So much to be scared of.
            But what triggered the call to Elliott was that Owen had discovered all the things that I had warned Elliott not to tell him.
            He confronted me about it.”
         

         
         “What do you mean by ‘all the things’?”

         
         “That he and Austen had gotten to know each other at the conservatory. That Elliott used to be Elle. And that Elliott wanted
            an open adoption.”
         

         
         “Do you know how your husband learned all that?”

         
         “I don’t. I can only assume that—”

         
         “Don’t assume anything,” the judge said. “Tell us only what you know.”

         
         Helena collected herself. “I don’t know how Owen found out.”

         
         “That’s fine,” said the prosecutor, and Jack understood why she didn’t push further. It was obvious enough that Elliott had
            spoken to Owen.
         

         
         “Were you a party to the phone conversation between your husband and the defendant?” Weller asked.

         
         “Not exactly. But it was very short, and I heard what Owen said to him.”

         
         “What did your husband say?”

         
         The witness didn’t answer. The prosecutor asked again, this time in a firmer voice. “Ms. Pollard, what did your husband say
            to the defendant?”
         

         
         She took a breath. “He said, ‘Stay away from my son, you freak.’”

         
         Jack checked his client, but there was no reaction—neither to the witness’s answer nor the prosecutor’s smugness.

         
         “Then what happened?”

         
         “The call ended. Owen told me to get out.”

         
         “Your husband told you to leave the house?”

         
         “Yes,” she said into her lap. “And not come back. So, I left.”

         
         “Did he tell you to leave with or without Austen?”

         
         “Without. He said he was keeping Austen. And that I obviously didn’t know how to raise a boy.”

         
         “Did you leave without your son?”

         
         The question touched a nerve, and even from his seat, Jack could intuit the range of emotions on display—shame, guilt, regret.

         
         “Yes,” she said in a weak voice. “I went to my mother’s house. Alone.”

         
         The prosecutor stepped away from the lectern, returned to the table, and took a seat. “Your Honor, I have no further questions
            at this time,” she said.
         

         
         The judge looked at Jack. “Any cross-examination, Mr. Swyteck?”

         
         Jack rose. His trial instincts told him that he could elicit helpful testimony from Helena, but the risk was almost prohibitive
            without input from his client.
         

         
         “Your Honor, I would like to request a ten-minute recess.”

         
         The prosecutor chuckled to herself. “For what, Judge? To consult with a client who refuses to speak to his lawyer?”

         
         She was grandstanding for the media, and Jack could only hope that the judge would rise above it.

         
         “Ten minutes is all I ask, Your Honor.”

         
         The judge groused, and it seemed that he was on the prosecutor’s same wavelength. “Counsel, I don’t grant recesses because
            lawyers are unprepared. If the witness needs a break, I’ll grant one. Ms. Pollard, do you need a break?”
         

         
         “I’m fine,” she said.

         
         “Then we’re all fine,” said the judge. “Mr. Swyteck, please proceed.”

         
         It was a cheap shot to accuse a lawyer of being unprepared when his client refused to speak to him, but Jack shook it off.

         
         A stillness fell over the courtroom as Jack approached. Helena had managed to calm her nerves during the prosecutor’s examination,
            but the tension had resurfaced for the anticipated grilling by counsel for an accused murderer. Helena didn’t seem to know
            where to fix her gaze—until, again, it settled back on Patricia Dubrow.
         

         
         “Ms. Pollard, my apologies in advance,” said Jack, beginning in a gentle tone. “But I need to take you back to the night of
            your husband’s death.”
         

         
         “I understand,” she said.

         
         Jack retrieved an exhibit from a folder. “I have a copy of the police report from that night, which was presented as evidence
            to the grand jury. The report is by MDPD Detective Osborne, who was at the scene. Do you recall speaking to Detective Osborne
            that night?”
         

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “According to the report, you told Detective Osborne that you were at your mother’s house in Fort Lauderdale when, at approximately
            seven p.m., you received a call on your cell phone from Owen. The report goes on to say: ‘Mrs. Pollard stated that her husband
            asked her to ‘please come home and talk things out.’” Jack put the report aside, then asked the witness, “Do you recall making
            that statement to Detective Osborne?”
         

         
         “Yes, I do.”

         
         “Was that a true statement when you made it?”

         
         The witness didn’t answer, which threw Jack. It wasn’t a trick question. It was simply standard practice to ask if a statement
            to police was true when made. The judge looked down from the bench, his tone more stern than usual when addressing a witness.
         

         
         “Mrs. Pollard, there is a question pending. Was your statement true when you made it?”

         
         She glanced at the judge, then looked away. “Not really.”

         
         The prosecutor rose, apparently even more surprised than Jack. “Your Honor, it would appear that the witness is confused.”

         
         “It’s not confusion that I’m hearing,” the judge said, and then he addressed the witness directly.

         
         “Mrs. Pollard, making a false statement to the police is a crime. If you believe you may have committed a crime, you have
            the right to remain silent,” he said, but before he could finish reading the witness her full Miranda rights, Patricia Dubrow
            rose and spoke from the gallery.
         

         
         “Your Honor, I am Ms. Pollard’s attorney. I realize this is highly unorthodox, but I would request an opportunity to speak
            with my client.”
         

         
         “Is there any objection?” asked the judge. Neither lawyer voiced one.

         
         “This court is in recess for ten minutes,” he said, punctuating the courtroom confusion with the pistol-shot crack of his
            gavel.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 25

         
         The ten-minute recess was over.

         
         Jack had no window into the witness’s private conversation with her lawyer. He’d taken Elliott into an empty jury room, where
            it had taken all of thirty seconds for Jack to realize that his client was not about to break his silence, no matter how clear
            Jack made it that he was only hurting himself. Jack returned to the courtroom with no additional ammunition.
         

         
         Helena resumed her seat in the witness chair. Patricia Dubrow addressed the court.

         
         “Your Honor, my client does not wish to assert her Fifth Amendment right at this time.”

         
         “Very well,” the judge said. “Mr. Swyteck, you may proceed with cross-examination.”

         
         Dubrow returned to her seat in the gallery. Additional spectators had crammed into the public seating since the break, which
            was not surprising. It wasn’t every day that a judge read a witness her Miranda rights. Jack followed up appropriately.
         

         
         “Ms. Pollard, before we broke for recess, I asked if the statement you gave to Detective Osborne on the night of your husband’s
            death was accurate, and you answered, ‘not really.’ Do you wish to explain your answer?”
         

         
         Helena swallowed hard. “I didn’t commit a crime. My statement wasn’t false. My words were just sugarcoated.”
         

         
         Jack’s immediate impression was that Patricia Dubrow had done her job well over the break. But he tried not to sound skeptical.
            “Which part of your statement to Detective Osborne was ‘sugarcoated’?”
         

         
         “The part about what Owen said to me,” she said. “He didn’t ask me to come home and try to work things out. I was too embarrassed to tell the detective what he said verbatim.” 

         
         In a normal cross-examination, Jack would never ask a question to which he didn’t already know the answer. But having a client
            who wouldn’t talk to him was not “normal.”
         

         
         “What did your husband really say to you?” asked Jack. “No sugarcoating, please.”

         
         Helena drew a breath, then answered. “He told me Austen was crying for his mommy like . . . like a sissy. He said, ‘Get over
            here and make him stop.’”
         

         
         It was a gift from the state’s star witness—and from her lawyer. Jack had to use it wisely. And carefully.

         
         “Thank you, Ms. Pollard. I’d like to get a little more clarity on your state of mind when you received the call from your
            husband. Let’s back up a bit, starting with that morning. You told Ms. Weller that you were frightened when you ran from the
            house that morning, correct?”
         

         
         “Yes. Very.”

         
         “So frightened of your husband that you left without your son.”

         
         “Yes. I regret that.”

         
         Jack sensed she was leaving something out, perhaps hiding the real reason Owen had thrown her out without Austen. But his
            safest strategy was to hew closely to her previous testimony. “Then our husband called you eleven hours later and told you
            to come home because your son was acting up and wanted his mother, correct?”
         

         
         She seemed appreciative of Jack’s characterization of the call, his omission of the word sissy.
         

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Did that call make you any less fearful of your husband, Ms. Pollard?”
         

         
         “No. If anything, it made me more afraid.”

         
         It was the answer Jack had wanted. “So, when you got in your car and decided to drive home, you knew the anger you’d witnessed
            that morning was still burning inside your husband, didn’t you?”
         

         
         “Objection,” said Weller, rising.

         
         “Overruled,” said the judge.

         
         “I knew it was going to be—it could be a volatile situation.”

         
         “Volatile and potentially dangerous, right?”

         
         “Potentially.”

         
         “In fact, you were expecting a confrontation with your husband, weren’t you, Ms. Pollard?”
         

         
         The prosecutor objected but was again overruled.

         
         “I didn’t know what to expect,” the witness said.

         
         “Let’s be honest,” said Jack, tightening his figurative grip. “By the time the phone conversation with your husband ended—before
            you even got in your car and started to drive back home—you decided that you were not going to leave that house again without
            Austen.”
         

         
         Another objection. “Overruled,” said the judge.

         
         Helena was staring into the middle distance, silent.

         
         “Ms. Pollard,” the judge said, “please answer the question.”

         
         “It’s true,” she said softly. “I knew I was never, ever going to leave Austen behind again.” She took a deep breath, then
            looked at the judge. “But I didn’t kill my husband. I just didn’t.”
         

         
         Jack knew when to back away, when not to delve into the gruesome details of a crime scene. He also knew when it was time to
            stop asking questions to which he didn’t know the answer. But there was more work to be done. He shifted gears—slightly.
         

         
         “Do you know how to shoot a shotgun, Ms. Pollard?”

         
         “I’ve shot one before.”

         
         “You’re being modest, Ms. Pollard. You’re quite a good shot, aren’t you?”

         
         “Depends on what you mean by ‘good.’”

         
         Jack went to his table and retrieved the next exhibit, which he shared with the prosecutor, the judge, and the witness.

         
         “Your husband used to blog online about Second Amendment issues, did he not, Ms. Pollard?”

         
         “Yes. He posted a few times a week.”

         
         “I printed this post, which is publicly available,” said Jack. “It’s a photograph of you holding a shotgun and wearing ear protection. You’re standing in front of a sign that says, ‘Miami Skeet Shooting.’ The caption reads: ‘A perfect twenty-five target hits! Woo-hoo! Helena is the next Diana Vizzi!’” 

         
         Jack gave the witness a moment to review it, then asked, “Who is Diana Vizzi?”

         
         “Ms. Vizzi is someone I admire,” she said.

         
         “Why?”

         
         “She was a talented dancer, a graduate of Juilliard. She later discovered that many of the same traits that made her a great
            dancer—balance, a sense of timing, leg strength—made her one heck of a good skeet shooter. She made the U.S. Olympic team
            for the Paris Olympics.”
         

         
         “Is it fair to say that you and your husband shared a common interest in skeet shooting?”

         
         “It was one of the places we were both happy.”

         
         Jack took his time to set up the next question, trying to be delicate yet skillful. “Did you ever use the specific shotgun
            that was found next to your husband’s body?”
         

         
         “Objection,” said the prosecutor.

         
         “Grounds?” the judge asked.

         
         “It’s just obnoxious.”

         
         “Overruled. The witness may answer.”

         
         Helena leaned forward, closer to the microphone. “I’ve used it before.”

         
         “You knew where that shotgun was kept in the house?”

         
         “In the locked firearms cabinet, with our other guns.”

         
         “You knew where the shells were kept, right?”

         
         “Yes, of course. We have a child in the house. Owen and I knew exactly where everything was.”

         
         “Both your husband and you knew where the key to the locked gun cabinet was kept, I assume?”

         
         “Yes, of course.”

         
         Jack paused to set up the next question. “Do you have any reason to believe my client, Mr. Stafford, knew where that key was
            kept?”
         

         
         She seemed to understand the importance of the point Jack was establishing, but there was only one answer. “No, I don’t.”

         
         Jack took the score and moved on. “Now, Ms. Pollard, as a skeet shooter, you understand the force of a shotgun blast, right?
            You appreciate its devastating power?”
         

         
         “I’m not sure I understand the question,” she said.

         
         “My apologies, Ms. Pollard. This isn’t an easy question to ask, but I must: Is it fair to say that you have enough experience
            to know that if a shotgun is placed in one’s mouth and the trigger is pulled, there will be nothing left of the back of the
            skull?”
         

         
         “Objection,” said the prosecutor, groaning. “This is just unacceptable.”

         
         The judge didn’t look pleased. “Mr. Swyteck, there had better be a point here.”

         
         “I will make it quickly,” said Jack.

         
         “Very quickly,” the judge said. “Ms. Pollard, you may answer.”

         
         “I’ve never seen it happen,” said Helena. “But yes, the devastating effect of a shotgun blast at close range is rather self-evident.”

         
         “Let me ask you one last question,” said Jack. “I want you to assume there is a victim who has suffered blunt trauma to the
            back of the head. It could be a bruise from being hit with a frying pan, a fractured skull from a blow with a hammer, or just
            about anything else imaginable. It doesn’t matter. Any kind of head wound that either knocks the victim unconscious or even
            kills them. Here’s my question:
         

         
         “A shotgun blast at close range, like the one suffered by your husband, would destroy all evidence of that trauma to the back
            of the head, wouldn’t you agree?”
         

         
         “Judge, I strongly object,” said the prosecutor.

         
         “Ground?”

         
         “It’s a question that should be answered only by a forensic medical expert or by Mr. Pollard’s killer. Putting a complete
            hypothetical like this one to the victim’s widow is utterly obnoxious.”
         

         
         The judge snarled. “That’s enough with the ‘obnoxious’ objections, Ms. Weller. It’s defense counsel’s job to establish reasonable
            doubt.”
         

         
         “Thank you, Your Honor,” said Jack.

         
         “Don’t thank me,” the judge snapped. “I didn’t say I liked the implication that the victim’s widow is the only one clever enough to cover her tracks with a shotgun blast and make a
            murder look like a suicide. The objection is sustained. Do you have any further questions, Mr. Swyteck?”
         

         
         Jack had taken his shot—his best shot for a client who refused to contribute a word to his own defense.

         
         “I have nothing further at this time,” said Jack. He returned to his seat, receiving no acknowledgment or reaction of any
            kind from his client.
         

         
         “Ms. Weller?” the judge asked. “Does the prosecution have any redirect?”

         
         “Briefly, Your Honor,” she said, and she took her position before the witness. “Ms. Pollard, I know this is unpleasant, and
            I’m sorry for everything you’ve been forced to go through.”
         

         
         “It’s not your fault,” she said.

         
         “No, it’s not,” the prosecutor said, shooting a quick glance in Jack’s direction. “Mr. Swyteck asked if you have any reason
            to believe that his client knew where you and your husband kept the key to the gun cabinet. You said ‘no.’ Correct?”
         

         
         “That was my answer.”

         
         “Let me ask you this. If someone put a gun to your husband’s head and said, ‘Show me where the key is,’ do you think he’d show them?”
         

         
         “Objection,” said Jack. “This witness is being asked to speculate how the decedent would respond to an improper hypothetical
            situation.”
         

         
         “Sustained.”

         
         “Let’s try it this way,” said Weller. “Ms. Pollard, if someone put a gun to your head and said ‘write a suicide note in your own handwriting,’ would you do it?”
         

         
         “Same objection,” said Jack.

         
         The prosecutor pushed back. “Your Honor, the 911 recording from Mr. Pollard includes his statement that he was shot. I have more than a reasonable basis to posit a situation in which the decedent was forced at gunpoint—perhaps at gunshot—to open the gun cabinet and write his so-called suicide list.”
         

         
         “Save it for closing argument,” said the judge. “The objection is sustained. Do you have any further questions for this witness?”

         
         “Just a couple,” said Weller. “Ms. Pollard, did you have a gun with you or in your car when you returned home the night of
            your husband’s death?”
         

         
         It was the question that Jack had purposely not asked—and with good reason.

         
         “No,” she answered.

         
         “Do you hold a Florida concealed-carry permit that would even allow you to have a firearm in a car?”

         
         “I do not.”

         
         The prosecutor seemed satisfied that her points were made. “I have nothing further at this time, Your Honor.”

         
         “All right, then,” the judge said. “Ms. Pollard, thank you very much. You are excused.”

         
         Helena rose slowly and stepped down from the witness stand. She didn’t look at the defense or the prosecution as she passed
            between the tables. Her lawyer met her on the other side of the swinging gate and escorted her down the center aisle to the
            rear exit. Their heels clicked on the tile floor until the double doors closed behind them and they were gone.
         

         
         The judge swung his gaze toward the prosecutor. “Does the State of Florida have another witness, Ms. Weller?”

         
         “Yes, Your Honor. But I have a special request. Perhaps we could move to a smaller, more intimate courtroom with less of an
            audience.”
         

         
         Jack knew exactly what she meant. And he could scarcely believe what the prosecution was up to.

         
         “What’s the basis for this request?” the judge asked.

         
         “Your Honor, our next witness is a six-year-old child.”

         
         Jack showed no reaction, but his client flinched. Jack took the nonverbal cue, leaned closer, and whispered into Elliott’s
            ear.
         

         
         “Now can we talk?”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 26

         
         Jack had ninety minutes to convince his client to tell him what the prosecution’s next witness might say.

         
         A child testifying against the man accused of murdering his father made for a sensitive matter. Judge Garrison had granted
            the prosecutor’s request to move to a smaller courtroom and ordered the hearing to resume after lunch at 1:30 p.m.
         

         
         The pretrial detention facility was directly behind the courthouse. They were escorted by an overweight guard with a limp,
            but even at that pace, the walk was less than three minutes. Electronic devices were not allowed, so Jack deposited his cell
            phone at registration while Elliott went to the canteen to buy his lunch, presumably by pointing to his selections, unless
            he was breaking his silence when Jack wasn’t around. They reconvened in a designated attorney-client conference room where—theoretically—they
            could speak to one another. Jack sat opposite his client at the small rectangular table in the center of the windowless room.
            Elliott unwrapped his packaged utensils and picked at a plate of something that stunk up the room like week-old tuna fish
            salad and looked like cat food.
         

         
         “Your speech strike—or whatever you want to call it—needs to end,” Jack said firmly. He expected no reply and got none. “Without
            input from you, the only way I can create reasonable doubt is to point the finger at other people, like I did this morning
            with Helena. I need more ammunition.”
         

         
         Jack waited. Elliott chewed.

         
         “An alibi would be nice,” said Jack, the monologue continuing. “On the flip side, it would also be helpful to know if you have no alibi. How ’bout it, Elliott? Can you tell me where you were the night of Owen Pollard’s death?” 

         
         Elliott stabbed a cherry tomato with his fork.

         
         “All right,” said Jack. “Let’s start with something simpler. I’ve never met Austen. You have. He’s a dancer, so he knows what
            it’s like to perform and be watched and judged by adults. He has experience ‘in the spotlight,’ so to speak. But you tell
            me: How will he do in court?”
         

         
         Elliott kept eating. His expression showed obvious dislike for the taste of his food but no sign of engagement with his lawyer.

         
         Jack sighed. “I’m still trying to figure out what you hope to accomplish by not talking to me, Elliott. Do you like it in
            prison?”
         

         
         Jack immediately regretted the sarcasm. It was a cheap shot at the victim of prison violence.

         
         “I’m sorry for saying that, Elliott. I know you don’t like it there.”

         
         Silence. Jack tried a little humor. “No one wants to stay locked up. Except for Morgan Freeman in The Shawshank Redemption, but eventually even he came around to see that no matter how comfortable you might feel inside prison walls, life is better
            on the outside.”
         

         
         Jack watched, hoping for a hint of a smile or reaction of any kind. There was none.

         
         “Didn’t see the movie, eh?”

         
         Still nothing.

         
         Jack leaned closer and rested his forearms on the table, trying to make his client look him in the eye. His tone was soft
            but urgent. “Elliott, if I’m going to get you out on bail, you need to help me. Please.”
         

         
         Elliott laid his fork aside, as if about to say something, but another minute passed in silence. He was simply finished with
            his tuna salad.
         

         
         There was a knock on the door. Jack stepped away from the table and answered it. A guard was standing on the other side.

         
         “Got a lady named Bonnie here to see you, Swyteck. Claims to be your assistant. I told her to wait in the lobby until you’re done, but she says it’s urgent.” 

         
         Jack assumed that Bonnie had tried his cell phone, which was back at check-in. The fact that she’d made a special trip to
            the jail told him it truly couldn’t wait.
         

         
         “Elliott, hold your thought,” said Jack. “We’ll pick right up when I get back.”

         
         Jack stepped out, the guard locked the door from the outside, and Jack followed him to the visitors’ waiting area. Jack found
            Bonnie standing near the television, which was blasting the noon-hour news in Spanish.
         

         
         “Dr. Stone called,” she said in an urgent voice. “You have to speak to him before you go back into court.”

         
         From the outset, Jack had known he would need a handwriting expert to analyze Owen Pollard’s “suicide” list. He’d hired a
            good one in Dr. Gerald Stone, a former forensic handwriting and forgery analyst with the FBI’s questioned-document unit. But
            at such a critical point in the hearing, Jack didn’t put Stone in the category of “urgent” matters.
         

         
         “Bonnie, there’s nothing more important right now than getting ready for the prosecution’s next witness.”

         
         “Dr. Stone said this could turn the case completely around for Elliott,” she said. “He’s one hundred percent certain that
            Owen Pollard did not create the list of ‘Things Stressing Me Out.’”
         

         
         Jack blinked, not comprehending. “Bonnie, this is a homicide case. Our strongest defense is that Owen Pollard committed suicide.
            How does it help my client if my own handwriting expert is certain that the suicide list is a fake?”
         

         
         “Just call him. He can explain.” A pair of MDPD officers walked past them. Cell phones were allowed in the lobby, but there
            was no privacy.
         

         
         “Let’s go outside,” said Jack. He led, and Bonnie followed him past the guard and out the secured exit. They found a bench just outside the gate near the corner street sign. Thirteenth Street. It was never lost on Jack that the county jail was no one’s lucky number. 

         
         Jack dialed, and Dr. Stone answered immediately, obviously waiting for the call.

         
         “Jack, I have some good news,” said Stone.

         
         “So I’m told,” said Jack. “But I’m having trouble seeing how it’s ‘good news’ that Owen Pollard’s suicide list is a fake.”

         
         “Because the good news is that your client didn’t write it.”

         
         The doctor suddenly had Jack’s full attention. “Tell me more,” he said into the phone.

         
         “Whoever wrote that list was trying very hard to mimic Owen Pollard’s handwriting. For example, the term ‘BB’s Mom’ is repeated
            more than a dozen times. The repetition of those two letters together—BB—is a very robust data point.”
         

         
         “What do you mean by that?”

         
         “If I asked someone to write ‘BB’ ten times, I would expect to see noticeable variations in those ten samples. The top of
            the B might be smaller than the bottom. The top and bottom might be the same size. The bottom of the straight edge might drop below
            line. These variations are normal, even when written by the same person.”
         

         
         “Are you saying these ‘normal variations’ don’t appear in Owen’s list?”

         
         “Exactly. The letter B appears the same, over and over again. Almost no variation. And that’s the point. It’s as if someone checked to see how Mr.
            Pollard wrote the letter B and then meticulously re-created that identical image over and over again. And it’s not just the B. I note other examples in my final report.”
         

         
         A noisy dump truck rumbled around the corner, its diesel exhaust adding to the cloud of confusion. “That’s all fine and good.
            But how can you tell that Elliott didn’t create the fake?”
         

         
         “Even in a meticulous forgery, certain characteristics of one’s own handwriting may be too stubborn to keep out of the forgery.”

         
         “Seems logical,” said Jack. “We all have habits that are ingrained in our brain since elementary school.”

         
         “Yes, and here’s the clincher. The fake list contains numerous examples of deeply ingrained habits the forger could not erase
            from his forgery. Those same handwriting traits also show up in the handwritten note you found on your windshield.”
         

         
         Jack had sent Dr. Stone the note after MDPD bagged it as evidence in the case.

         
         “Are you saying the suicide list and the note on my car were written by the same person?”

         
         “That’s my opinion.”

         
         “And Elliott was in jail when I found that note on my car,” said Jack, closing the loop on the analysis.

         
         “Bingo,” said Dr. Stone.

         
         “There’s one problem,” said Jack. “Judge Garrison probably won’t let me put you on the witness stand without a written report
            for the prosecutor to review in advance. Ms. Weller will surely claim unfair surprise.”
         

         
         “That’s fine,” said Stone. “How soon do you need a report?”

         
         Jack checked his watch. “How fast can you write it?”

         
         “I’ll get right on it.”

         
         Jack thanked him, and the call ended.

         
         Bonnie gave him a high five. Even though she’d heard only one side of the conversation, it was enough to get the gist.

         
         “This is big, right?” she asked. “If Elliott didn’t write the list, he probably isn’t the killer.”

         
         “Yeah, it’s big,” said Jack. “But it raises an even bigger question.”

         
         “What?”

         
         “If Owen didn’t write it, and if Elliott didn’t write it, who did?”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 27

         
         Helena walked straight from the courthouse to the building next door, the office of the state attorney. It took only a few
            minutes, but a gaggle of reporters followed her all the way to the entrance, peppering her with one question after another.
         

         
         “Mrs. Pollard, what will your son say?”

         
         “Is he too young to be a witness?”

         
         “Are you worried about him?”

         
         All good questions. She answered none of them, hoping that her sunglasses were enough to hide the worry in her eyes.

         
         A lunchtime meeting with the prosecutorial team wasn’t something Helena had planned, but the surprise announcement of the
            state’s next witness changed everything. Helena took the elevator to the third floor and met with Julianna Weller in her office.
         

         
         “You promised me you wouldn’t put Austen on the witness stand unless it was absolutely necessary,” said Helena, her voice
            quaking.
         

         
         Weller was seated behind her desk. After several requests that Helena “calm down,” she had taken a seat in the armchair facing
            the prosecutor.
         

         
         “I did make that promise,” said Weller. “Unfortunately, in my professional judgment, it is absolutely necessary.”

         
         “What changed?”

         
         “Swyteck is going after you. I understand that it’s a criminal lawyer’s job to create reasonable doubt, but he’s making a
            stronger case against you than I expected.”
         

         
         “Let’s not make this about me,” said Helena.
         

         
         “It already is about you. And the deeper we get into the evidence, the more it will become about you.”
         

         
         Helena bristled. “What are you talking about?”

         
         “We asked our forensics team to check for fingerprints on Owen’s purported list, as well as the entire notepad. I just received
            the analyst’s report, which I will have to share with Swyteck this afternoon.”
         

         
         “What does it say?”

         
         “Not a single print from Elliott Stafford. The only prints are from you and your husband.”

         
         “That’s not surprising. Owen and I used that notepad every day to make our grocery list.”

         
         “It may not be surprising, but it’s still exculpatory. If Elliott wrote that list, one would expect to find his prints somewhere
            on the pad. At least that’s what Swyteck will argue. The lack of fingerprints can be powerful evidence.”
         

         
         “The lack of Elliott’s prints doesn’t prove I wrote it.”
         

         
         “True. But the presence of your prints only makes it easier for Swyteck to point the finger at you.”

         
         “Let him do all the pointing he wants. But leave Austen out of this until you need him at the trial.”

         
         “I can’t take the risk that Judge Garrison will make Elliott Stafford the rare exception to the rule that accused murderers
            don’t get out on bail. I need Austen now.”
         

         
         Helena sighed in frustration. “You need him only because when you look at Elliott, all you can see is a trans man who gave
            up a baby for adoption when he was a teenage girl.”
         

         
         “More to the point, I see a trans man who so deeply regrets his decision that it led him to commit murder. That’s called ‘motive.’”

         
         Helena shook her head slowly. “I got to know Elliott. He didn’t regret his decision. It’s inhuman to regret anything that much. Pardon me for saying this, but we are all human. Elliott as much as you. Which means we all have biases. I’m afraid your bias is showing in the way you have made this case harder than it needs to be—by ascribing a motive to Elliott that makes him a little less human.” 

         
         Helena braced for an angry response, knowing she may have said too much.

         
         “Ms. Pollard, I realize that the ballet world you live in fancies itself a model of inclusivity. But this so-called man murdered
            your husband. So, please, get off your high horse. I am not biased.”
         

         
         “I didn’t mean conscious, mean-spirited bias. There are very intelligent women who feel it’s hard enough fighting for women’s
            rights and same-sex rights without taking on the added battle for trans rights. It makes us all easier targets for misogynists
            and bigots.”
         

         
         Weller’s face reddened, then she took a deep breath. “Mrs. Pollard, I have nothing but respect and sympathy for the families
            of victims. But you are out of line.”
         

         
         Helena didn’t know how to respond. “I’m sorry,” she said.

         
         The prosecutor continued in a firm voice. “My only objective is to keep a murderer behind bars. It just so happens that this
            accused murderer has already proven to the world that he’s willing to undergo serious medical procedures to change his identity.
            If he gets bail, how far do you think he might go to change his identity again and disappear forever?”
         

         
         It sounded like a scare tactic, but the prosecutor’s expression was deadly serious.

         
         “Do you actually think that if Elliott Stafford gets bail, he’ll change back to a woman?” asked Helena.

         
         “Hormone therapy can be reversed. He still has female parts below the waist. I’m saying there is a reasonable possibility
            that the rest of us will show up for trial, and he’ll be a woman with breast implants lying on a beach in Mexico. That’s why
            I can’t take any chances at this hearing. I need your son to testify today.”
         

         
         Helena shrank even smaller in the large armchair. Worry was setting in. “What if I disagree and say you don’t need him?”

         
         “I will add it to my list of troubling behavior you’ve engaged in today.”

         
         “Your list?”

         
         “I’m not just talking about your lawyer jumping up from her seat to protect your Fifth Amendment right. Some of your answers
            to Swyteck’s questions left me wondering if we’re still on the same side.”
         

         
         “Of course we’re on the same side.”

         
         “Are we? If you’re having second thoughts and starting to wonder if we indicted the wrong defendant, now is the time to tell
            me.”
         

         
         “No. I have no doubts about that.”

         
         “Good. That was an easy question. Now here’s the hard question.” The prosecutor leaned forward, looking Helena in the eye.
            “Tell me the truth, Ms. Pollard: How upset are you that Elliott murdered your husband?”
         

         
         “That’s a horrible question to ask a widow.”

         
         “Yes, it is. But it’s a prosecutor’s job to ask tough questions. So, let me ask it this way: Is there something you’re not
            telling me? Something I should know?”
         

         
         Helena was the first to blink. “No,” she said. “Nothing I can think of.”

         
         The prosecutor let the response hang in the air, then offered a tight smile that was all business. “Good. Let’s meet back
            at the courthouse in one hour. I’ll expect you to have Austen with you.”
         

         
         “I’ll be tight on time.”

         
         “Make it work,” said Weller. They rose, and the prosecutor escorted her to the door. “To be clear, if Austen is not with you
            when you get back, I will have him subpoenaed. That means a police officer showing up at his school. Do you understand me?”
         

         
         Helena was momentarily at a loss for words, but there was little else to say.

         
         “Yes, I understand,” she said, and then she quickly made her way to the elevator.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 28

         
         Jack was just entering the courthouse when he got a call on his cell phone from Judge Garrison’s assistant.

         
         “Mr. Swyteck, the afternoon session will be in the main courtroom.”

         
         Jack pushed through the revolving entrance door, speaking into his phone. “I’m confused. We switched to a smaller courtroom
            because the next witness is a child. Is Austen Pollard not testifying?”
         

         
         “Main courtroom,” she said again, and the call ended.

         
         Jack got through security as quickly as he could and made his way to the main courtroom, where his client was waiting for
            him. The prosecutors were seated at their table. Weller looked even more uptight than usual, tapping the eraser end of her
            pencil on the mahogany tabletop. Before Jack could ask her what was going on, the bailiff called out the familiar command,
            the murmuring in the public gallery immediately stopped, and everyone was standing as Judge Garrison entered through the side
            door.
         

         
         “Please be seated,” he said as he took his place on the bench. His gaze immediately fixed on the prosecutor. “Ms. Weller,
            what’s the status on your next witness?”
         

         
         “Your Honor, as I explained to your assistant on the telephone, it appears that Austen Pollard has not yet arrived at the
            courthouse.”
         

         
         The judge scowled. “Whose fault is that? Other than yours, Ms. Weller?”
         

         
         “I take full responsibility,” she said. “I didn’t want to subpoena a child, and I took his mother’s word that she would have
            her son here on time. That was my mistake.”
         

         
         “We are not going to sit and do nothing until they get here,” the judge said. “Call another witness, if you have one, or rest your case.” 

         
         “Yes, Judge. The State of Florida calls Ms. Swathi Gupta, deputy director of the Florida Department of Law Enforcement.”

         
         The witness entered the courtroom, swore the oath, and took her seat. Gupta earned her bachelor’s degree from MIT and worked
            with FDLE’s forensic division for sixteen years, but a hint of an Indian accent recalled her childhood upbringing in Mumbai.
         

         
         “Deputy Gupta, did the FDLE conduct a ballistics examination in this matter?”

         
         “Yes,” said Gupta, who then described the chain custody of the specimen, starting with the veterinarian’s examination of the
            Pollards’ pet and ending with the final transfer of the “foreign object” from the MDPD homicide division to the FDLE ballistics
            team.
         

         
         The prosecutor retrieved a clear plastic evidence bag, showed it to Jack, and then allowed the witness to inspect it.

         
         “Deputy Gupta, is this the specimen that FDLE was asked to examine?”

         
         “Yes. The evidence bag contains our usual markings. There is a vial inside, which came from Dr. Swan’s office. The object
            he removed from the dog’s fur is inside the vial.”
         

         
         “Was FDLE able to identify the object?”

         
         “Yes. We determined that it was a bullet that had been fired from a twenty-two-caliber handgun.”

         
         “Were you asked to do any other analysis relating to the bullet?”

         
         “Yes. The veterinary report stated that the bullet did not break the dog’s skin. Therefore, we were asked to conduct a series
            of test shootings to determine how a twenty-two-caliber bullet fired from a handgun could impact a sheepdog without penetrating
            the skin.”
         

         
         “Good grief,” said the judge. “I hope you didn’t shoot any sheepdogs.”

         
         “No, Your Honor. These were laboratory ballistic experiments with nonbiological targets that we designed to mimic the double
            coat of fur that protects a sheepdog’s skin. We then conducted two different tests.”
         

         
         “What was the first test?” asked Weller.

         
         “Distance. The question was this: Assuming a direct hit on the target, at what distance would the bullet lose the kinetic
            energy it needed to penetrate the double coat?”
         

         
         “What did you conclude?”

         
         “Assuming no other factors such as weather affecting velocity, the shooter would have to be more than two hundred yards away
            to get beyond the effective range.”
         

         
         “So, if the shooter was standing more than two football fields away and fired a twenty-two-caliber handgun at a sheepdog,
            the dog’s thick double coat would probably prevent the bullet from penetrating the skin.”
         

         
         “Correct. Assuming you could even hit the dog. Accuracy goes way down at that distance, especially with a handgun.”

         
         “All right. What was the second test?”

         
         “Ricochet. The assumption here is that there was an indirect hit after the bullet ricocheted off a foreign surface and then
            got trapped in the sheepdog’s double coat without breaking the skin.”
         

         
         “What did your test show?”

         
         “The result depended on the surface that caused the ricochet. For example, if a bullet ricochets off a very hard surface,
            such as concrete, it’s highly unlikely that the bullet would lose the kinetic energy needed to penetrate the sheepdog’s skin.
            Distance has a much more significant impact.”
         

         
         “So, if I’m ten feet away from my target and the twenty-two-caliber bullet skips off the sidewalk and hits the dog, what would
            happen?”
         

         
         “You would have a seriously wounded animal.”

         
         “Did you test softer surfaces?”

         
         “Yes. Some surfaces are just too soft to cause a ricochet, such as a couch cushion. But if the bullet is traveling at a severe
            angle, we were able to cause a ricochet on what I would call medium-soft surfaces. Hard rubber, for example.”
         

         
         “What did you find with these medium-soft surfaces?”

         
         “The tests revealed that the bullet lost some kinetic energy upon contact with these surfaces. And sometimes—especially if
            the bullet was discharged at a severe angle—the loss of kinetic energy was so significant that, upon impact with the target,
            the bullet was trapped in the sheepdog’s double coat and did not penetrate the skin.”
         

         
         Jack rose. He could see where the prosecutor was heading with the “ricochet” test, and he needed to shut it down.

         
         “Your Honor, I have to object. Clearly, the prosecution is trying to explain how Mr. Pollard was able to call 911 and say
            he had been shot before his body was found with a catastrophic shotgun blast to the head. But the only wound mentioned in
            the autopsy report was from a shotgun, and the only spent ammunition recovered from the crime scene was buckshot. There’s
            no evidence that a stray bullet skipped off a rubber mat, a rubber ball, a wall, the floor or anything else inside the house.”
         

         
         The judge drew a deep breath, but he seemed receptive to Jack’s objection.

         
         “Yes, Ms. Weller. What is your point here? That Mr. Pollard tried to shoot himself in the head with a twenty-two, missed and
            hit the dog, and then used the shotgun?”
         

         
         “No, Judge. My point is that Mr. Stafford shot the victim in the head with a twenty-two. Even if it doesn’t penetrate the skull, a bullet skipping off your head is
            enough to cause a brain hemorrhage that at some point may result in a loss of consciousness or even death. Mr. Stafford then
            blasted away the evidence of the actual mortal wound with a shotgun to make it look like suicide.”
         

         
         The proverbial lightbulb was flashing above the judge’s head, though for Jack it was like a kick to the stomach. Weller seemed
            especially pleased with herself, having created the perfect diversion with all the fuss over Austen Pollard’s testimony, and
            then dropping this bomb. Jack had to think fast.
         

         
         “Judge, the prosecution’s clever speculation does not add up to admissible evidence. All this talk of a sheepdog, ricochets, and a twenty-two-caliber gunshot wound is starting to sound like Oliver Stone, JFK, and the magic bullet.” 

         
         The judge nodded, but not in agreement. “Mr. Swyteck, about two minutes ago I was thinking the same thing. It seemed that
            Ms. Weller was just tap-dancing to kill time until Austen Pollard gets here. But I’m going to allow some latitude here. Ms.
            Weller, if you can make your point, make it.”
         

         
         “Yes, Your Honor,” she said, and then she faced the witness. “Deputy Gupta, before conducting these tests, did you review
            the autopsy report for Mr. Pollard?”
         

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Did you note the thickness of the surviving portions of Mr. Pollard’s scalp as reported by the medical examiner. By ‘scalp’
            I mean not just the outer skin but all five layers, from the hair follicles down to the pericranium, the layer directly on
            the skull.”
         

         
         “According to the autopsy report, the thickness was approximately seven millimeters.”

         
         “Did you conduct any ricochet tests on a medium-soft surface with a thickness of seven millimeters?”

         
         “Yes. We laid the medium-soft surface over a hard surface and fired a twenty-two caliber from a distance of ten feet.”

         
         “What were your findings?”

         
         “If the bullet was fired from a severe angle, the medium-soft surface created enough drag that the ricocheted bullet did not
            penetrate the dog’s skin. It lost kinetic energy and was trapped in the double coat upon impact.”
         

         
         “Deputy Gupta, is the human skull, below the scalp, hard enough to cause a ricochet?”

         
         “Objection.”

         
         “Overruled. You may answer, Deputy Gupta.”

         
         “With a twenty-two-caliber bullet fired from a distance of ten feet and at a severe angle, most definitely. I’m familiar with a study from Canada showing that barely sixty percent of the attempted suicides involving a twenty-two-caliber gunshot to the head resulted in instant death.” 

         
         Jack kept fighting. “Your Honor, I renew my objection. We have a twenty-two-caliber bullet found in the hair of a dog. There’s
            no basis for speculation about a ricochet off a human skull. What’s next, the grassy knoll?”
         

         
         “Overruled. But, Ms. Weller, sheepdogs are like Velcro. This bullet could have been swept up in Fido’s coat months ago. Connecting
            it to the shotgun blast that killed Mr. Pollard requires quite the leap of faith.”
         

         
         “Boo,” said Weller.

         
         “Excuse me?”

         
         “The dog’s name is Boo. In any event, I can strengthen the connection.”

         
         “Please do,” said the judge. “Proceed.”

         
         Jack felt a killer question coming. He didn’t even bother to ask his client what it might be.

         
         “Deputy Gupta, did your forensic team examine the bullet in question for any foreign substances?”

         
         “Yes. And we found traces of blood.”

         
         “Dog blood?”

         
         “No. As we’ve established, the bullet did not penetrate the dog’s skin. We found human blood.”

         
         A collective gasp from the public gallery was uncommon in a real courtroom, but Jack heard one then.

         
         The prosecutor continued. “Was a DNA analysis performed?”

         
         “Yes. We compared the DNA in the blood to a DNA sample from the victim, Owen Pollard.”

         
         “Was there a match?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “What scientific level of confidence did your team attach to that match?”

         
         “Our analysts would have to test more than one-point-four billion people to achieve the same result.”

         
         “To put it another way,” said Weller, “the chances that the blood on the bullet does not belong to Owen Pollard is less than
            one in a billion. Correct?”
         

         
         “That’s correct.”

         
         “Thank you, Deputy Gupta. I guess you might say it takes a sheepdog to prove that sheepdogs don’t commit suicide.”

         
         The witness seemed confused by the snide remark, but it was directed more to Jack, who understood that Owen Pollard had considered
            himself a protector—a “sheepdog” of sorts.
         

         
         “Your witness,” said the prosecutor, as she returned to her seat.

         
         Jack remained seated and quickly considered his next move. The FDLE witness had plugged a major hole in the prosecution’s
            case. Owen Pollard had dialed 911 after a nonfatal shot to the head from a .22-caliber handgun. Someone had then finished the job with a shotgun that made it look like suicide.
         

         
         “Mr. Swyteck,” the judge prodded. “Cross-examination?”

         
         Jack’s only line of attack was to show that the “someone” was not Elliott. He rose and approached the witness.

         
         “Deputy Gupta, you testified that your ballistics team was able to determine that the object removed from Boo, the sheepdog,
            was a twenty-two-caliber bullet, correct?”
         

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “And your ballistics team was further able to determine that the bullet was fired from a handgun. Is that right?”

         
         “Yes. The barrel leaves fewer markings on a bullet fired from a handgun than a bullet fired from a long rifle. It’s not difficult
            for a trained expert.”
         

         
         “Makes sense,” said Jack. “So, where is this mystery handgun?”

         
         “Excuse me?”

         
         “Where’s the gun? You keep talking about it. Where is it?”

         
         Gupta glanced at the prosecutor but got no help. “I—I don’t know.”

         
         “Huh,” said Jack. “That’s curious. Is it your testimony that the FDLE was never asked to perform a ballistics test on a handgun
            to determine if the barrel markings matched those on the bullet?”
         

         
         “No, we were never asked.”

         
         “That kind of standard comparison is something your ballistics team is asked to do quite regularly by local law enforcement
            agencies all across Florida, is it not?”
         

         
         “Yes. If both a bullet and a weapon are recovered.”

         
         “Precisely,” said Jack. “If both are recovered.”
         

         
         Weller rose, keenly aware of how much more difficult it was to prove murder without a murder weapon.

         
         “Your Honor, the State of Florida will stipulate that no handgun was recovered.”

         
         Jack was surprised by the concession. “Thank you,” he said.

         
         “The stipulation will be noted for the record,” said the judge.

         
         “Of course it was never recovered,” the prosecutor muttered, as she settled back into her chair. “The defendant works for
            a gun destruction company.”
         

         
         The cheap shot annoyed the judge. “A simple stipulation will do, Ms. Weller.”

         
         Jack moved on. “Deputy Gupta, let’s talk about the only gun that was recovered. The shotgun. I noticed that Ms. Weller didn’t
            ask you about any fingerprint analysis conducted by FDLE. Did your forensics team conduct a fingerprint analysis?”
         

         
         Again the witness glanced at the prosecutor, but there was no choice but to answer.

         
         “Yes.”

         
         Ordinarily, Jack would never have asked a question the answer to which could have buried his client, but the prosecutor’s
            telling decision not to ask about fingerprints gave him comfort.
         

         
         “Deputy Gupta, did FDLE examiners find the fingerprints of the defendant, Elliott Stafford, anywhere on the shotgun?”

         
         The witness hesitated, but there was no basis for the prosecutor to object and come to her rescue.

         
         “No. We did not find the defendant’s fingerprints.”

         
         Jack could feel the momentum shifting. “Just to make sure I understand. No handgun was recovered. The defendant’s prints were
            not on the shotgun. It sounds to me like the investigation into the death of Owen Pollard has uncovered no firearm of any
            sort that is in any way connected to the defendant Elliott Stafford. Is that a fair statement?”
         

         
         “To the best of my knowledge,” said the witness.

         
         Jack could have taken his seat and left it at that. The biggest mistake a lawyer could make on cross-examination was to score
            his points and then ask the proverbial “one question too many,” being hoist with his own petard, in Shakespearean terms. The
            fact that Helena failed to return to the courthouse with her son, however, told Jack that in this situation, the risk was
            worth taking. He narrowed his gaze, tightening his control over the witness.
         

         
         “Dr. Gupta, were Helena Pollard’s fingerprints found on the shotgun?”

         
         “Objection,” said Weller, but she was clearly improvising. “There’s no predicate testimony that this witness had anything
            to do with the fingerprint analysis.”
         

         
         The judge made a face. “She’s the deputy director of the forensic division. She can answer.”

         
         “Yes,” said Gupta.

         
         Jack felt a rush of adrenaline. “Yes, Helena Pollard’s prints were on the shotgun?”

         
         “That’s correct.”

         
         It was time for Jack to take his winnings and walk away. “Thank you, Deputy Gupta. I have no further questions.”

         
         Jack returned to his seat. The prosecutor was quickly on her feet, unwilling to let Jack savor his moment.

         
         “Your Honor, I’ve been informed that our next witness, Austen Pollard, is in the building.”

         
         “Very well. In line with my earlier ruling, since this witness is a child, we will move to a smaller courtroom. There will be far fewer seats for the general public, but I believe a more intimate setting is in the best interest. We shall be in recess for fifteen minutes and reconvene in courtroom four.” 

         
         The bailiff gave the command on the crack of the judge’s gavel. Jack rose alongside his client, speaking softly as Judge Garrison
            walked to his chambers.
         

         
         “Fifteen more minutes, Elliott. Speak now, or never get released.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 29

         
         Theo was at Cy’s Club, getting ready for the lunch crowd. He wasn’t expecting a phone call from the manager of his “Uncle
            Cy’s” warehouse space in the Miami Foreign Trade Zone, and the news wasn’t good. The rent was two months past due. Theo’s
            space was padlocked, and nothing could be received or removed until payment was made. Theo was certain that the manager’s
            records were wrong and that he hadn’t missed a rent payment, but that wasn’t the biggest problem. A shipment of empty whiskey
            barrels was arriving from Scotland any day. To his knowledge, no one had ever aged bespoke gin in genuine scotch whiskey barrels.
            Bourbon or rye was standard. Uncle Cy’s was poised to be the first.
         

         
         “That padlock needs to come off today,” Theo said into the phone.
         

         
         The argument continued, back and forth. Finally, the manager offered to meet him at the warehouse. With proof of payment from
            Theo, the manager would personally remove the padlock on the spot.
         

         
         “I’ll be there in twenty minutes,” said Theo. He grabbed his laptop computer and hurried out the door.

         
         Foreign Trade Zones covered thousands of warehouses all over South Florida. Theo rented two thousand square feet in the southernmost portion of Zone 231, an industrial area near the seaport. Operating in the zone was a strategic business move. It allowed Theo to defer payment of duties on imported gin and the scotch whiskey barrels he needed to age it until “Uncle Cy’s Speakeasy Bespoke Gin” was fully aged, bottled, and ready for distribution, however long it took. Even better, U.S. duties applied only to products meant for U.S. consumption, so he could export finished product directly from his warehouse and avoid duties altogether. And the foreign market was ripe. Brazil alone consumed 82 million bottles of scotch annually, ahead of Japan and right behind the United States. Not one of the six Scotch gin distillers aged their gin in whiskey casks, so Theo was already ahead of the competition. Uncle Cy probably thought it was a nice tribute to an old jazzman, nothing more. Others might have called it a pipe dream. To Theo, bespoke gin in scotch whiskey barrels was the opportunity of a lifetime—if he could get the stupid landlord off his back and the padlocks off his door. 

         
         Theo parked in the space outside his warehouse, climbed out of the car, and walked toward the building. Theo’s warehouse was
            one of about a dozen identical buildings that were side by side, each with a large garage door in front and a narrow side
            alley that separated one building from the next. Theo checked the garage door first, but he didn’t see a padlock. Maybe the
            property manager had come by and removed it already. He started down the alley to check the side entrance. He was about to
            reach for his key, then froze. There was no padlock. There was no lock at all. Someone had drilled out the dead bolt and left
            a gaping hole in the door.
         

         
         “You son of a bitch,” said Theo, assuming it had been the landlord’s doing.

         
         He pushed open the door and went inside. In addition to storage space for whiskey barrels and distilled gin, his unit came
            with a small office. It would be useful when he went into distribution, but for now it was empty except for a metal filing
            cabinet. He switched on the lights, walked through the office to the storage area, and stopped.
         

         
         “Hello?” he called out.

         
         His warehouse was silent as a tomb, but it was far from empty. He’d been importing whiskey barrels and filling them with gin
            for almost three years. The oldest were in Row 1, stacked four-high and filled with aged gin. Those were almost ready for
            bottling. The latest shipment was in Row 33 and still empty.
         

         
         “Don’t move,” he heard a man say, as the muzzle of a pistol probed the base of his skull.

         
         “Raise your hands very slowly,” the man said.

         
         The island accent was familiar. Very familiar. It was the guy on the phone call—“Baptiste,” he’d called himself—who obviously
            was not the property manager. This wasn’t about rent collection.
         

         
         “Arms up, now!”

         
         As Theo’s hands reached shoulder level, two other men stepped out from behind a row of whiskey barrels. Both were Black, and
            based on the gunman’s accent, Theo assumed they were Haitian.
         

         
         “Getting pretty chummy with Mr. C. J. Vandermeer, aren’t you?” said Baptiste.

         
         Theo assumed he meant the training session at the company. “Not really.”

         
         “Don’t bullshit me, cousin. I know what you up to. You and your Foreign Trade Zone warehouse full of empty barrels. Gettin’
            nice and cozy with a gun destruction company that doesn’t really destroy guns. Yeah, you stealin’ my supplier. I don’t like
            that.”
         

         
         Theo felt a chill. It was one of the unanswered questions from his tour of the VanPoll plant with Jack: What happened to the
            gun parts that weren’t destroyed?
         

         
         “You got this wrong. I’m making gin.”

         
         “Oh yeah?” he said with a gangster’s chuckle. “You be Mr. Bacardi or Mr. Seagram?”

         
         “Bacardi doesn’t make gin. Maybe they’ll buy from me.”

         
         Baptiste punched him in the kidney with the force of a trained boxer, and Theo tried not to show how much it hurt.

         
         “Don’t be a smart-ass. An ex-con with a warehouse full of barrels in Miami’s import-export zone isn’t selling booze to Bacardi.”

         
         Theo saw no upside in pointing out that his time at Florida State Prison was for a murder he didn’t commit. “I’m serious.
            I really am just making gin.”
         

         
         Another punch, and then Baptiste gave his men an order. “Break open that cask.”

         
         One of them had a tool bag—the guy who had broken the lock, presumably. He grabbed a small crowbar and with three blows punched a hole in the side. No liquid spilled. 

         
         “That’s one of the new ones,” said Theo. “It’s empty.”

         
         “Yeah, empty,” he said. “But it ships out full, right?”

         
         “Full of gin.”

         
         “No, cousin,” Baptiste said, smiling thinly. “Full of whatever I put inside.”

         
         “We ain’t cousins. Fuck off, you piece of shit.”

         
         That drew another blow to Theo’s kidney, and there was no pretending it didn’t hurt.

         
         “Here’s the way this is going to play out, cousin. You can ship as many barrels as you want. But for every barrel of gin you
            ship, I get to ship a barrel of my shit to wherever I say. Your docs will say it’s all gin.”
         

         
         Baptiste didn’t have to spell it out any clearer. Maybe CJ knew where VanPoll’s gun parts ended up, or maybe he just didn’t
            care. Either way, Theo wanted no part of Baptiste’s pipeline of illegal firearms shipped in barrels of “gin.”
         

         
         “Never gonna happen,” he said.

         
         Baptiste leaned closer, and Theo felt his breath across his ear. “Well, that’s a shame, tough guy. Cuz your Uncle Cy is a
            very old man. A fall down the stairs would surely be fatal. You keep that in mind if you’re thinking about calling the cops.”
         

         
         Theo cringed. This thug was no rocket scientist, but he’d done his homework, and he knew the pressure points.

         
         “Now,” Baptiste said, “I want you to stay right here and don’t move until you count to a thousand. You’ll hear from me soon.”

         
         The pistol pulled away from Theo’s skull, the “handyman” grabbed the tool bag, and the three men hurried out. The broken door
            slammed on their way to the alley.
         

         
         Theo took a deep breath. Three years of work, and the upshot was that Uncle Cy’s gin might get Uncle Cy killed.

         
         “Shit,” was all he could say.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 30

         
         The smallest courtroom in the criminal justice center wasn’t small enough.

         
         Jack and his client were seated just a few feet away from the witness stand, where Austen was a virtual peanut in a big oak
            chair. Judge Garrison had moved the hearing from the main courtroom to a “more intimate” setting in the best interest of the
            child, but Jack could see the fear all over Austen’s face. Behind the lawyers, beyond the rail, there were only three rows
            of public seating, but through the eyes of a six-year-old boy, there might as well have been three hundred.
         

         
         Jack rose to address the court, speaking from the heart.

         
         “Your Honor, if the court is at all inclined to close this proceeding to the public for this witness, the defense has no objection.”

         
         Weller was quickly on her feet. “The State of Florida strongly objects. This is not a situation where the child is a victim
            of a crime. It’s not a child custody proceeding or a termination of parental rights. Like it or not, the public—including
            the media—has a guaranteed right to be here under the Florida Constitution.”
         

         
         The judge nodded. “Ms. Weller is correct on the law. However, I ask counsel to be mindful of the tender age of this witness
            and his relation to the victim.”
         

         
         “Of course,” said Weller.

         
         Of course, thought Jack. Florida Constitution or not, the prosecutor’s suckup to the media was officially beyond the pale.
         

         
         “Ms. Weller, you may proceed.”

         
         The prosecutor thanked the judge and approached the witness slowly. Her smile seemed out of place. If intended to put the witness at ease, it was having the opposite effect. 

         
         “How are you today, Austen?” she asked.

         
         “Okay,” he said softly.

         
         It was the first lie told by every child on a witness stand. Austen’s “okay” was no more convincing than so many others Jack
            had heard over the years.
         

         
         “Austen, you understand that it’s my job to ask you a few questions, right?”

         
         “Yes, I do,” he said.

         
         The fact that he didn’t just nod his head and mumble “uh-huh”—that he gave a clear answer in a voice loud enough to be heard—told
            Jack that the witness had been prepared as well as any child could be. Jack had expected a child who had experience performing
            in front of the public as a dancer to do better than most children in this situation, a hunch that was borne out by the remaining
            introductory questions. You understand that some of these questions might be difficult? That all anyone wants you to do is tell the truth? That no
               one is going to get mad at you for telling the truth? Austen handled one question after another with poise beyond his years, perhaps even better than Jack’s daughter, Righley,
            who was two years older, might have done.
         

         
         Then the prosecutor adopted a more serious tone. “Austen, unfortunately, I have to take you back to the night your father
            passed away. Can you go there with me?”
         

         
         He hesitated, but he didn’t crumble. “Okay.”

         
         “Were you at your house that night?”

         
         His feet didn’t quite touch the floor, and his legs were swinging. “Yes.”

         
         “Did you see anyone in your house that night?”

         
         “My mom.”

         
         “Anyone else?”

         
         Austen paused long enough for Jack to prepare himself for a critical revelation that his client had buried in silence.

         
         “Yes,” said Austen.

         
         “Is the person you saw in your house that night sitting in this courtroom now?”

         
         Jack wanted to grab Elliott by the prison jumpsuit and scream, “How could you not tell me this?”
         

         
         “Yes,” said Austen. His legs were swinging faster.

         
         “Could you please point to that person?”

         
         Austen didn’t quite look in Elliott’s direction, but he raised his hand and pointed with enough assurance to leave no doubt.

         
         “Let the record reflect that the witness has pointed to the defendant, Elliott Stafford,” said Weller.

         
         “The record shall so reflect,” said the judge.

         
         Weller gave the witness a moment, then continued. “Just a couple more questions, and then we’re done, Austen. I want you to
            think carefully before you answer. Were your mom and Mr. Stafford in the house at the same time?”
         

         
         He shook his head, then added an audible response. “No.”

         
         “Was Mr. Stafford in your house before or after your mom got there?”

         
         “Before.”

         
         The prosecutor seemed more than pleased. Jack felt like he’d been punched in the chest.

         
         “Thank you, Austen. You did a very good job. Your Honor, I have no further questions.”

         
         Weller returned to her seat. The judge gazed in Jack’s direction, and his expression sent a clear message that the game was
            all but over, despite the words that followed.
         

         
         “Mr. Swyteck, you may cross examine, but please be brief and mindful of my concerns about the delicate posture of this witness.”

         
         “Yes, Your Honor,” said Jack.

         
         Jack rose, but he didn’t immediately approach the witness. Towering over a child, especially one who’d never met him, was a terrible strategy. But Jack knew he couldn’t stay where he was, seated right beside Elliott, whom Austen couldn’t even look at when pointing. Jack moved his chair out from behind the defense table and placed it a comfortable distance away from Austen. Then he took a seat at eye level with the witness, as if the two of them were going to have a chat. 

         
         “Judge, I’d like to question the witness in this fashion, if I may.”

         
         “You may.”

         
         Jack crossed one leg over the other and folded his hands in his lap. He chose not to begin his questioning with the prosecutor’s
            sophomoric “How are you doing today?” Instead, he had a children’s picture book with him. He flashed the cover to Austen from
            a distance.
         

         
         “Fancy Nancy, Budding Ballerina,” he said, reading the title aloud. “My daughter loved this book when she was little. You ever read any books about boys
            who dance ballet, Austen?”
         

         
         “My mom gives them to me.”

         
         “I hear you like to dance,” said Jack.

         
         “Uh-huh. A lot.”

         
         “I think dancers are awesome.”

         
         “Me too.”

         
         Jack placed the book in his lap. “I wish we could just talk about ballet.”

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         “But I have to ask you about things you and Ms. Weller talked about. Okay?”

         
         “Okay.”

         
         So far, so good. But Jack was dreading the next line of questioning. And it was only human to feel some resentment toward
            his own client, who’d put him in the position of having to ask a child the most difficult questions imaginable—without knowing
            the answers.
         

         
         “Austen, you told Ms. Weller that Elliott Stafford—the man sitting right over there—was at your house the night your father
            died. You remember saying that, right?”
         

         
         “Yes.”

         
         If Elliott had been a “normal” client who spoke to his lawyer, Jack would have been in position to ask the type of questions that could call an eyewitness identification into doubt. How far away were you? How long did you lay eyes on him? Was the room dark? And so on. But the answers to those questions, unknown to Jack, might only bury his client deeper.
         

         
         “Mr. Swyteck, a reminder,” the judge said. “Please be brief.”

         
         “Yes, Your Honor.”

         
         On the fly, Jack refined his examination to the bare essentials. The answer might hurt his client, but in this instance, it
            seemed worth the risk: Jack’s instinct was telling him that the prosecutor had stopped short of asking the most important
            question for a very good reason.
         

         
         “Austen, have you ever seen Elliott Stafford hurt your father in any way?”

         
         “Objection!” said Weller, her voice booming even in the smaller courtroom. “Your Honor, for the protection of the witness,
            I request a sidebar.”
         

         
         The judge waved the lawyers forward. They huddled at the side of the bench farthest away from the witness. The prosecutor
            spoke first, her voice hushed but filled with anger.
         

         
         “Judge, I stopped short of asking this question with very good reason. It will be painful enough for this child to relive
            this horrific experience at trial. Let’s not drag a six-year-old boy through this twice, making him relive the murder of his
            own father. Not here, in a preliminary hearing where the state has more than met its burden of proof. This is a despicable
            Hail Mary attempt by Mr. Swyteck to get bail for the nonbondable offense of murder in the second degree.”
         

         
         The judge seemed persuaded, but he was required to hear both sides.

         
         “Mr. Swyteck, what is your response? And it better be good.”

         
         “The answer is no.”

         
         Jack did a double take; he hadn’t said anything. The voice was firm and loud enough to be heard from across the courtroom.
            And it belonged to Austen.
         

         
         The lawyers exchanged glances. The judge broke the silence.

         
         “I’ll take it from here,” he said.

         
         The lawyers returned to their places at their respective tables. Judge Garrison turned and faced the witness.

         
         “Austen, did you just say, ‘The answer is no’?”

         
         The child looked up at the judge. “Yes.”

         
         “There’s no wrong or right answers in this courtroom,” the judge said, “but I need a little bit more information. The answer
            to what is ‘no’?”
         

         
         Austen glanced at Jack, then looked at the judge. “The answer to his last question.”

         
         The prosecutor rose. “Judge, I—”

         
         “Ms. Weller, please,” said the judge. “Madame court reporter, could you please read back Mr. Swyteck’s last question?”
         

         
         She did, and the judge immediately followed up with the witness.

         
         “Austen, are you saying that your answer to Mr. Swyteck’s question is no, you never saw Mr. Stafford hurt your father in any
            way?”
         

         
         “That’s the truth,” he said softly.

         
         The courtroom was utterly silent, but something spoke loudly to Jack. Right before Austen had confirmed his first answer and
            clarified “the truth,” if only for an instant, he had looked straight at Elliott.
         

         
         “Very well,” the judge said. “Austen, thank you for coming here today. You’re a very brave boy. I’m going to dismiss you now,
            which means you can go home with your mother.”
         

         
         Austen didn’t move, until Helena came forward and stood at the swinging gate at the rail behind the lawyers. Austen’s eyes
            lit up, and he hurried toward her. The gate swung open, Helena gathered her son in her arms, and they exited through the courtroom’s
            rear door.
         

         
         Weller picked up where the judge had cut her off. “Judge, I move to strike the witness’s response to that last question.”

         
         “On what grounds?”

         
         “The testimony is completely out of context. Maybe Austen closed his eyes at the crack of the gunshot. Maybe it’s a memory
            that he has blocked out of his mind. There’s so much we don’t know.”
         

         
         Jack didn’t want to overplay the first break to swing his way, but he had to go on the offensive.

         
         “Judge, I’m having a hard time distinguishing between the prosecutor’s admission that ‘there’s so much we don’t know’ and ‘reasonable doubt.’” 

         
         “That’s a complete distortion of what I just said.”

         
         “I’ve heard enough,” the judge said. “I’m prepared to rule. Mr. Swyteck, your client’s request for pretrial release on bond
            is denied. The prisoner is hereby remanded to custody through the end of trial and the rendering of a jury verdict.”
         

         
         “Judge, the defense hasn’t even had the chance to call any witnesses,” said Jack.

         
         “Oh,” Weller said, scoffing, “now your client is willing to talk?”
         

         
         Jack ignored her. “Judge, I have a handwriting expert who will testify that Mr. Stafford did not write the so-called suicide
            list in question.”
         

         
         The judge rolled his eyes. “Mr. Swyteck, I’ve been on the bench for over three decades. Here’s what I think of expert handwriting
            analysis: It’s junk science. I appreciate the fact that the prosecution didn’t waste my time with testimony from a handwriting
            expert, so there’s no need to hear from Dr. Quack for the defense. My ruling stands. Take it up on appeal if you wish. We’re
            adjourned.”
         

         
         With a crack of the gavel, the judge rose and stepped down from the bench.

         
         “All rise!”

         
         Jack rose with his client at his side. An appeal would be useless, but he knew Elliott wasn’t thinking about an appeal. The
            thought of going back to jail had a way of crowding out all other thoughts. Jack felt the need to say something to his client
            before they were separated, even if it was little more than a whisper in the courtroom silence.
         

         
         “We didn’t win the hearing, Elliott. But trust me. We’re winning.”
         

         
         The judge disappeared into his chambers, and as the side door closed with a thud, a half-dozen reporters rushed to the rail. Some wanted a quote from the prosecutor, while others wanted to talk to Jack. But it was the armed officers of the MDPD Court Services Bureau who commanded Jack’s attention. They cuffed Elliott’s hands behind his back and led him away. As they made their way toward the prisoners’ exit, Jack spotted something out of the corner of his eye. Resting alongside a notepad on Elliott’s side of the table was a yellow Post-it note that Elliott had crumpled into a tight little ball. Handwritten Post-its were Jack’s preferred method of communication with his clients at trial, though he’d yet to receive one from Elliott, which made him even more curious about the one he’d discarded. Jack unwrapped the paper ball and, sure enough, Elliott had written his first and only message to his lawyer. Presumably he’d wanted to share it with Jack during cross-examination, but Jack had moved away from the table, or perhaps Elliott had changed his mind. Either way, the words were chilling. 

         
         Leave my son alone, it read.
         

         
         Jack looked up in time to see the officers escorting his client through the exit. His gaze met Elliott’s for a moment, and
            then he was gone.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 31

         
         Elliott’s “day in court” ended with a ride on a green and white jail bus. Felony inmates were assigned rear seats, where mesh-covered
            windows made it virtually impossible to see the outside world. The bus returned to the detention center at dinnertime. After
            a quick pat-down by the intake guards, the inmates were funneled to the cafeteria. The line was long, which made Elliott anxious.
            The best way to survive a jailhouse cafeteria was to get through the line quickly, grab an empty table, and let others fill
            in as they pleased. Latecomers had to finagle a seat at a “taken” table, which was a risky proposition with the wrong women.
         

         
         “Close the gaps,” one of the guards said as he passed, meaning that the inmates needed to tighten the line.

         
         Elliott shuffled forward, but he had one eye on the cafeteria seating situation. There were only two empty tables left, and
            Elliott wasn’t in a gambling mood. He skipped the hot-entree line and headed across the hall to the canteen. The food for
            purchase through the commissary was even less healthy than the cafeteria menu, but it was quicker.
         

         
         “You don’t like the fish patties the kitchen cooked up tonight?” the server asked.

         
         Her name was Lucy, and she was one of the few who was nice to Elliott. Nice enough that he was willing to bend the rules of
            his “speech strike” with her, if only to allow for nonverbal communication.
         

         
         Elliott pointed at the printed menu, indicating the burrito.

         
         Lucy made a face. “Don’t recommend it.”

         
         He pointed again, harder this time, as if to say, “I’m really in a hurry.”

         
         “Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” said Lucy. “Lemme heat it up for you.”

         
         Elliott shook his head with an exaggerated motion, trying to convey the urgency of the situation.

         
         Lucy raised an eyebrow. “You want a cold burrito?”

         
         Elliott glanced again at the cafeteria seating. Just one empty table remained. He gave Lucy a thumbs-ups on the cold burrito.
            She placed it on a tray.
         

         
         “Some Rolaids with that? Extra strength. Mint. Three bucks.”

         
         Elliott paid on account, hurried back to the cafeteria, and grabbed the last empty table. The sense of relief was short-lived.
            A tray landed on the table, and the uninvited inmate took the seat opposite him.
         

         
         “How goes it, Elle?” she asked.

         
         Elliott’s jaw dropped, but not because the inmate had called him by his dead name. He was sitting across from his mother.

         
         “Yeah, it’s me,” she said. “Do I look that different now that I can’t dye my hair blond?”

         
         Elliott’s mother was an attractive brunette in her early forties, and the dye jobs had only made her look cheap. Elliott was
            in no mood to send any compliments her way, but it was hard to hide his surprise at seeing her.
         

         
         “Why’re you looking at me like that? You don’t like my hair? Or you just don’t like me?”

         
         Elliott hated her, but he chose not to clarify the matter.
         

         
         The last time Elliott had laid eyes on his mother, his name was still Elle, and Serena Carpenter was in handcuffs. It was
            bad enough that she’d lied to the Pollards at the hospital, told them Elle had changed her mind, and extorted them out of
            more cash to close the adoption. But Serena hadn’t stopped there. She’d turned that first con into a business model, brokering
            three more scams using eighteen- and nineteen-year-old mothers-to-be who had no one to turn to except Serena, who could be
            quite good at pretending to care. An anonymous tip to police led to her arrest. She’d pleaded guilty and last he knew, she
            had been serving a ten-year sentence at Lowell Correctional Institute for Women in central Florida.
         

         
         “Look at you,” Serena said with disgust. “I barely recognize you, and I’m your mother. It’s revolting, what you’ve done to yourself.” 

         
         Elliott wanted to get up and leave, but he knew Serena would make a scene, which would be worse than sitting quietly and taking
            the abuse. Elliott looked off toward the serving line, as if Serena weren’t even there.
         

         
         Serena rested her forearms on the table, lowering her voice as she spoke. “I’m gonna let you in on a little secret, honey.
            You didn’t have to become a man to fuck women. Ask half the inmates in this joint.”
         

         
         It was enough to draw a reaction from Elliott, and he looked right at Serena, his eyes smoldering.

         
         “Ah-ha!” she said with a chuckle. “I almost got you to say something, didn’t I? I heard you was on some kind of ‘speech strike.’
            Won’t even talk to your own lawyer. But I saw you communicating with Lucy over at the canteen, so I know you aren’t a zombie.
            Lord knows you never shut up when you were a girl. So, consider this one last opportunity to talk back to your momma and tell
            her to fuck off, like you used to.”
         

         
         Elliott would have loved to say it but held his tongue.

         
         “All right,” said Serena. “You don’t have to say nothing. Just listen to what I have to say. And then I’ll take my tray and
            go. Deal?”
         

         
         The proposal seemed agreeable. Elliott didn’t acknowledge it, but he listened.

         
         “First, let’s be clear about where you stand in my book. It doesn’t take a genius to figure out that the so-called anonymous
            tip that got me arrested didn’t come from a stranger. I know it was you. Bitch.”
         

         
         Elliott didn’t deny it.

         
         “Lucky for you, I didn’t come here to kick your ass. Fact is, I didn’t even ask for a transfer.”

         
         That seemed hard to believe, but Elliott let her keep talking.

         
         “I go back to my cell at Lowell next week,” said Serena. “The only reason I’m here is because that lady prosecutor needs me
            in Miami. What’s her name?”
         

         
         Clearly, she meant Julianna Weller. Elliott didn’t fill in the blank, though Serena had definitely piqued her interest.

         
         “You look bored,” Serena said, rising. “I was gonna tell you what this is all about, but if you ain’t talking, I’m done here.”

         
         She picked up her tray and started away from the table. A part of Elliott was telling him to let the witch go, but his curiosity
            took over.
         

         
         “Sit,” said Elliott.

         
         Serena stopped, her eyes widening. “What’s that? Did you say something?”

         
         With a jerk of his head, Elliott pointed at the empty chair. “Tell me what you came here to say.”

         
         Serena placed her tray on the table and retook her seat. “The prosecution is making me testify against you,” she said in a
            serious voice. “That’s why they brought me down here.”
         

         
         Elliott felt a chill. “What do you want me to do about that?”

         
         “I want you to put a stop to this nonsense.”

         
         “What nonsense?”

         
         “Stop being so thickheaded. Haven’t you put me through enough?”

         
         Elliott could scarcely believe his ears. “Haven’t I put you through enough?”
         

         
         “Oh, don’t sit there and act like you were the perfect child. Though I have to admit, I did like you better as a teenage slut
            than this—this, whatever it is you are now.”
         

         
         “You mean happy?”

         
         Serena glanced at the next table. Six women with gang tattoos were enjoying ice cream sandwiches from the canteen, which they’d
            undoubtedly charged to the account of their latest mark.
         

         
         “You call this happiness?” said Serena. “Who do you think you’re fooling with all these hormones and operations?”

         
         “Who were you trying to fool when you sold our car to buy a perfect pair of tits?”

         
         “A boob job is not even remotely the same thing. And stop trying to change the subject. This isn’t about me.”

         
         “It’s entirely about you! Why are you here? What does the prosecutor think you can tell them?”

         
         Serena sipped from her cup of water, then resumed her “I’ve got a secret” posture, leaning on her forearms. “I’m going to
            tell them what I know,” she said in a low, threatening tone. “Everything I know.”
         

         
         “You’ve been in prison. What could you possibly know that is of any value to the prosecution?”

         
         “More than you can imagine.”

         
         Elliott glared, but Serena didn’t flinch. “Am I supposed to be worried?” he asked.

         
         “Worried enough to make this stop.”

         
         “You keep talking as if I have some kind of magic power over the prosecutor. Like all I need to do is push a button. How could
            I make this stop, even if I wanted to?”
         

         
         “Confess.”

         
         Elliott scoffed, almost chuckling. “Is that why the prosecutor brought you here? She thinks I’ll give up a jailhouse confession
            to my mommy?”
         

         
         Serena kept a straight face. “You should confess.”

         
         “To something I didn’t do?”

         
         “Confess.”

         
         “Okay. I’ll play this little game you and Ms. Weller cooked up. Why would I confess?”

         
         Serena’s expression turned even more serious. “Because it saves you from being buried by your own mother’s testimony against
            you.”
         

         
         Their eyes locked. The hatred that had consumed a teenage Elle—that had taken Elliott years to suppress—was rushing to the surface. There was the constant stream of strange men to their apartment. The cooked meth on the coffee table from all-night binges. The teenage girl who had to run to her bedroom and hide from her mother’s so-called boyfriends, as Serena lay passed out on the couch. With those memories and worse flooding back, the only thing to stop Elliott from standing up and screaming at the top of his voice was the certainty that Serena wasn’t bluffing about a burial. Elliott needed this conversation to end, so he said what should have been said at the start. 

         
         “Fuck off.”

         
         Serena smiled, seemingly satisfied in her own perverse way that she’d gotten to Elliott. She picked up her tray and rose but
            lingered at the table for another moment. She had something more to say.
         

         
         “No mother should have to do what I’m being forced to do. But I guess you wouldn’t know anything about being a mother, would
            you—Elliott?”
         

         
         It was enough to push anyone over the edge, but Elliott still had bruises from that first jail fight with his cellmate, and
            a second disciplinary report was far too many. He didn’t make a move. He sat with his fists clenched, watching, as Serena
            carried her tray across the cafeteria to another table.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 32

         
         Andie’s nonstop flight to Miami landed just after sunset. She was first in line at the taxi stand at Arrivals, and she was
            eager to get home, but she wasn’t going straight to Key Biscayne.
         

         
         “Coconut Grove,” she told the driver.

         
         Her first stop was Cy’s Place. And it wasn’t for happy hour.

         
         Five hours in the air had given her time to process Francine’s advice. Her old friend was right. Unless she wanted to get
            herself and Francine fired, Andie couldn’t tell Jack or Theo that, whatever Theo was up to, it had caught the attention of
            law enforcement. But she couldn’t, as Francine had put it, “do nothing and let the chips fall where they may.” There was no
            perfect solution. But time was of the essence.
         

         
         The driver dropped her outside Cy’s Place. She grabbed her bag, went inside, and took an open stool at the bar. Theo was mixing
            a cocktail when he spotted her.
         

         
         “Hey, welcome back,” he said. “Is Jack coming?”

         
         “No. Just me tonight.”

         
         It was a thought-provoking moment, as if they simultaneously came to the realization that not once, ever, had Andie visited
            Cy’s Place without Jack.
         

         
         “Everything okay?” asked Theo.

         
         She forced a smile. “You got a minute?”

         
         Theo wiped his hands on a towel and invited her back to his office. Andie followed him to a tiny room adjacent to the kitchen that served as both a business office and a surplus storage room. Metal beer kegs lined one wall. Canisters of mixed nuts and bar snacks lined the other. There was barely enough room for two people, which didn’t make it any easier for Andie to say what needed to be said. 

         
         Theo closed the door. “Did something happen between you and Jack?”

         
         “No, nothing like that. We’re fine.”

         
         “Okay, good. What’s up?”

         
         She leaned against the nearest keg, still trying to find words. “Theo, we’re friends, right?”

         
         “Yeah. Of course.”

         
         “You know I would never want to hurt you.”

         
         “Whoa. Are you breaking up with me?”

         
         She smiled, then turned serious. “No. But I’m not joking around either.”

         
         “Sorry. Go ahead. If there’s something you need to get off your chest, I can take it.”

         
         She knew he could. If there was anything Theo respected, it was toughness.

         
         “You’re Jack’s oldest friend. My daughter loves you to death. You’re like family to all of us.”

         
         “Thank you.”

         
         Her expression turned deadly serious, and she looked him straight in the eye. “But if you ever do anything to embarrass Jack
            or bring shame on this family, I will rip you a new one. Do you understand me?”
         

         
         Theo stared back at her. He seemed to understand that there would be no explanation for the warning, not another word about
            it from Andie.
         

         
         “Understood,” said Theo.

         
         “Good. I hope that’s the end of this.”

         
         “Hope so,” said Theo, and he opened the door for her.

         
         Andie stepped out, grabbed her suitcase, and started toward the exit. On her way out, she passed one of the little round tables near the jazz musicians’ stage—the one where Jack had proposed to her. She walked faster, pushed open the door, and left Cy’s Place before Theo could see her lose her composure. 

         
         

         Jack was glad to be home.

         
         With Andie somewhere on assignment, he’d left Righley in the capable hands of their nanny for the duration of his not-so-great
            day in court. Catching up on other work had kept him in the office past eight o’clock. Max was the first to greet him as he
            stepped through the front door, tail wagging. Righley wasn’t far behind, and her voice was filled with excitement.
         

         
         “Daddy! Guess who’s home!”

         
         She grabbed his hand and nearly dragged him to the kitchen. Max followed, since a trip to the kitchen usually meant food.
            Andie stepped out from behind the counter and gave Jack a kiss.
         

         
         “What a nice surprise,” said Jack, smiling. Max squeezed in between their embrace, making himself into a golden retriever
            sandwich.
         

         
         “How long will you be home?” asked Jack.

         
         “Until the next undercover assignment,” she said.

         
         Righley hopped up onto the bar stool and said, “The bad guys got away.”

         
         Jack looked at Andie with concern. “Did someone blow your cover?”

         
         “No, nothing like that. Headquarters cut our budget.”

         
         “I’m sorry. So, Operation Jack Eats Junk Food is over?”

         
         “Very funny. But yes, it’s over.”

         
         “Then why are you still wearing your undercover wig?”

         
         “It’s not a wig.”

         
         Jack did a double take. “You cut your hair?”

         
         “Yes, I cut my hair. Why do you act so surprised?”

         
         “I’ve never known you without long hair. When’s the last time you wore it this short?”

         
         “Never. But most women go to a shorter style sooner or later. It’s part of growing up. Notice I didn’t say ‘getting old.’”

         
         “I guess that’s true.”

         
         “You don’t like it?”

         
         “Yes. I like it.”

         
         “I wanted you to love it.”

         
         Righley stood on the bar stool. “I love it!”

         
         “I love it too,” said Jack, as he lowered Righley back into the seat. “It’s just going to take some getting used to.”
         

         
         “I’m already used to it,” said Andie. Then she swiped at her hair, the way she would when it was long, but there was nothing
            on her shoulder.
         

         
         “You missed!” said Righley, and Jack snorted with laughter.

         
         “Okay, it might take a little time,” said Andie, smiling. Then she checked the clock on the wall. “It’s someone’s bedtime.”

         
         Righley groaned, but Andie promised to lie in the bed with her until she fell asleep, so she went peacefully. Jack grabbed
            a few beers from the refrigerator, put them in a bucket of ice, and stepped outside to relax in an Adirondack chair on the
            patio. Max went with him. Their little house on Key Biscayne had virtually no front yard, and the back wasn’t much either,
            except that they lived on the waterfront, which meant that the entire bay was their backyard. At night the gentle waves glistened
            in the moonlight, and the lights of Miami Beach twinkled in the distance. Jack wouldn’t have traded it for anything. Lawyer
            by day, “Key Rat” by night. He was chilling and on his second bottle of beer when his cell phone vibrated in his pocket. The
            incoming number was no cause for celebration, but he couldn’t ignore it. Julianna Weller was on the line.
         

         
         “To what do I owe the honor of a Friday evening call from the prosecution?” asked Jack.

         
         “Helena Pollard is selling her house.”

         
         “Sorry, but I’m happy where I live,” said Jack, stealing one more glance at the bay.

         
         The attempted humor fell flat.

         
         “The realtor is planning to stage the property on Monday. Movers are coming this weekend, the walls are getting a new coat of paint, and the floors will be polished. If the defense wants to take photographs or video, or if you just want to look around and take measurements, I’m giving you the courtesy of one last opportunity to inspect the house as it was on the night of Owen Pollard’s death. Are you interested?” 

         
         “When can I get in?”

         
         “I can have someone from my office meet you there tomorrow at eight a.m. You need to be out by nine.”

         
         “Thanks,” said Jack. “I’ll be there.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 33

         
         Jack picked up Theo on the way to the Pollard residence. His regular photographer was unavailable on short notice, and Theo
            was as good as anyone in a pinch. In theory.
         

         
         “I want just a few specific photographs,” said Jack, handing him a list.

         
         “What, no selfies? I take great ones. It’s the LeBron James wingspan.” He jutted his arm out the passenger-side window and
            snapped one as they passed a pack of Saturday morning cyclists who had turned the parkway into the Tour de France.
         

         
         “The list, Theo. Stick to it.”

         
         The Pollards lived on a quiet, tree-lined street in an older neighborhood where, as a kid, Jack would ride his bike on his
            way to the Dairy Queen. Most of the old ranch-style houses had been razed and replaced by the latest architectural rage in
            South Florida, giant concrete-and-glass cubes with flat roofs and all the personality of an office building. Others, like
            the Pollards’, had been renovated to add a second story, leaving a decent-sized yard.
         

         
         Jack parked on the street, where they waited for the prosecutor to arrive.

         
         “Hey, can I ask you something?” asked Theo.

         
         His tone seemed uncharacteristically serious. “Sure you can,” said Jack.

         
         “If there was something I needed to tell you but asked you to swear on your life that you would never tell Andie, what would
            you do?”
         

         
         It was a complicated question from someone who had literally trusted Jack with his life and was his most trusted friend ever since. Jack wanted to give a thoughtful answer. “I think it would depend,” said Jack. 

         
         “Depend on what?”

         
         “If you came to me as a client with a legal problem, then it would be the same as any other client. I couldn’t tell anyone,
            not even Andie.”
         

         
         “But otherwise?”

         
         “Otherwise,” he said, struggling. “Come on, Theo. You can’t ask me to swear on my life to keep secrets from my wife. I mean,
            you didn’t even tell me you were going into the gin business until you literally unveiled it for Cy and me.”
         

         
         Theo looked away, out the window. “Got it.”

         
         The silence made Jack uncomfortable. “Got it? What does that mean? Are you pissed at me?”

         
         “No, I ain’t pissed,” he said in an even tone. “It means I got it.”

         
         A sedan pulled into the driveway behind them. Julianna Weller and a junior prosecutor climbed out and started toward the Pollards’
            front door.
         

         
         “Let’s do this,” said Jack.

         
         They climbed out of the car and started up the driveway. “These pictures don’t have to be perfect,” said Jack. “The trial
            exhibits will come from the forensic team photos of the crime scene. I just need a few angles to fill in the holes for my
            own purposes.”
         

         
         “Got it,” said Theo. “And that don’t mean I’m pissed.”

         
         Jack smiled. Whatever their conversation in the car had been about, Theo seemed to be over it.

         
         They joined the prosecutors on the front porch. Weller thanked them for being on time and rang the doorbell. The sound of
            a big dog’s bark emerged from somewhere inside, and Jack recalled the courtroom testimony about a sheepdog named Boo. The
            door opened, and Helena was struggling to control her dog on a leash.
         

         
         “He’s friendly,” she said. “Come on in.”

         
         “Wait a second,” said Weller, addressing Jack. “Let’s keep foot traffic to a minimum. Who’s the big guy?”

         
         “I believe his name is Boo,” said Jack.

         
         “I meant him,” she said, indicating Theo.
         

         
         “He’s my photographer.”

         
         “Your photographer? Really?”

         
         “Queso,” said Theo, and he snapped a cheesy selfie.
         

         
         The dog sniffed Jack’s pant leg, which Jack attributed to the irresistible scent of eau de Max. Helena apologized, but clearly
            there was something more important on her mind.
         

         
         “Before we get started, could I have a word with Mr. Swyteck in private?”

         
         The prosecutor was less than enthusiastic. “Do you really think that’s a good idea?”

         
         Helena showed no interest in debating the matter, and Boo seemed eager to go outside. “Could you walk with me, Mr. Swyteck?”

         
         Jack followed her down the steps and across the front lawn to a fenced-in side yard. Helena opened the gate, unleashed Boo,
            and let him run free on the other side of the chain-link fence. It reminded Jack of Max when he was young, the way Boo turned
            a simple patch of grass into such a happy place.
         

         
         “How can I help you?” asked Jack.

         
         Her arms were folded tightly, which did not convey a warm vibe. “Help me? You could start by knocking off the insinuation
            that I killed my husband.”
         

         
         Jack didn’t want a confrontation. “Maybe Julianna Weller was right. This conversation might not be such a great idea.”

         
         Boo started barking. He was digging with the intensity of a hungry badger.

         
         “Boo!” Helena shouted.

         
         The barking stopped, but the digging continued. Helena let the dog have his fun, but she seemed to have the opposite in store for Jack. 

         
         “Mr. Swyteck, I want you to know something. Ms. Weller was very upset with you at the hearing. I actually stood up for you
            and told her you were just doing your job by pointing the finger at me. But you’ve gone too far.”
         

         
         “Have I?” asked Jack.

         
         “Yes, you have.”

         
         “The argument could be made that I didn’t go far enough.”

         
         “Seriously? I’d like to hear that argument.”

         
         “I could have asked you about your husband’s list of ‘Things Stressing Me Out.’ The repeated reference to ‘BB’s mom’ has always
            struck me as curious.”
         

         
         The dog started barking again. Digging through South Florida’s mixture of sand, marl, and rock wasn’t easy, and it didn’t
            take long to hit a solid bed of Miami limestone, but Boo seemed up to the challenge.
         

         
         “Boo, stop!” said Helena, but her focus remained on Jack. “What about ‘BB’s mom’?”

         
         Jack considered whether to take the shot he’d chosen not to take in court. He decided to go for it this time, using a machine
            gun cadence that would have never flown before Judge Garrison.
         

         
         “Mrs. Pollard, you knew that ‘BB’—Big Boy—is what Elle Carpenter called Austen in the womb, correct? You knew that no one
            referred to Austen as ‘BB’ after the adoption, right? So, if you wanted to lead someone to believe that my client drafted
            that list, using ‘BB’s mom’ instead of ‘Austen’s mom’ would be a smart move—wouldn’t you agree?”
         

         
         Helena’s eyes narrowed. “I didn’t kill my husband, Mr. Swyteck.”

         
         The barking was suddenly more aggressive.

         
         “Boo!”

         
         The dog froze, then backed away from the pile of dug-up rocks, darted across the yard, and stopped at the gate. Jack had seen his golden retriever settle into the same perfect “sit” in the same display of self-pride. It was a sure sign that Boo had something in his mouth for his master, though with a sheepdog the prize wasn’t exactly in plain sight. 

         
         “What you got there, boy?” asked Helena.

         
         “Stop,” said Jack.

         
         “What’s wrong?” asked Helena.

         
         “Stay calm and move slowly,” said Jack. “I think it’s a gun.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 34

         
         Helena spent Saturday afternoon at the ballet studio and stayed into the evening. Austen was with her but only to watch.

         
         Helena was the instructor for intermediate-level girls on pointe, and she wanted Austen to observe their first partnering
            class with boys. Austen sat quietly on a bench by the window, right beside Helena’s teaching assistant, a twenty-year-old
            ballerina whose professional career had ended overnight with a knee injury. Helena moved around the classroom offering corrections
            to the dancers. Her son might have been bored, but it was better than letting him exercise his thumbs playing videogames all
            afternoon, and the raging teenage hormones provided some entertainment. One of the eighth-grade girls sought out Helena during
            the midway break, literally holding her nose.
         

         
         “Ms. Pollard,” she whispered, “Jason smells so gross.”
         

         
         It was a common complaint. Girls could be on the younger side in pas de deux, but the boys had to be strong enough to lift,
            and some were practically men. Helena always came to class prepared.
         

         
         “Kirsten, I’m going to let you in on a ballerina’s little secret,” Helena said. She pulled a small jar of Vicks VapoRub from
            her bag and placed a dab between Kirsten’s nostrils and her upper lip.
         

         
         “How does that smell?”

         
         “Like medicine.”

         
         “Better than Jason?”

         
         “Much.”

         
         “On your way, girl,” said Helena, and Kirsten happily took her place with the other ballerinas at the barre.

         
         “Two more minutes!” Helena said in a voice loud enough for all. “If you need to use the bathroom, better be quick about it.”

         
         Helena took a seat beside Austen and quickly checked her phone. None of the messages caught her attention until she saw the
            voicemail from her lawyer. She stepped into the hallway and listened to it.
         

         
         “Helena, it’s Patricia Dubrow. I just received a call from Julianna Weller at the state attorney’s office. Call me as soon
            as you get this message. Don’t worry that it’s a Saturday night. It’s important that we talk.”
         

         
         Waiting until after class didn’t sound like an option. She went across the hall to the empty studio, closed the door, and
            dialed. Patricia answered after one ring and went straight to the point.
         

         
         “I got an update on that gun your dog dug up.”

         
         Helena felt a chill that went all the way to her toes. “Wait. Why did the prosecutor call you and not me?”

         
         “Very good question,” her lawyer said. “What this tells me is that, for purposes of keeping the victim’s family informed,
            the state attorney’s office is no longer treating you strictly as a family member.”
         

         
         Helena’s grip on the phone tightened. “Are you saying I’m a suspect in Owen’s death?”

         
         “I wouldn’t go that far. Weller probably doesn’t know how to treat you until a few things are sorted out. Things about the
            gun, in particular.”
         

         
         “Like what?”

         
         “Before I get into that, let me say one thing. Our relationship is entering a phase in which you need to understand my philosophy
            as a criminal defense lawyer. This is very important, and it’s very simple. You don’t have to tell me anything you don’t want
            to tell me. Do you understand?”
         

         
         Helena paused, not quite sure what to make of that statement. “I think so.”

         
         “Let me explain,” said Patricia. “Too much information from a client can limit the type of defense a lawyer can present at trial. For example, if the client says, ‘I was home alone sleeping in my own bed the night of the crime,’ the lawyer might be nervous about calling an alibi witness to the stand who wants to testify that the defendant was out until dawn dancing with him at the clubs.” 

         
         “I see,” said Helena.

         
         “Good. With that in mind, I’m going to tell you everything the prosecutor shared with me about the gun. All I want you to
            do is listen. Then think carefully before you respond. Or choose not to respond. Got it?”
         

         
         There was a knock at the door. Helena asked her lawyer to hold on and opened the door. It was Isabel, the teaching assistant
            with the bum knee.
         

         
         “Ms. Pollard, the class is ready for you,” she said.

         
         “Can you lead them at the barre for five minutes, please? I’ll be right there.”

         
         Isabel eagerly agreed, more than happy to teach for once, rather than just take notes.

         
         Helena closed the door and resumed the conversation. “I’m listening,” she said into her phone.

         
         “The first thing Ms. Weller told me was that the gun is a pistol made by Beretta. A twenty-two-caliber Bobcat. It’s one of
            those small, palm-sized handguns that women like to carry because they fit in just about any purse. Remember, Helena: Think
            before you respond.”
         

         
         “Okay,” said Helena, offering no response.

         
         “The gun will be checked for fingerprints on Monday,” said Patricia. “Then it will be sent to a ballistics expert, who will
            determine whether the markings on the gun match those on the bullet that was removed from your dog.”
         

         
         “Okay.”

         
         “The final piece of information the prosecutor shared with me is rather curious,” said Patricia. “The gun has no serial number.
            And I don’t mean the serial number was scratched off. I mean it has no serial number and never did.”
         

         
         Helena was silent.

         
         Patricia gave her a moment, then continued. “That’s all the information I have. Is there anything you want to tell me, Helena?”

         
         There was another knock on the door, followed by her teaching assistant’s desperate voice. “Ms. Pollard, the girls won’t listen
            to me.”
         

         
         Helena stayed with the call. “Patricia, now is not a good time. Can I call you later?”

         
         “Yes, of course.”

         
         The call ended. Helena took several deep breaths to regain her composure and then opened the door. Isabel looked like the
            saddest ballerina she’d ever seen.
         

         
         “I’m so sorry, Ms. Pollard. I let you down.”

         
         “You did the best you could,” she said with a sympathetic smile. “That’s all any of us can ever do.”

         
         

         Jack poured two glasses of sauvignon blanc and brought one to Andie. She was in the shower, getting ready for their first
            “date night” since her return from Seattle. The chilled wineglass fogged with condensation as he entered the steamy master
            bathroom.
         

         
         “Thanks, sweetie,” she said over the sound of running water. “Leave it on vanity next to my curling iron.”

         
         The vanity top was white marble, and Jack noticed a strand of Andie’s long dark hair that obviously predated her trip to Seattle,
            as it was at least three times her current length. He chided himself for wondering, just for an instant, how long it would
            take her hair to grow back.
         

         
         “Jerk,” he said to that guy in the mirror.

         
         The shower went silent. Andie’s body was a suggestive blur on the steamy side of the wet glass. She slipped on her robe, wrapped
            a towel around her wet hair, and stepped out. Jack handed her a glass of wine.
         

         
         “Cheers,” she said, and their glasses clicked. She went to the bedroom, and Jack followed. Two dresses lay flat on the bed.
            She held up the red one first. “This one?” Then the black. “Or this one?”
         

         
         Jack knew there was no right answer. “The red one?” he said, but it sounded like a guess, not an answer.

         
         She crinkled her nose and put the red one aside. “Black, definitely.”

         
         “Excellent choice,” said Jack.

         
         She sipped more wine. “So, how was your trip to the Pollards’ house this morning?”

         
         It was the kind of question she would never have asked earlier in their marriage, while “the Rule” was in place. Their marriage
            counselor had convinced them that it was healthier for two married people to talk about their jobs, even if they were on opposite
            sides of the law, so to speak. Jack agreed with the concept, but he just didn’t feel like talking about the Pollards.
         

         
         “Tons of fun,” he said. “Can’t think of a better way to spend my Saturday morning.”

         
         “Did you take Theo with you?”

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         She set her wineglass on the nightstand and took another look at the red dress. “Do you really think that’s a good idea? Taking
            Theo, I mean.”
         

         
         “Well, yeah,” said Jack. “He’s my investigator.”

         
         “I know he is.” She went to the closet, found another black dress, and laid it on the bed beside the others for comparison.
            Then she picked up her thought. “Sometimes I just wonder: Have you ever considered hiring a real investigator?”
         

         
         The conversation was taking a strange turn. “Theo is real,” said Jack. “Why would you even ask that question?”
         

         
         “I’m just trying to be helpful. I know tons of former FBI agents now working as private investigators. They’d love to work
            with you.”
         

         
         Jack clearly hadn’t given enough thought to the full ramifications of dropping the Rule and talking to each other about their
            work like a normal married couple. “Andie, I think we’re both happy to be rid of the Rule, but do you think maybe the pendulum
            is swinging too far in the other direction?”
         

         
         “What do you mean?”

         
         “First, you called while you were undercover to tell me about my client’s juvenile conviction. Now you’re home for twenty-four
            hours, and you want me to fire Theo.”
         

         
         “I didn’t say you should fire Theo. Just mix it up. Maybe take a ‘Theo break.’”

         
         “What do you have against Theo?”

         
         “Nothing. Why are you so defensive?”

         
         “Andie, what is going on between you and Theo?”

         
         “Nothing is going on.”

         
         “Something is up. Theo is not one for heartfelt conversations. But this morning, when we were in the car, he wanted to know
            if he told me something private, could he count on me not to tell anyone—including you.”
         

         
         “Hmm. That’s interesting. What did you say?”

         
         “I said it would depend on—”

         
         “Wait. You said ‘it depends’?” she asked, incredulous.

         
         Jack was taken aback. “I was going to say it depends on—”

         
         “It doesn’t depend on anything,” she said, interrupting again. “You don’t keep secrets from your wife.”
         

         
         “It’s not about keeping secrets. I was talking about professional confidences.”

         
         “Oh, that makes all the difference, Jack. Anything Theo doesn’t want you to tell me is a professional confidence. Anything
            that he says is okay to tell me is not.”
         

         
         Jack needed a second to catch up. It had been a long time since they’d talked past each other like this. “No, that’s not what
            I’m saying.”
         

         
         “I honestly don’t know what you’re saying, Jack. But Theo is your best friend. He’s not your wife. I’m your wife. Please remember that.”
         

         
         “Andie, come on. You’re not being fair.”

         
         She grabbed her wineglass, but she’d clearly reached a breaking point. “You know what, Jack? This has been a terrible week. My assignment was canceled. I left an eighteen-year-old girl high and dry, and God only knows what’s going to happen to her. Now you and I are fighting again. I just want to lie down with Righley and hug my girl. You go have your boys’ night with Theo.” 

         
         She walked out and started down the hallway to Righley’s room.

         
         Jack stood for a moment, not sure what had just hit him. Slowly, he shuffled toward the bed and took a seat on the edge of
            the mattress, next to Andie’s dresses.
         

         
         Max pushed himself up from his dog bed in the corner, lazily crossed the room, and laid his big head in Jack’s lap. He was
            getting old, but he was still the most “talkative” golden retriever Jack had ever known, and he seemed to grunt out a few
            words as Jack stroked his snout.
         

         
         “You’re right,” Jack said. “I should have picked the black one.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 35

         
         Helena left Austen at home with a babysitter and drove to C. J. Vandermeer’s waterfront estate on Miami Beach.

         
         It was time for a showdown.

         
         North of the famous South Beach area, a line of towering Australian palm trees stretched for about forty blocks, dividing
            north-south traffic on a street known, appropriately enough, as Pine Tree Drive. CJ’s modern two-story mansion was on the
            east side, facing the Intracoastal Waterway, though the massive house and lush landscaping made it impossible to gather even
            a glimpse of the waterway from the street. His driveway was packed with vehicles when Helena pulled up, so she parked on the
            median beneath a pine tree and walked across the street.
         

         
         CJ lived alone, but he was rarely without company. Owen had told her that every night was a party at CJ’s. Helena had never
            witnessed anything firsthand, but CJ had told her on multiple occasions that she was always welcome—so long as she didn’t
            bring Owen. She’d never taken him up on the offer. Never needed to. Until tonight.
         

         
         Helena climbed the grand staircase to the glass entrance doors on the second level, which was the main floor. The doors were
            fourteen feet high, and the back of the house was completely glass, so Helena could see all the way through to the infinity
            pool and, beyond that, a drop-dead view of the waterway and twinkling skyline of Miami Beach. Helena counted far too many
            partiers for the number of cars in the driveway, which probably meant that most had arrived by ride service—a wise move in
            a neighborhood where not even Justin Bieber could talk his way out of an arrest for drag racing past the pine trees in his
            yellow Lamborghini.
         

         
         Helena rang the doorbell. A server answered, and the moment the door opened, it was as if someone had suddenly cranked the stereo to maximum volume. 

         
         “Can I help you?” the server asked. She was just three feet away from Helena, but she practically had to shout to be heard
            over the music.
         

         
         “I’m here to see CJ,” said Helena.

         
         “Name?”

         
         Helena gave it, and the server checked the guest list on her phone. “You’re not on the list,” she said. “I can let you in,
            but only if you go straight to the swimming pool.”
         

         
         Helena took another look. As far as she could tell, everyone in the pool was younger than her and completely naked. A few
            looked even younger than her dance students.
         

         
         “I just need five minutes with CJ,” said Helena.

         
         “That’s a little quick. Even for CJ.”

         
         It sounded like a joke, but Helena was starting to think the gatekeeper was just stupid. “Not that kind of ‘five minutes.’
            I need to talk—”
         

         
         Helena stopped midsentence, as she spotted CJ coming up the stairs. He had a young woman on each arm, and it was a tossup
            as to who looked the most stoned.
         

         
         “CJ!” Helena shouted.

         
         He stopped, smiled, and said something to his girlfriends du jour. They seemed disappointed to be given the “buzz off,” until
            CJ handed them a packet of something—fentanyl-free, Helena hoped—and they were happy again. They headed back downstairs to
            the party, and CJ went to Helena.
         

         
         “Finally, you accepted my standing invitation,” he said with a grin. “Come inside. Join the party. Would you like to go for
            a swim?”
         

         
         Helena noted that he didn’t ask if she’d brought a bathing suit. “I’m good,” she said.

         
         CJ took her by the elbow and tried to lead her toward the staircase, but she shook free and stopped.

         
         “I’m not here to party, CJ.”

         
         “Everybody comes here to party.”

         
         Helena gazed through the glass wall to the bacchanalia on the lawn. Two more naked bodies splashed into the swimming pool.
            The dance floor, too, had suddenly become “clothing optional.” The night was starting to look less like a “party” and more
            like a brothel scene from Game of Thrones, but Helena kept her focus.
         

         
         “I came to talk about the gun my dog dug up in the yard this morning.”

         
         CJ fell silent. He seemed to appreciate the seriousness of the matter. “Let’s talk in there,” he said, pointing with a glance
            toward the door at the end of the hallway.
         

         
         Helena went with him. CJ opened the door. Helena froze, but the oiled-up threesome on the mattress kept at it, unfazed by
            the audience.
         

         
         “Out!” CJ shouted.

         
         A woman and two men ran naked across the room, out the door, and into the hallway. CJ closed the door.

         
         “Remind me to burn those bedsheets,” he said.

         
         “Can you please be serious for thirty seconds?”

         
         “Yes, of course. Go ahead.”

         
         Helena took a breath. “Boo found my Beretta in the yard.”

         
         “Interesting,” he said dryly.

         
         “The police say it has no serial number.”

         
         “Very interesting.”

         
         “Is that all you can say, CJ? Interesting?”
         

         
         “What do you want me to say?”

         
         “I want you to explain why the gun you gave me has no serial number on it.”

         
         His expression turned very serious. He almost looked sober. “Here’s the thing, Helena: I never gave you a gun.”

         
         Her mouth fell open. “What do you mean you never gave me a gun? You gave me that Beretta when—”

         
         Helena stopped herself. Her blood was about to boil, as the realization set in. “I’ve been set up,” she said in disbelief.

         
         “Excuse me?”

         
         “You bastard,” she said sharply. “You set this up to make it look like Owen’s death was my fault.”
         

         
         “That’s not possible.”

         
         “How is it not possible?”

         
         “The way I understand the term, a ‘setup’ would mean you didn’t shoot Owen.”

         
         Helena had always considered CJ dangerous. Even so, she was beginning to think she’d underestimated him.

         
         There was a knock on the door. CJ answered. It was the woman they’d chased from the room. She was wrapped in what appeared
            to be a curtain or drapery from one of the other bedrooms.
         

         
         “Uh, can we get our clothes, CJ? Please?”

         
         Helena had seen and heard enough. “Hope you get an STD, you pig,” she told CJ on her way out. Then she stopped short in the
            hallway. The lighting was dim, but there was something familiar about the woman wrapped in the drapery.
         

         
         “Aren’t you Elliott Stafford’s girlfriend?” she asked.

         
         “Me? No. Who’s Elliott?”

         
         Helena detected some nervousness in her response, and she was almost certain that she’d seen the young woman around the courthouse
            for the hearing. But she let it drop.
         

         
         “Never mind.”

         
         Helena hurried down the hallway, never looking back on her way to the front door, down the steps, and across the street to
            her car.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 36

         
         Cy’s Place was buzzing with live jazz and happy customers on Saturday night. It was standing room only at the bar, and Theo
            was in mixologist mode. But Jack felt alone. His date night with Andie had turned into a therapy session on a bar stool. At
            the end of the musicians’ first set, Theo poured Jack a shot of tequila to give his beer something to chase.
         

         
         “On the house,” he said.

         
         “No way I’m doing shots tonight,” said Jack.

         
         “Suit yourself.” Theo belted back his own pour and slammed down the empty shot glass. Then he leaned onto the bar and looked
            Jack in the eye.
         

         
         “So, when you say, ‘Andie jumped all over me’—that’s a good thing, right?”

         
         “No, wise-ass. I’m saying she picked a fight and called off our date night for no reason.”

         
         “No reason?” he asked skeptically.

         
         Jack had no idea how to explain to Theo that Andie’s problem was Theo. “None whatsoever,” he said.
         

         
         Jack’s cell phone vibrated. He hoped it was Andie calling to tell him that he was right, the red dress was the better choice,
            and their date was back on. He didn’t recognize the incoming number, but he was glad he took the call. It was Sheila, Elliott’s
            girlfriend from work.
         

         
         “There’s something you should know,” she said. “The gun that was found at the Pollard house today has no serial number.”

         
         Jack pressed the phone harder against one ear and covered the other with his hand to shut out the bar noise. Then he realized the background noise was coming from her end of the line. 

         
         “How do you know this?” he asked.

         
         “I’m at a party at CJ’s house right now. I heard him and Helena talking.”

         
         Jack was even more confused. “Helena is partying with CJ?”

         
         “No, no. I can explain everything, but there’s something I need to show you if any of this is going to make sense to you.
            Can you meet me at the gun destruction plant where we met the last time?”
         

         
         “Tonight?”

         
         “Yes. The weekend guard is cool. He’ll let me in, no questions asked.”

         
         It wasn’t the Saturday night he’d planned, but it sounded like Sheila was primed to reveal something critical, and experience
            had taught Jack to strike when the iron was hot.
         

         
         “I can be there in thirty minutes.”

         
         She agreed, and the call ended. Jack trusted Sheila, but for a trip after dark to the industrial part of town, it couldn’t
            hurt to be in the company of a bruiser like Theo. It was time for Jack’s marriage counselor to change hats.
         

         
         “No more tequila shots,” said Jack. “I need you to come with me to meet Sheila at CJ’s plant.”

         
         Theo halted behind the bar, then made a face. “Sorry, dude. Can’t do it. It’s Saturday night, and I got no one to cover the
            bar.”
         

         
         Perhaps that was true, but “sorry” was not Theo’s typical response. It was especially weird after Andie’s suggestion that
            he replace Theo. Something strange was going on, but Jack didn’t have time to play Dr. Phil to everyone’s feelings.
         

         
         “No problem,” said Jack, and he went to his car.

         
         The drive to the north side of the city took less than his thirty-minute estimate, even without Theo’s lead foot. Sheila met him outside the employee entrance, the same place Elliott had met them on the first visit, and she let Jack inside. They continued down the corridor and through the warehouse filled with padlocked boxes of inventory earmarked for destruction, which Jack remembered from before. This time, however, they walked past the locked entrance to the firearms-destruction area, where, the last time, Sheila had demonstrated that the only part of the firearm their machines actually destroyed was the frame. Jack had an inkling as to where Sheila was leading them this time. 

         
         “Are we about to see what happens to the gun parts that aren’t destroyed?”

         
         “Decent guess,” said Sheila, “but not exactly right.”

         
         She entered a key code and opened the door, and the lights switched on as Jack entered. It was another warehouse, smaller
            than the other one, and the shelves were filled with cardboard boxes instead of padlocked crates. Sheila pulled one of the
            boxes from the shelf and cut it open. There were no guns inside, but to Jack, the contents looked decidedly “gun-shaped.”
         

         
         “Are those handgun frames?” asked Jack.

         
         “Yup,” said Sheila. “With no serial numbers.”

         
         It didn’t take long for Jack to piece things together. “You destroy the frames on the incoming guns in compliance with federal
            regulations. Then you ship out the salvaged parts with new frames that have no serial number.”
         

         
         “Frame sold separately,” said Sheila.

         
         “Hold on,” said Jack. “You can’t possibly have a replacement frame in this warehouse for every conceivable firearm that comes
            into this plant for destruction.”
         

         
         “Follow me,” said Sheila. She led them down the aisle. The box-filled shelves to their left and right made it feel like a walk through a tunnel, and as they emerged at the end, Sheila switched on the light. A line of machines of some sort came into view. An assortment of cables connected the machines to a bank of computers. Coils and hoses led to large metal tanks. Jack would have needed a PhD in chemistry to decipher the labels on the tanks, but based on the remnants on the concrete floor, he guessed that the chemicals, when mixed, created a kind of resin or plastic. 

         
         “Three-D printer,” said Sheila. “Ghost gun customers don’t typically have access to one, so it’s a service we provide. Dial
            up the make and model, print it, ship it.”
         

         
         “So,” said Jack, thinking aloud, “for every gun with a serial number that comes in the front door for destruction, there’s—”

         
         “There’s a kit to build a gun with no serial number going out the back door,” said Sheila, finishing his thought.

         
         “That can’t be legal. I’m no firearms expert, but it was pretty big news when the Supreme Court approved federal regulations
            requiring serial numbers on gun kits.”
         

         
         “I don’t know, and I don’t care,” said Sheila. “I’m not a corporate whistleblower. I wanted Elliott’s lawyer to see this because
            the gun that Rover dug up in the Pollards’ yard has no serial number. My guess is that it came from this building.”
         

         
         Jack was on Sheila’s wavelength. “The gun was planted,” he said.

         
         “That was my thought,” said Sheila. “Isn’t it convenient that the gun no one could find suddenly turns up, and—voilà!—it came
            from the plant where Elliott worked?”
         

         
         “Not only that,” said Jack. “The prosecutor told me to meet her at the Pollard house at nine a.m., which happened to be the
            exact moment at which the dog dug up a gun in the yard.”
         

         
         “You think the prosecutor planted it?” asked Sheila.

         
         Jack looked away, thinking. “I don’t know,” he said. “But it sure feels like somebody did.”

         
         “What are you going to do about that?” she asked.

         
         “That depends on two things,” said Jack. “One, whether I can get Elliott to talk to me.”

         
         “Maybe I can help with that,” said Sheila. “What’s the second thing?”

         
         “Whether Elliott’s fingerprints turn up on the gun.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 37

         
         Helena’s workweek started with a Monday morning visit to the law office of Patricia Dubrow. The receptionist offered coffee,
            but she didn’t need the caffeine. She already had the jitters, and it was impossible to follow her lawyer’s advice to “just
            relax.”
         

         
         The forensic team had lifted Helena’s fingerprints from the gun in her yard, which was no surprise. Even though the recovered
            Beretta had no serial number, Helena didn’t deny it was hers. If the prosecution was to remain focused on Elliott Stafford,
            Helena had some explaining to do. A polygraph had been her lawyer’s idea—but only if it was administered privately by an examiner
            she trusted.
         

         
         “Have you ever taken a polygraph examination before?” the examiner asked.

         
         “No,” said Helena.

         
         The ergonomic chairs at the conference room table looked comfortable enough, but Helena was seated in a stiff wooden chair
            provided by the polygraph examiner. An inflatable rubber bladder behind her back and pneumographic tubes at her chest and
            abdomen tracked her respiratory activity. A blood pressure cuff tracked her cardio. Two fingers on her left hand were wired
            with electrodes. Seated across the table was David Simms, a former FBI agent who, in Patricia’s estimation, was the best private
            polygraph examiner in Miami.
         

         
         “Before we begin, I want to restate our understanding for the record,” said Patricia.

         
         Both her lawyer and the prosecutor were standing behind Helena, out of her line of sight, so as not to add to her anxiety.

         
         “There’s no stenographer here,” said the prosecutor, “so I’m not sure what you mean by ‘for the record.’”

         
         “I want a crystal-clear understanding,” said Patricia. “My client has voluntarily agreed to submit to a polygraph examination
            relating to the firearm that her dog uncovered in her yard on Saturday.”
         

         
         “Yes,” said Weller, “and we agreed not to ask, ‘Did you kill your husband?’ Can we please proceed?”

         
         “I’m not finished,” said Patricia. “We omitted that question not because we have something to hide. No offense to Mr. Simms,
            but polygraph examinations are far from infallible. I’ve seen liars pass and honest people fail. It would be malpractice for
            me to let an innocent client sit in a room with a state prosecutor and answer a question like ‘Did you commit murder?,’ only
            to have a polygraph examiner misinterpret the results and find signs of deception. This examination is therefore limited to
            the agreed-upon questions.”
         

         
         “Understood,” said Weller.

         
         “Here we go then,” said the examiner. “Ms. Pollard, is your first name Helena?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         Simms was watching his cardio-amplifier and galvanic skin monitor atop the table. Some examiners used fully computerized equipment,
            but Simms was old-school: a paper scroll was rolling as the needle inked out a warbling line.
         

         
         Patricia had explained the process to Helena in advance, so she knew that the examiner’s first task was to put her at ease
            with softball questions. Do you like ice cream? Is your hair green? They seemed innocuous, but with each spoken answer he
            was monitoring her physiological response to establish the lower parameters of her blood pressure, respiration, and perspiration.
            It was a game of cat and mouse. The examiner needed to quiet her down, then catch her in a small lie that would serve as a
            baseline reading for a falsehood. The standard technique was to ask something even a truthful person might lie about.
         

         
         “Have you ever thought about sex in church?”

         
         “Mmm, no.”

         
         Helena gnawed her lip. What a giveaway. Didn’t need a polygraph to know that she’d lied about that one.

         
         The examiner appeared satisfied. Helena had been caught in a lie, and Simms knew what her “lies” looked like on the polygraph.
            The real questions were soon to come.
         

         
         “Do you know how to dance ballet?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Do you own a handgun?”

         
         The first question that mattered. Helena tried not to panic. “Yes.”

         
         “Is your son’s name Austen?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Have you ever visited the moon?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “Did you bury your gun in your yard?”

         
         Important question number two. “No.”

         
         “Do you speak Japanese?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “Did you hide your gun from the police?”

         
         Another big one. “No.”

         
         “Are you sitting down now?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Did you fire your gun on the day your husband died?”

         
         The paydirt question. Under Patricia’s agreement with the prosecutor, it was as close as the examiner would come to asking
            if Helena shot Owen.
         

         
         “No,” said Helena.

         
         There was silence, save for the hum of the machine. The next few moments seemed to last forever, but finally the examiner
            asked another question.
         

         
         “Are you glad this test is over?”

         
         “Yes,” she said with a cathartic smile.

         
         Simms turned off the machine and helped Helena disconnect the wires. The prosecutor stepped out from behind Helena and handed the examiner her business card. 

         
         “How soon until we get the results?” she asked.

         
         “I can email a report by the end of the day,” he said.

         
         “That’s good enough for me,” said Patricia. “I’m sure this will only confirm what we already know. My client had nothing to
            do with the death of her husband.”
         

         
         Helena’s nerves were still frayed from the whole experience, and she was trying to avoid making eye contact with the prosecutor,
            but she couldn’t help herself.
         

         
         Weller’s expression chilled her.

         
         “We shall see,” said Weller. She thanked the examiner for his time and left the room.

         
         “What was that about?” asked Helena.

         
         The examiner was still packing up his equipment, and talking in front of him wasn’t smart. Helena and her lawyer stepped out
            of the conference room to another office across the hall.
         

         
         “Weller is still angry that I wouldn’t let the examiner ask the home run question: Did you shoot your husband.”

         
         “You explained the reason to her,” said Helena.

         
         “I did. And she’ll come around as soon as we find out you passed the polygraph with flying colors. For now it’s just more
            prosecutorial drama. Ignore it.”
         

         
         Helena hated drama. Owen was drama. But there was something else on her mind. “What if I didn’t pass?”

         
         “It’s possible,” said Patricia. “Like I said from the beginning, there’s a reason polygraph results are not admissible in
            court. Good liars keep their cool and pass. Honest people get nervous and fail.”
         

         
         “But if Mr. Simms tells the prosecutor I failed the test, what do we do then?”

         
         Patricia laid a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “Then we figure out another way to keep Elliott Stafford from getting away
            with murder.”
         

         
         

         It was Andie’s first day back in the Miami field office in nearly three weeks. And she was in a funk.

         
         An undercover agent’s return from assignment was normally an adrenaline rush, with kudos from supervisors and colleagues eager
            for war stories. But there were no high fives and congratulations for canceled operations. The downtown office had over a
            thousand employees. It simply wasn’t possible that all of them knew that headquarters had pulled the plug. Yet, as Andie walked alone through the lobby, it sure felt like everyone
            knew.
         

         
         She grabbed a cup of coffee from the kitchen and continued down the hall. The assistant special agent in charge was in his
            office, and his door was open. Andie stopped and knocked on the door frame.
         

         
         “Got a minute?”

         
         Todd Tidwell was the newest ASAC, one of three in South Florida. He invited her in, and she took a seat in the antique Windsor
            armchair facing his desk.
         

         
         “Sorry about Seattle,” he said.

         
         “Thanks. I’ll get over it. Except for maybe one thing. And I don’t mean my haircut.”

         
         He smiled. “I didn’t say a word. Don’t report me to HR, Henning.”

         
         “No worries,” said Andie, and then she turned serious. “I’ve hardly slept since I’ve been home. I can’t stop thinking about
            Graciela.”
         

         
         “Who?”

         
         She took a minute to tell him about her contact, the teenage girl in the motel room, a sex-trafficking victim. “I want to
            help her.”
         

         
         “Andie, the operation has been deep-sixed.”

         
         “I want to help her,” she said, repeating her words with added emphasis.

         
         Tidwell didn’t immediately say no—which was the reason she’d gone to see him over the other two ASACs.

         
         “It can’t be you who helps her. You can’t blow your cover, even after the operation is over.”

         
         “I know. I have a plan.”

         
         “All right. Write up one page for me. Let’s see if there’s something we can do.”

         
         “Thank you.”

         
         “Anything else?”

         
         She couldn’t mention Francine by name. “Yes. I assume I’ll get an official notice on this, but I’ve heard through the grapevine
            that I’ve been walled off from a new investigation. What’s that about?”
         

         
         “Operation P-P-P. Port-au-Prince Pipeline.”

         
         “As in ‘iron pipeline’?”

         
         “Yeah. Gun-running. Haiti’s government has been in a shambles since the assassination of President Jovenel Moise, and its
            people are at the mercy of heavily armed gangs. The country has one of the highest rates of gun violence in the world, but
            it doesn’t have a single weapons or ammunition factory.”
         

         
         “The guns have to come from somewhere else.”

         
         “Exactly. Which is why a handgun that sells for four hundred bucks in Miami can be resold to Haitian gangs for ten grand or
            more.”
         

         
         It was interesting information, but Andie needed to get to the heart of the matter. “Does Operation P-P-P have anything to
            do with Owen Pollard’s gun destruction facility? Is that why I’m walled off? Because of Jack’s case?”
         

         
         Andie knew it wasn’t Jack. Francine had told her it was Theo. The ASAC’s response would tell her how straight he was willing
            to be with her.
         

         
         “I can’t tell you why you’re walled off, Andie. You’re walled off.”

         
         At least he didn’t lie to her.

         
         “I understand,” she said. “But let me ask you one favor. If there comes a point where Operation P-P-P is going to come crashing
            down on the head of Jack or anyone else in my family, I want to be there when it happens.”
         

         
         “You can’t interfere.”

         
         “I know. There may be nothing I can do. But maybe I can stop something terrible from happening just by being there. That’s
            all I ask.”
         

         
         “All right,” he said, seeming to acquiesce. “I’ll see what I can do.”

         
         She thanked him, they shook hands, and Andie started for the door. Then she stopped. Being too specific carried some risk
            of outing Francine as her source, but she wanted no misunderstandings.
         

         
         “And by the way,” said Andie. “To me, Theo Knight is family.”

         
         Tidwell showed little reaction. She waited for a response, which came finally, and even though he spoke in a matter-of-fact
            tone, he seemed to be on her side.
         

         
         “I knew it wasn’t Jack you were worried about.”

         
         It was more than the “bone” Andie had thought he might throw her way. She gave him a quick thumbs-up and left the ASAC’s office.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 38

         
         Jack returned to Turner-Guilford-Knight Correctional Center on Wednesday for the deposition of Elliott’s mother.

         
         Florida rules of criminal procedure allowed both the prosecution and defense to depose key witnesses before trial. First on
            the prosecution’s list was Serena Carpenter. Jack knew from a simple background check that she was a convicted felon serving
            a ten-year sentence at a maximum-security penitentiary, but her exact role in the case against Elliott was unclear. A guard
            had tipped off Jack that she’d seen Elliott speaking to his mother in the cafeteria, so Jack arrived early and tried to speak
            to his client before the deposition. The conversation went nowhere. At least as to Jack, the “speech strike” was ongoing.
         

         
         “Please swear in the witness,” said the prosecutor.

         
         Jack was seated opposite the prosecutor at a rectangular table in the center of a windowless room. A videographer stood at
            one end of the table to record the deposition. The witness sat facing the camera, dressed in a prison jumpsuit, flanked by
            the stenographer to her right and her attorney to the left. Jack didn’t know Racquel “Rocky” Horford well, but her reputation
            was to avoid trial by cutting deals for her clients. Jack suspected that a deal was already in the works for a “good word”
            from the prosecutor to the parole board in exchange for truthful but helpful testimony against Elliott.
         

         
         The room was silent, the stenographer’s fingers frozen on the keys, as the witness pondered whether to “swear to tell the
            truth.” A simple “I do” was the well-worn formality, but Elliott’s mother had her own way of doing things.
         

         
         “Sure, why not?” said Serena.

         
         The prosecutor introduced herself to the witness, then made a statement for the record:

         
         “Because the witness is incarcerated outside Miami-Dade County, she may be unavailable for trial. If that is the case, this
            video-recorded deposition testimony will serve as her trial testimony. Defense counsel should comport himself accordingly.”
         

         
         Jack took the warning to heart: This deposition might be his only chance to cross-examine Elliott’s mother. “Understood,”
            said Jack.
         

         
         The prosecutor began with the usual formalities and quickly established the witness’s relationship to the defendant. Then
            her questioning focused on a very specific moment in time.
         

         
         “Ms. Carpenter, I was to ask you about the day Elle Carpenter gave birth to a baby boy.”

         
         “I remember it well,” she said. “I was with her in the hospital room when it happened.”

         
         “On that day, was it your understanding that Elle would be giving up the baby for adoption?”

         
         “That was everyone’s understanding. We had a written agreement with Mr. and Mrs. Pollard. They were in the waiting room.”

         
         “Did that understanding come into question at any point in time?”

         
         “Yeah. Elle changed her mind.”

         
         “When?”

         
         “It was pretty quick. Even where the adoptive parents have been picked and are outside the room waiting, they don’t just whisk
            the baby away from the mother the moment she gives birth. Elle got to hold the baby. When the nurse came to take him, Elle
            looked at me and said, ‘I’m keeping him.’”
         

         
         “What happened next?”

         
         “We argued, but Elle wouldn’t budge. So, I went to talk to Mr. and Mrs. Pollard in the waiting room. I told them Elle had
            changed her mind.”
         

         
         “They were upset, I assume.”

         
         “Very. They asked if I could get her to change it back.”

         
         “What did you tell them?”

         
         “I said maybe I could. But it would cost them another two hundred and fifty thousand dollars.”

         
         Jack took a breath. The Pollards were not a perfect couple, but no one deserved to be treated that way.

         
         The prosecutor continued. “Did they pay you the money?”

         
         “They did.”

         
         “Were you able to persuade Elle to change her mind?”

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         “How?”

         
         The witness glanced in Jack’s direction, and they made brief eye contact. She seemed to be enjoying the fact that Jack was
            hearing all of this for the first time from her and not from his client.
         

         
         “I told Elle if she went through with the adoption, I would pay for all the treatments she wanted.”

         
         Serena shot another glance in Jack’s direction, as if to say, How do you like that, counselor?

         
         “By treatments, do you mean gender treatment?” asked the prosecutor.

         
         “Yeah. That shit’s expensive. Hormones. Surgeries. Meds. Since she was fifteen years old, my daughter was threatening to run
            off to Mexico and have it done by some quack on the cheap. I always fought her, until we cut this deal in the hospital. Honestly,
            I never thought she’d go through with it, even after we had the money. Obviously, I was wrong.”
         

         
         “Very wrong,” said the prosecutor. “Now I want to move forward in time. After Elle became Elliott, did the two of you ever
            discuss the decision to go through with the adoption?”
         

         
         “Oh, yeah. That was interesting.”

         
         Jack took a breath. Interesting. Mass murder was “interesting.” Adultery was “interesting.” It was one of those words that could lead to just about anything.
         

         
         “Tell us about that,” said the prosecutor.

         
         “Elle—I mean Elliott—came to see me. We hadn’t spoken to each other in probably five years.”

         
         “Why did Elliott come to see you?”

         
         “She—sorry, he—wanted to get something off his chest.”

         
         “What?”

         
         “Well, a lot of hurtful things were said. But what it all came down to was that he would never forgive me for making him give
            up her—his—baby for adoption.”
         

         
         “Because he could never have another baby? Is that right?”

         
         “Objection,” said Jack. “The witness is not a mind reader.”

         
         There was no judge to rule on his objections, but Jack needed to preserve them for the record if the video recording was to
            be used at trial.
         

         
         “I suppose so,” said Serena.

         
         “Did Elliott tell you anything else?”

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         “What?”

         
         The witness paused and then glanced at her attorney. Jack had the distinct impression that she was trying to make sure she
            stated her answer exactly right—exactly as rehearsed.
         

         
         “Elliott told me that he was going to get his baby back.”

         
         There it was. The deposition’s raison d’être. Not exactly a “motive” to kill Owen Pollard, but it was at least an explanation
            of how things had turned deadly: a botched mission to reclaim the only child Jack’s client would ever bring into the world.
         

         
         “Thank you, Ms. Carpenter. I have no further questions at this time. Mr. Swyteck, I pass the witness.”

         
         Jack grabbed the figurative baton and moved quickly, giving the witness no time to adjust to what was coming.

         
         “Ms. Carpenter, the two hundred fifty thousand dollars you demanded from Owen and Helena Pollard at the hospital was not the
            only time you demanded money from an adoptive family, was it?”
         

         
         “It was the first time. But no, not the last.”

         
         “According to court records I’ve seen, you were arrested two years later. You helped a nineteen-year-old pregnant woman arrange a private adoption and then, just after she gave birth, you demanded a hundred thousand dollars from the adoptive family to complete the adoption. You pleaded guilty to multiple felonies and are currently serving a ten-year sentence in Lowell Correctional Institute for Women, correct?” 

         
         “Yes. I regret that.”

         
         “Do you also regret the way you extorted the Pollard family?”

         
         Her lawyer raised her hand like a traffic cop. “Don’t answer that question, Serena. Mr. Swyteck, I have to object to your
            use of the word extorted. My client has never been charged with any crime relating to the adoption of Austen Pollard.”
         

         
         Jack spoke only to the witness. “And you’d like to keep it that way, wouldn’t you, Ms. Carpenter.”

         
         “I join in the objection,” said the prosecutor.

         
         “Let me ask it this way,” said Jack. “Ms. Carpenter, has the State of Florida promised you anything in exchange for your testimony
            here today?”
         

         
         “No.”

         
         “But you hope there’s something in it for you, don’t you? You’re testifying against my client in the hope that you won’t be
            charged for extorting the Pollard family?”
         

         
         “Uh, no.”

         
         It was a lame denial, which prompted the prosecutor to chime in. “Let the record reflect that the witness is testifying here
            today because she has been subpoenaed.”
         

         
         “Right,” said Serena. “I’m just here telling the truth.”

         
         “Good,” said Jack. “Then let’s get to the truth. You demanded a quarter million dollars from the Pollard family. That’s a
            lot of money, agreed?”
         

         
         Serena shrugged. “To most people it is.”

         
         “It’s more money than you can expect most people to come up with on the spot, right?”

         
         “Depends on what you mean by most people.”

         
         “I mean the Pollards. You didn’t expect Owen Pollard to go home, open the cookie jar, and scrape together that kind of money,
            did you?”
         

         
         “No. But I knew he could get it.”

         
         Jack was almost certain he knew what she meant, but he proceeded cautiously. “You knew Owen Pollard’s business partner was
            C. J. Vandermeer, didn’t you?”
         

         
         “Yeah. I knew.”

         
         “You knew Mr. Vandermeer is a very wealthy man.”

         
         “That’s what people say.”

         
         “Rich enough to come up with a quarter million dollars on demand.”

         
         “Objection,” said the prosecutor. “There’s no evidence that this witness has ever met and said two words to C. J. Vandermeer,
            let alone had personal knowledge of his financial situation.”
         

         
         Jack’s eyes never left the witness. There was a telltale smirk on her face, and it had been most noticeable when the prosecutor
            had said the witness “never met” C. J. Vandermeer. It was risky to pursue a line of questioning based on a smirk, but Jack
            followed his instinct.
         

         
         “You knew him, didn’t you?”

         
         The smirk returned. She didn’t answer right away, and the pause emboldened Jack.

         
         “You knew C. J. Vandermeer. Didn’t you, Ms. Carpenter?”

         
         The prosecutor suddenly seemed flummoxed, as if Jack were uncovering details that the witness had never shared with her. But
            there was no basis to object.
         

         
         “Yeah. I knew CJ.”

         
         “‘CJ’? So, you’re on a first-name basis?”

         
         The prosecutor was suddenly on high alert. “I fail to see the relevance of any of these questions.”

         
         “Your objection is noted,” said Jack, and then he pressed his point with the witness. “Ms. Carpenter, you and C. J. Vandermeer
            were friends, weren’t you?”
         

         
         Serena simply couldn’t hide that smirk. It was “interesting,” Jack thought, the way rubbing elbows with rich people could
            make some people feel so important.
         

         
         “You might call us friends,” she said.

         
         “So, when you demanded two hundred fifty thousand dollars from the Pollards you were really extorting your friend, C. J. Vandermeer. Right?”
         

         
         “Objection. Her testimony was ‘might call us friends.’”
         

         
         Jack ignored it. “You and CJ were friends in what way, Ms. Carpenter?”

         
         “Again, I object. I don’t see how any of this is relevant to the charges against Elliott Stafford.”

         
         The prosecutor was clearly uncomfortable with Jack’s delving into Serena’s relationship with CJ. Either she knew where this
            line of questioning was leading—or she feared it. Either way, Jack wanted to get to the bottom of it.
         

         
         “You can answer,” Jack told the witness.

         
         “If you remember,” said the prosecutor.

         
         The old “if you remember” trick. It was enough to make Jack blow his stack. Lawyers did it all the time, but it was witness-coaching,
            plain and simple, and it always prompted the same response.
         

         
         “I really don’t remember,” said Serena.

         
         “Seriously?” said Jack. “You can’t tell me the nature of your friendship with C. J. Vandermeer?”

         
         “The witness just told you she doesn’t remember,” said the prosecutor.

         
         “That’s right,” said Serena. “I don’t remember.”

         
         Jack could have continued to hammer away, but rather than answer his question, the witness was more likely to retract what
            she’d already given him. And she’d given him plenty for follow-up after the deposition.
         

         
         Jack leaned forward, rested his forearms on the table, and looked the witness in the eye. “I have just one more question for
            you, Ms. Carpenter. Do you love your son?”
         

         
         Her eyes were like lasers. “My son? You want to know if I love my son? What kind of a question is that?”
         

         
         “A pretty simple one,” said Jack. “If you can remember the answer.”

         
         The prosecutor grumbled. “Objection. Now you’re just badgering the witness. Ma’am, you don’t have to answer that question.”

         
         Jack settled back in his chair. “I think she already has,” he said.

         
         “Are we done here?” asked Serena’s lawyer.

         
         “Yes,” said Jack, and the prosecutor agreed.

         
         They called for the guards, the door opened, and Serena left with her attorney. The prosecutor walked with Jack down the hallway
            to the visitor’s reception area.
         

         
         “We have preliminary results in the fingerprint analysis,” said the prosecutor, walking. “Helena’s prints are on the gun that
            was dug up in her yard. Which is no surprise. It’s her gun.”
         

         
         “Which she may have used to shoot her husband before burying it in the yard. Sounds to me like I have reasonable doubt, and
            you have yourself another suspect.”
         

         
         “She’s not a suspect. She passed a polygraph.”

         
         “A polygraph is not admissible evidence,” said Jack. “And I don’t believe in them anyway, unless it’s my client who passes.”

         
         “Just hold your horses before you start pointing the finger at Helena. There’s a reason the analysis is ‘preliminary.’ There
            may be a print on the gun that doesn’t belong to Helena.”
         

         
         “What do you mean may be another print?”
         

         
         “It’s low quality. Our analysts are working to enhance the image before making a conclusive determination. If it belongs to
            your client, I’m open to considering a plea.”
         

         
         “If it doesn’t belong to Elliott, I’m open to a dismissal of the indictment,” said Jack.

         
         They stopped at the reception desk, where the guard had their cell phones waiting for them.

         
         “I guess we’ll see,” said the prosecutor. She took her device and headed for the exit.

         
         Jack powered on his phone, stepped to a far corner of the lobby, and dialed his assistant. Bonnie “the Roadrunner” was as
            fast on the phone as she was on her feet. She answered on the first ring.
         

         
         “Bonnie, I need you to call your nephew, the tech wizard from MIT.”

         
         “What about?”

         
         Jack had more than a hunch about “what kind of friend” CJ was to Serena. “Tell him to go back six years on the internet. I
            want every photo posted on social media by Elliott’s mother, Serena Carpenter, before Austen Pollard was born.”
         

         
         “That should be no problem. Pity the fools who think anything in cyberspace ever really disappears. What are you looking for?”

         
         “Pay dirt,” said Jack, and the call ended.

         
         Jack returned to the guard at the reception desk. The relationship between CJ and Serena was just one point of follow-up from
            the deposition, and Bonnie’s nephew was the right geek for the job. But Jack had other questions that only one person could
            answer.
         

         
         “I’d like to meet with my client, Elliott Stafford,” Jack told the guard.

         
         “Do you have a meeting room reserved?”

         
         “No, but I just came from one.”

         
         “That one’s booked the rest of the morning. So are the others. This could take a while.”

         
         “I can wait as long as it takes. And while I’m waiting, please deliver Elliott this message: His attorney is not leaving this
            building until he comes down here and we talk, man to man.”
         

         
         Jack stepped away from the desk and took a seat in the lobby.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 39

         
         Jack’s wait lasted into the evening. Around eight o’clock, a corrections officer found him in the visitors’ lobby and delivered
            the news.
         

         
         “Your client refuses to come down and speak with you,” he said. “But he asked me to give you this.”

         
         Jack took the envelope, waited for the guard to step away, and then opened it. Inside was a single page from the real-time
            transcript of Serena Carpenter’s deposition. Five hours into his wait, Jack had emailed a pdf to the reception desk and asked
            the guard to print and hand-deliver a hard copy to Elliott. That one page contained the most disturbing testimony of all from
            Serena’s deposition: I told Elle if she went through with the adoption, I would pay for all the treatments she wanted.

         
         If it was true that Elle had sold her baby to pay for gender-affirming treatment, Elliott was the most despicable client Jack
            had ever represented—and his list of former clients was a virtual “Despicables Hall of Fame.” Elliott’s response was scrawled
            across the transcript page in his handwriting:
         

         
         
            LIE! I would never sell my baby for any reason, for any amount of money.

            If you have to ask, you shouldn’t be my lawyer. Leave now or you’re fired.

         

         It was the unequivocal denial Jack had hoped to hear from his client in person. Clearly, a face-to-face meeting was not going to happen, and Jack had no reason to believe that Elliott was bluffing about firing him if he didn’t leave. He tucked the paper into his suit pocket and headed to the exit. 

         
         Jack had one more post-deposition follow-up that couldn’t wait. All day long, Bonnie’s tech-savvy nephew had been sending
            him images recovered from cyberspace, which gave Jack a window into the “relationship” between Elliott’s mother and C. J.
            Vandermeer around the time of the adoption. CJ was on the prosecution’s witness list, so Jack had his home address. He drove
            to Miami Beach to confront him. A house servant cleared him at the gated entrance to the compound, and CJ met him at the front
            door. The smell of fresh paint overwhelmed Jack as he entered the foyer.
         

         
         “My new girlfriend’s an artist,” CJ explained, as he escorted Jack inside.

         
         Jack was expecting to find a living area that had been converted into an art studio, filled with wet cavasses. Instead, the
            living room walls and ceiling had become one big canvas, virtually every square inch covered with large purple circles and
            snakelike lines in a variety of colors. A young woman was on a ladder, a can of purple paint in one hand and a brush in the
            other.
         

         
         “Naomi is supertalented,” said CJ. “You can see the influence of Jasper Johns in her work, right?”

         
         The only Jasper Johns painting that Jack could conjure up was his famous Target with Four Faces.
         

         
         “Definitely,” said Jack, searching for a BS comment that sounded artsy. “Kind of a moving target. Without faces.”
         

         
         “Exactly,” said CJ, though it was clear that neither he nor Jack had any idea what Jack was talking about. He told his girlfriend
            to carry on and led Jack outside to the back patio. They sat at a glass-top table near the infinity pool.
         

         
         “What did you want to speak to me about?” he asked.

         
         Jack scrolled through his cell phone, selected an image that Bonnie’s nephew had sent him by email, and laid it on the table for CJ’s eyes. It was one of many showing Serena in hard-party mode with CJ and his posse. In the center of the photograph was a glass tray with lines of cocaine or some other powdered substance plainly visible. 

         
         “I understand that you and Serena Carpenter did a lot of drugs together.”

         
         CJ examined the photograph and smiled. “Fucking Snapchat and its ‘disappearing’ posts. I warn people all the time that these
            images never really go away. All somebody needs to do is take a screenshot before it vanishes and repost it.”
         

         
         “This one is from six years ago. Some months before my client’s baby was born.”

         
         CJ took another look. “Where it all began.”

         
         “What do you mean by that?”

         
         “Don’t play dumb with me, Mr. Swyteck. I know that Serena testified in a deposition today. I’m sure she said I was the one
            who introduced her daughter to the Pollards.”
         

         
         Serena hadn’t been that specific, but Jack rolled with it. “It came up.”

         
         CJ looked off toward the bay with the glittering Miami skyline in the distance. “What is the old saying? ‘No good deed goes
            unpunished’?”
         

         
         “What was your good deed?”

         
         “Serena was a lot of fun. I liked her. One night, she told me her daughter was knocked up and didn’t know what to do. I knew
            Owen and his wife were looking to adopt, so I did a nice thing and made the connection. Serena thanked me for my kindness
            by hitting us up for a quarter million dollars on the day the baby was born.”
         

         
         “So, it’s true: You paid the money, not the Pollards.”

         
         “Of course it’s true. I’m not a monster. How could I let Owen and his wife walk out of that hospital without a baby after
            I was the one who made the introduction? Serena played that one perfectly.”
         

         
         The sliding glass door opened. The “artist” poked her head outside. “Do you think it’s too purple?” she asked, a wet paintbrush in hand.
         

         
         “It’s perfect,” said CJ. “Go for it.”

         
         His approval made her smile. She retreated inside and closed the door.

         
         “Oh, the things I do for an expert blow job,” he said with a deep sigh.

         
         Perhaps it was further insight into the nature of his relationship with Serena Carpenter, but Jack changed the subject.

         
         “Tell me about the gun that Helena’s dog dug up in her yard,” said Jack.

         
         “What about it?”

         
         “It has no serial number. I’m almost certain it came from your facility.”

         
         “Yeah. Helena and I talked about it.”

         
         Jack was taken aback by how forthcoming he was. “Talked about it how?”

         
         He glanced through the sliding glass door, taking in the masterpiece. Then his gaze returned to Jack.

         
         “Look, all of this is going to come out eventually, so I might as well tell you. Yes, the gun came from our facility.”

         
         “That makes sense,” said Jack. “But how can you be sure?”

         
         “Because I gave it to her,” said CJ.

         
         Jack could not hide his reaction. “I don’t know what surprises me more. The fact that you gave her the gun or that you just
            admitted it.”
         

         
         CJ laughed, then turned serious. “You should be surprised. I flat out told Helena I would deny that I gave it to her. But
            what’s the point? It’s clear enough now that the truth doesn’t hurt me.”
         

         
         “What is the truth?”

         
         “I gave her the gun because, from what I saw, Helena needed to start carrying protection with her at all times. Protection
            from Owen, I mean.”
         

         
         “Tell me more about that,” said Jack.

         
         “If you want details, talk to Helena. But it was no secret that the two of them were at war over Austen’s dancing. I should
            have never stuck my nose into it, but Owen came to me one day.”
         

         
         “For advice?”

         
         “I don’t know what for. Maybe just to vent. He was out of control.”

         
         “Over what?”

         
         “Helena started posting pictures of Austen on social media. Pictures of him dancing.”

         
         “Posting on her account?”

         
         “No. She created an account in Austen’s name, and she was managing it for him. It’s something a lot of ballet moms do. Usually
            for their daughters, but boys too.”
         

         
         “Owen didn’t like the photographs, I take it?”

         
         “Didn’t like the photos, but what sent him over the edge was that Austen had over ten thousand followers.”

         
         “A six-year-old boy?”

         
         “Helena was partnering with another dance mom who had a twelve-year-old daughter. But yes—boys, girls, it doesn’t matter.
            It’s a bigger investment of time and money than just creating a profile and posting pictures. Some parents hire social media
            consultants who help post new ‘stories’ every day. Some even buy followers on a pay-per-click basis to get traction. The key
            is that you constantly generate fresh content, you build followers, you start to get sponsorships. Before you know it, a middle
            school kid has a hundred thousand followers and is on her way to a six-figure income as an influencer.”
         

         
         “Was that Helena’s goal for Austen?”

         
         “I don’t know what her goal was. Honestly, I think she was proud of him. But after Owen came to me, I had my tech expert look
            into the whole thing. If Owen flipped out over the sheer number of followers, I could only imagine what he would do if he
            learned their demographics.”
         

         
         “Who were they?”

         
         “Ninety percent adult male. Pedophiles, I presume.”

         
         “I hardly think they were Disney talent scouts,” said Jack.

         
         “Truth is, every parent who puts their kid on the internet has to weigh the same pros and cons. On the one hand, the sponsorships
            might help pay for college someday. On the other, thousands of creeps all over the world are jerking off to pictures of children
            in dance leotards. You just hope the perv doesn’t take it any further than that.”
         

         
         “Did you tell Owen about this?”

         
         “No way. I told Helena. But I figured Owen would probably find out for himself sooner or later. I truly thought he would lose
            it. That’s why I gave Helena the gun to carry in her purse. Again, ‘no good deed goes unpunished.’”
         

         
         CJ glanced at Naomi through the glass door, and Jack’s gaze followed. She had removed every stitch of clothing and was lying
            on the white marble floor, making a snow angel with orange paint.
         

         
         “Good lord. I wish I wasn’t such a sucker for artists.”

         
         Naomi screamed loud enough to be heard through the glass door. CJ’s cat had run through her snow angel and was oranger than
            Garfield.
         

         
         “Excuse me,” said CJ, and he hurried inside to help with Naomi’s artistic mess.

         
         Jack stayed at the patio table, wondering if anything CJ had so freely shared was true.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 40

         
         The next morning, Jack left the courthouse with a spring in his step. He’d spent two hours trying to convince a judge to suppress
            evidence in a case that had nothing to do with Elliott. He won.
         

         
         What a difference it made to have a client who actually spoke to him.

         
         Jack hurried down the granite steps and started toward the parking lot. February was his favorite month in South Florida.
            While most of the country was dealing with the worst of winter, Miami was at the peak of paradise. He put on his Wayfarer
            sunglasses, loosened his silk necktie, and slung his suit coat over his shoulder. It was one of those perfect days that transported
            him back to his life as a young lawyer, Jack before Andie, when he would put the top down on his red convertible and take
            the scenic route along the river back to his office, cruising to U2 with his iPod at full volume.
         

         
         Jack stopped at the entrance to the lot. These days there was no red convertible waiting for him, iPods could be found only
            in the back of junk drawers, and his playlist was populated mostly with music that Righley liked. And, as usual, there was
            more work to be done. Since his talk with CJ, he’d been contemplating the timing of his next move in Elliott’s case. He was
            coming off a nice win in another case, and maybe he was on a roll.
         

         
         No time like the present.

         
         Jack pivoted, walked straight to the state attorney’s building, and checked in with the receptionist. Julianna Weller had a lunch appointment on her calendar but was willing to grant Jack “a quick meeting with a hard stop at noon.” Jack rode the elevator up and two minutes later was in the prosecutor’s office. She greeted him cordially but checked her watch as she took a seat behind her desk. 

         
         “You have thirteen minutes,” she said, reminding him that “hard stop at noon” meant a very hard stop.

         
         Jack settled into the armchair and wasted no time. “I’m here to talk about the analysis of the fingerprints lifted from Helena
            Pollard’s Beretta.”
         

         
         “What about it?”

         
         “After the deposition, you told me there may be a print on the gun that doesn’t belong to Helena. What’s the status?”

         
         “It’s been confirmed. There is indeed a print on the gun that does not belong to her.”

         
         It was not the answer Jack had expected. “Whose print is it?”

         
         “It can’t be determined.”

         
         An even more puzzling answer. “Excuse me?”

         
         “As I told you before, the print in question is of low quality. Our expert has been able to rule out the possibility that
            it belongs to Helena Pollard. However, the specimen is not of sufficient quality to determine whose print it is.”
         

         
         “How convenient for you,” said Jack. “If it can’t be determined whose fingerprint it is, you can argue that it belongs to
            my client.”
         

         
         “We all have to play with the cards we are dealt,” said Weller.

         
         “That doesn’t mean I have to let you deal from the bottom of the deck.”

         
         “I don’t appreciate that remark.”

         
         “I don’t accept your analyst’s conclusion as final. I want my own fingerprint expert to examine that so-called inconclusive
            fingerprint.”
         

         
         “What do you think that will accomplish?”

         
         “If your expert was able to rule out the possibility that the print belongs to Helena, it seems to me that he could have done
            the same for Elliott—if you’d ask him to do that analysis. I can think of only one reason you didn’t ask: You were afraid he’d rule out Elliott.
            So, if you’re too chicken to run that test, I’ll get my own expert to do it.”
         

         
         “That’s quite a risk to take on your part, isn’t it? What if your expert confirms that the fingerprint belongs to Elliott Stafford?” 

         
         Jack didn’t share what he’d learned from CJ—that he’d given Helena the gun. Jack was betting that the “inconclusive” print
            belonged to him.
         

         
         “I’m willing to take that risk,” said Jack. “Because if I’m right, I have reasonable doubt.”

         
         “Didn’t know you were a gambling man, Mr. Swyteck. Allow me to up the stakes for you.”

         
         “What do you mean?”

         
         She retrieved a folder from her desk drawer and handed it to Jack. “The ballistics report just came in this morning. I was
            going to put it in the mail, but here’s your copy.”
         

         
         Jack opened the report, but the prosecutor fed him the bottom line.

         
         “The markings in the barrel of Helena Pollard’s gun match the ricochet bullet that was recovered from the dog. In other words,
            her gun is the murder weapon.”
         

         
         “Unless Owen Pollard shot himself.”

         
         “I think we’re way beyond that,” she said. “My point is: If I were you, I’d leave well enough alone and just be happy that
            it can’t be scientifically proven that the unidentified print belongs to Elliott Stafford.”
         

         
         “Maybe you would, Julianna. But in so many ways, you are not me. Get the gun to my expert for the fingerprint analysis. Or
            I’ll file a motion to compel with the court.”
         

         
         “I understand your position,” she said, and then she checked her watch. “If you’ll excuse me, your time is up.”

         
         “Yes,” said Jack, rising. “Time is up.”

         
         

         Elliott was in his cell bunk.

         
         “Yard time” at Turner-Guilford-Knight Correctional Center was from 2 p.m. to 5 p.m. Most of the inmates on Elliott’s cell block had signed up and seized the opportunity to get outdoors on a beautiful afternoon, maybe go for a walk or a jog, play basketball, or just feel the sunlight on their faces. Elliott didn’t feel like going anywhere or doing anything. He lay quietly in his top bunk, resting his head on a thin pillow, his gaze cast upward at a drawing of some sort on the ceiling. The inmate before Elliott, or someone before her, had sketched an image in pencil. With the passage of time, it had faded to the point that Elliott couldn’t tell what it might have been in its original glory. He’d given up trying to discern the jailhouse artist’s intent and instead turned it into whatever he wanted to see, the way children might interpret the clouds, depending on how they were feeling. On night one in his cell, he’d seen a unicorn. By the end of the week, it looked more like a pit bull. That afternoon, he saw nothing at all in the art. 

         
         Because he was feeling nothing on the inside.

         
         As a teenager—after Elle had set the high school bathroom on fire—Elliott had been told that depression wasn’t a single feeling.
            It was the “lack of feeling,” a muted emotional state of emptiness and apathy, and the complete loss of interest in activities
            that would normally bring pleasure. By that measure, Elliott knew he was “depressed.” To some extent, depression was a predictable
            response to incarceration, living with three other inmates in a metal cage the size of a typical bathroom. Elliott’s emotional
            suffering, however, was not just about the institutionalized deprivation of any sense of self-worth and personal identity.
            His suffering, in large part, was self-inflicted. The “speech strike” was taking its toll. His only break in his vow of silence
            had been the argument with his mother in the mess hall. Even with all the history it had dredged up, he couldn’t deny that
            it had felt good to finally speak. He wasn’t sure how much longer he could maintain his silence.
         

         
         Especially if his lawyer was so determined to prove him innocent by proving someone else guilty.

         
         “What?” Elliott gasped, as his throat was suddenly in the firm grasp of an enormous hand. Before he could react, his attacker yanked
            him from the bunk and slammed him facedown on the floor. The impact nearly knocked him unconscious, but Elliott fought to
            stay alert.
         

         
         “Eyes to the floor!” his attacker said.

         
         Elliott knew it was his cellmate, Mona, and the smell of bologna on her breath confirmed it. Elliott fought through the mind-fog and did as commanded. A trickle of blood ran from his mouth to the floor, the impact having caused him to bite his lip. This would not turn out well, he feared, and he hoped that the sound of approaching footsteps was a guard. All hope faded, however, as the shoes of an inmate came into focus and stopped just inches away from his face. Mona still had him pinned to the floor, her knee buried into Elliott’s kidney, so there were at least two of them. The woman standing over him spoke. 

         
         “They’re sending me back to Lowell tomorrow,” she said.

         
         Even without the reference to Florida’s largest maximum-security prison for women, Elliott would have recognized his mother’s
            voice. “Good riddance,” he said.
         

         
         Mona slammed her knee into his back like a sledgehammer, and Elliott groaned.

         
         “Watch your mouth,” his mother said. “I need one thing from you before I go.”

         
         “Fuck off.”

         
         Mona punished him with her knee again, another blow of the sledgehammer. Elliott closed his eyes, trying to manage the pain.

         
         “Elle and I had a secret,” his mother said.

         
         Elliott gulped. He knew exactly what “secret” his mother was talking about.

         
         “I need to know that Elle’s secret is safe with Elliott,” she added.

         
         Elliott didn’t answer. Mona’s knee burrowed so deep that Elliott thought he might cough up his spleen.

         
         “Bad things can happen after I’m gone,” his mother said. “Much worse than this. I need to hear you say that Elle’s secret
            is safe with Elliott.”
         

         
         The crushing pain in his back was unbearable. “Okay!” he said, but it was little more than a grunt.

         
         “Okay what?” his mother asked.

         
         “The secret is safe. It always has been.”

         
         “Good,” his mother said. “My work here is done.”

         
         Mona gave him one last knee in the spine and then rose. Elliott could breathe again, but he didn’t move, didn’t even lift
            his face from the floor.
         

         
         His mother said something on the way out. Elliott couldn’t hear it, but it made Mona laugh. Elliott didn’t care. He just watched
            their footsteps at eye level as the two women left him alone in the cell.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 41

         
         Jack cleared his Friday morning calendar and drove straight from his house on Key Biscayne to the pre-trial detention center.
            It had taken nearly eighteen hours for the warden’s office to inform Jack of an “incident” involving his client. The guard
            at the reception desk delivered the message he expected.
         

         
         “Inmate Stafford doesn’t want to meet with you.”

         
         Jack spent the next two hours in the warden’s office. The prison doctor confirmed that Elliott’s injuries were not life-threatening
            and that a trip to the hospital was unnecessary. Jack demanded to see the surveillance video, from which the assailants were
            clearly identifiable: Elliott’s cellmate, who was now in solitary confinement, and Elliott’s mother, who was being shipped
            out to Lowell for disciplinary measures. The video revealed one other key fact: Another cellmate had been in the top bunk
            directly across from Elliott the whole time. She’d never moved.
         

         
         Around ten o’clock, Jack returned to the visitors’ reception desk.

         
         “I want to see Shondra Mosely,” Jack said, meaning the potential witness.

         
         “You’re wasting your time,” the guard said. “Mosely already told us she slept through the whole thing. Didn’t see a thing.”

         
         “Maybe she’ll tell me something different.”

         
         The guard shook his head, as if Jack were naïve. “No way you or anyone else is going to get her to snitch on the biggest badass
            bitch in the joint. And I don’t mean Elliott Stafford’s mother.”
         

         
         “Tell Shondra that Theo Knight is here to see her.”

         
         “Who?”

         
         “Tatum Knight’s brother. He was the founding father of the Grove Lords.”

         
         “So?”

         
         “I checked out Shondra’s mug shot. If that tattoo on her neck is authentic, she’s also a Grove Lord. Tatum is dead, of course,
            like most of the old Grove Lords. But Theo is alive and well. That’s him sitting right over there.”
         

         
         Jack pointed across the lobby with a jerk of his head. Theo checked back with what Jack surmised was an old Grove Lord hand
            signal.
         

         
         “I’m sure Shondra wouldn’t want word to get around that she disrespected the last living Knight Brother,” said Jack.

         
         The guard chuckled under his breath. “Good luck with that, counselor. I’ll tell her Mr. ‘Knight-of-the-Living-Dead’ is here.”

         
         “I’ll need an attorney-client meeting room,” said Jack.

         
         “You’re not her attorney.”

         
         “I am for the purposes of this meeting,” said Jack.

         
         “Criminal lawyers,” he said with a roll of his eyes. “You people all deserve each other. Fine. You can have a room.”

         
         The desk officer picked up the phone and called for Shondra. Another guard led Jack and Theo through a set of locked doors
            and left them alone in a private room at the end of the hall. They sat beside each other on one side of the rectangular table.
            An empty chair waited on the other side.
         

         
         “You think she’ll come down?” asked Theo.

         
         “She’s a Grove Lord,” said Jack. “I know she will.”

         
         The original Grove Lords hailed from the ghetto side of Coconut Grove. Back in the day, when Theo’s older brother Tatum ruled the streets, Coconut Grove was a world of “haves and have-nots,” where some of Miami’s most expensive residential real estate and exclusive shopping butted up against run-down bars, crack houses, and other places that rich white people visited only to service their addictions and prurient interests. Tatum Knight—“Assassin,” they called him—had become a Grove Lord legend by the age of sixteen. Theo had shown little interest in the Grove Lords, their stupid backward caps with the price tags dangling from the bill, and their even stupider Mercedes-Benz hood ornaments on thick gold neck chains. Theo was known mainly as the underachieving little brother—until he was arrested and convicted of the brutal murder of a convenience store clerk and became the youngest inmate on Florida’s death row. With that, the Knight brothers reached almost mythical street cred. 

         
         The door opened, and a guard escorted Shondra into the room. Jack and Theo rose, but she ignored their attempt at a greeting.
            The guard stepped out, the door closed, and Shondra settled into the chair with her arms folded tightly across her chest.
            She ignored Jack and looked straight at Theo.
         

         
         “You Tatum’s little brother, huh?”

         
         “That’s right,” said Theo.

         
         “Hmm. Better-lookin’ than I thought you was,” she said, and then her gaze fixed on his neck. “But where’s your Grove Lord
            tattoo?”
         

         
         “Got it removed.”

         
         She touched the ink on her neck and smiled. “I like mine.”

         
         “You wear it well,” said Theo.

         
         “Thank you. There’s a prettier one on the way to the pink taco, if you’re interested.”

         
         “Sorry, no tacos till Tuesday,” said Jack, as he leaned onto the table. “Today, we’re here for one thing, Shondra: What did
            you see from the top bunk yesterday when Elliott’s mother came by to visit?”
         

         
         “Didn’t see nothin’,” she said.

         
         “You were in your bunk, right?”

         
         “Yup. Minding my own business. Elliott probably didn’t even know I was there.”

         
         “Elliott was yanked out of his bunk and thrown onto the floor feet away from you. Mona spent five minutes drilling her knee
            into his back while his mother stood over him. And you didn’t see anything?”
         

         
         “Just like I told the guards. Didn’t see nothin’.”
         

         
         “What did you hear?” asked Theo.
         

         
         Shondra smiled at him. “Cute and smart. Guards didn’t ask me that question. Neither did you, Mr. Smarty-Pants Lawyer. I heard Elliott’s momma talking. That’s what I heard.” 

         
         “What did his mother say?”

         
         “You don’t know what she said?”

         
         “No,” said Jack. “Elliott won’t talk to me, and there’s no audio on the surveillance video.”

         
         “Yeah, I had the same problem when they showed me that video,” she said. “It looked like his momma was talking for a while.
            But I was asleep for most of it. I didn’t wake up till they was almost done. I could hear Elliott groaning, but I knew better
            than to look till they was gone. All I heard was the last thing she said.”
         

         
         Jack knew exactly which part of the video she was referencing. “You’re talking about when the two of them walked out. Elliott’s
            mother said something to Mona that made her laugh.”
         

         
         “Right.”

         
         “You heard what she said?”

         
         “That’s right.”

         
         “What did she say?”

         
         Shondra glanced at Theo, then back at Jack. “Her exact words were, ‘Now I got CJ by the hairy balls.’”

         
         Jack froze, but his mind was in overdrive. The connection between Serena and CJ had been surprising enough. The power dynamic
            in that relationship changed Jack’s thinking entirely.
         

         
         Jack walked across the room to the intercom, asked the guard to open the door, and stepped out into the hall.

         
         “I need to get a message to my client,” said Jack.

         
         “Okay,” said the guard. “What’s the message?”

         
         “Tell Elliott we’re going back before the judge on Monday morning. I’m taking one last shot to get him out of this place.”

         
         

         Theo went back to Cy’s Club, worked behind the bar through happy hour, and got the musicians ready for their first set. At nine o’clock, he left his manager in charge, drove to the foreign trade zone near the port, and parked in the alley alongside his warehouse space. It was a scheduled meeting, and technically Theo had “agreed” to it, but the annoying voice of his new “business partner” still made his blood boil. 

         
         “Evening, cousin,” Baptiste said in his Haitian accent. He was standing outside the side-entrance door halfway down the alley.
            Another man was with him, but it wasn’t one of the Haitians from the last time. This guy was white, built like a weightlifter,
            and almost as tall as Theo.
         

         
         “Who’s he?” asked Theo.

         
         “Elton John,” the man said. “What the fuck’s it to you who I am?”

         
         Theo noticed the footlocker at his feet but didn’t waste his breath asking what was in it.

         
         “I see you fixed the lock, cousin,” said Baptiste. “You gonna let us in or make us break it open again?”

         
         Theo unlocked the door with his key and let them inside. They walked through the office to the storage area. Elton John set
            his footlocker on the floor and opened it. Theo tried not to be obvious about it, but he saw something a little different
            from what he was expecting.
         

         
         “Those are guns,” he said, putting his confusion to words.

         
         “Don’t act so surprised,” said Baptiste.

         
         Theo had been expecting only gun parts. Either Baptiste’s source at VanPoll Enterprises was rerouting confiscated weapons before they could be “destroyed” at the
            plant, or someone was reconstructing fully operational firearms from the salvaged gun parts.
         

         
         “Go ahead, take a good look, cousin,” said Baptiste. “That’s the whole point of this meeting. We’re having a planning session
            at your warehouse, and you’ve seen with your own eyes what’s going to fill those empty barrels. There’s also a footlocker
            full of cash on its way to Cy’s Club. So don’t even think about trying to tell Customs and Border Protection you got forced
            into this. You’re in up to your eyeballs now.”
         

         
         Elton John closed the lid on the footlocker.

         
         Baptiste continued. “We’ve done the geometry. Each barrel can hold eight footlockers. You got till Monday morning to have the paperwork done for the shipment of twenty barrels of ‘gin,’” he said with air quotes, “to the Dominican Republic.” 

         
         The DR made sense. It shared a border with Haiti on the island of Hispaniola. It was easy enough to slip just about anything
            through Haiti’s eleven hundred miles of lightly patrolled coastline, and it was even easier to run guns through the side door.
         

         
         “Did you hear me, cousin? I want that paperwork done by Monday morning.”

         
         “Yeah,” he said through gritted teeth. “You’ll have it.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 42

         
         Jack was back in Judge Garrison’s courtroom on Monday morning. Elliott was beside him, shackled and wearing his inmate jumpsuit.
            The prosecutor’s scarf was a matching shade of “prison orange,” as if to send a message that jail was exactly where the defendant
            would remain. The hearing had been scheduled as an “emergency,” on Jack’s request, but the judge seemed skeptical from the
            outset.
         

         
         “Mr. Swyteck, I fail to see how a renewed request for release on bail is an ‘emergency.’ Frankly, it strikes me as nothing
            more than a second bite at the apple.”
         

         
         The prosecutor seemed tempted to add an “amen,” but it was Jack’s motion, and the defense spoke first.

         
         “Judge, my client was assaulted in his jail cell for the second time since this court remanded him to pretrial detention.
            That’s the emergency.”
         

         
         “Inability to get along with one’s cellmates is not grounds for pretrial release.”

         
         “No, Your Honor, it’s not. But release on bail is appropriate even in a murder case where the discovery of new evidence brings
            the defendant’s guilt into serious question.”
         

         
         “What’s your new evidence?”

         
         Jack took a minute to bring the judge up to date on the latest developments, including the recovery of Helena’s handgun in
            the Pollards’ yard. Then he made his point.
         

         
         “As the court is aware from the previous hearing, the prosecution’s theory is that my client shot Owen Pollard with a handgun and then tried to make it look like suicide. The speculation is that a twenty-two-caliber bullet ricocheted off his head and came to rest in their sheepdog’s thick coat.” 

         
         “Excuse me,” said the prosecutor, rising. “Our ballistics expert was not engaging in ‘speculation.’ Based on sound scientific testing, Officer Gupta demonstrated that the bullet struck Mr. Pollard’s skull with the same kinetic
            force as a hammer to the head—not enough to kill him instantly, but enough to prove fatal sometime after he dialed 911. If
            our expert is less than a hundred percent certain, it’s only because the defendant blasted half of the victim’s head off with
            a shotgun trying to make his death look like suicide.”
         

         
         “We can address those matters of proof at trial,” said the judge. “Mr. Swyteck, what is the ‘new evidence’ of the defendant’s
            innocence to support his pretrial release on bail?”
         

         
         “Fingerprints,” said Jack. “If my client is the killer, his fingerprints should be on the handgun that was recently recovered
            from the crime scene. They’re not.”
         

         
         The prosecutor returned to her feet. “Judge, that’s flat-out misleading. Our forensic analyst identified several prints belonging
            to the owner of the gun, Helena Pollard. But there is also a print that could not be identified. That extraneous print could
            belong to the defendant.”
         

         
         “Except that it doesn’t belong to the defendant,” said Jack. “My fingerprint expert completed her examination over the weekend.
            She agrees that the unidentified print is not of sufficient quality to establish a match in the FBI database. However, it
            is clear enough to determine that it does not belong to Helena Pollard or to my client.”
         

         
         “Then whose print is it?” asked the judge.

         
         “The defense can prove that it belongs to the victim’s business partner, C. J. Vandermeer.”

         
         “This is ridiculous!” said the prosecutor. “Judge, if I was willing to write a big enough check, I could find a hired gun
            to testify that the unidentifiable print belongs to the victim’s dog. That is not ‘new evidence’ of the defendant’s innocence.”
         

         
         “I tend to agree,” said the judge. “This isn’t a trial, Mr. Swyteck, but you need to do better than an expert report if you
            expect this court to reverse its decision on bail.”
         

         
         “Yes, Your Honor,” said Jack. “I subpoenaed a witness for this morning’s hearing, and he’s waiting outside the courtroom.
            At this time, I’d like to call C. J. Vandermeer to the stand.”
         

         
         “I have to object,” said the prosecutor.

         
         “On what grounds?”

         
         “Undue surprise.”

         
         “Better to be surprised now than at trial,” said the judge.

         
         The prosecutor dug in. “Judge, the proffered evidence proves nothing. It would certainly be evidence of the defendant’s guilt
            if his fingerprints were found on the gun. But the absence of his print doesn’t prove anything, except that he was careful
            enough not to leave a print.”
         

         
         “Fair point,” said the judge. “Mr. Swyteck, what’s your response?”

         
         Jack didn’t want to promise too much—Vandermeer was a loose cannon—but the judge needed to hear more.

         
         “Mr. Vandermeer will testify that he gave the gun in question to Helena Pollard because she was afraid of her husband and
            needed protection from him.”
         

         
         The prosecutor clearly didn’t like what she’d just heard, which prompted the predictable response. “Judge, the State of Florida
            strongly objects.”
         

         
         “Hold that thought, Ms. Weller. Please, Mr. Swyteck, tell me more.”

         
         Jack felt the momentum shifting. “Helena Pollard’s fear of her husband gave her motive to want him dead. Perhaps she acted
            in self-defense. Perhaps not. Either way, the prosecution’s theory appears to be that it was my client, not Helena Pollard,
            who shot the victim with Mrs. Pollard’s handgun. But there’s no explanation of how my client supposedly got his hands on that
            gun in the first place. There’s no fingerprint to show that he ever touched the gun. If Mr. Vandermeer is allowed to testify, the court will see that this case is full of holes and that Mr. Stafford
            should be released on bail today.”
         

         
         “Judge, our case is strong,” said the prosecutor. “Austen Pollard testified that Elliott Stafford was at the Pollard house right before the murder. What was the defendant doing there? Selling vacuum cleaners, door-to-door? This is a murder case. The court correctly denied bail.” 

         
         The judge breathed a weary sigh, then spoke. “The objection is overruled. I won’t deny the defense an opportunity to present
            testimony from a witness who has obeyed a subpoena and is waiting right outside this courtroom. Bring in Mr. Vandermeer.”
         

         
         The deputy stepped out. A moment later, the double doors opened at the back of the courtroom, and CJ entered. Jack felt a
            glimmer of hope, until the witness started down the center aisle. CJ was dressed like a revolutionary, sporting the same uniform
            he’d worn on the morning Jack had met him on the street, when tear gas and pepper spray had sent CJ and his band of demonstrators
            running for cover in Bayfront Park. The doors opened again, and in walked a long line of CJ’s followers. There were at least
            two dozen, all dressed the same: black sweatpants, black hoodies, black running shoes.
         

         
         CJ passed through the swinging gate, approached the witness stand, and stopped. The bailiff asked him to raise his right hand.

         
         “Do you swear to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth?”

         
         “No.”

         
         Judge Garrison did a double take. “Excuse me, Mr. Vandermeer? Did I hear you correctly? Did you say no?”

         
         CJ looked up defiantly at the judge. “That’s exactly what I said. I refuse to testify.”

         
         Jack had expected CJ to be less forthcoming in court than he had been in their conversation in his home. But Jack needed his
            testimony, and this game-playing would only destroy his credibility. Jack had to shut it down.
         

         
         “Your Honor, I believe what Mr. Vandermeer is trying to say is that he is invoking his Fifth Amendment right.”

         
         The judge was not amused. “Is that true, Mr. Vandermeer? Are you refusing to testify based on your Fifth Amendment right against self-incrimination?” 

         
         CJ scoffed. “I refuse to participate in a kangaroo court proceeding that makes a mockery of the word justice.”
         

         
         Judge Garrison’s face reddened. “Mr. Vandermeer, you are edging dangerously close to contempt of court.”

         
         “How could any reasonable human being feel anything less than contempt toward this court?”

         
         The judge seemed ready to explode, then checked his anger. “Mr. Vandermeer, are you represented by counsel today? I’m giving
            you fair warning: If this keeps up, you are going to need a lawyer.”
         

         
         “A lawyer,” he said, scoffing. “The rich man’s privilege. If I was like most people who get chewed up every day by this system, I’d
            get ten minutes in the hallway with a public defender who has hundreds of other cases, who barely has time to explain the
            deal the prosecutor is offering me, much less defend me. If I was like most people in this system, I’d barely understand what
            my lawyer was saying because of my substance abuse, mental health problems, or functional illiteracy. If I was like most people,
            my lawyer would have no idea what I want, feel, or think. Which is all fine with you pricks in the black robes. My constitutional
            right to counsel doesn’t even guarantee that the shit my lawyer tells me is accurate.”
         

         
         “That’s quite enough!” said the judge angrily.

         
         CJ’s gaze suddenly landed on Jack.

         
         “Hell, the Constitution doesn’t even require my lawyer and me to have an actual conversation, does it, Swyteck?”

         
         The judge raised his gavel. “One more word, and this court will hold you in contempt.”

         
         “I stand with you, Elliott!” he shouted. “I invoke silence to fight a system that serves the rich and silences the poor! I
            support your speech strike. I take the Fifth!”
         

         
         CJ’s followers applauded from the gallery, hooting and hollering their support.

         
         “Order!” the judge shouted.

         
         CJ leapt to his feet, pumping his fist in the air, leading a chant: “Fifth Strike! Fifth Strike! Fifth Strike!”

         
         The crack of the gavel was like a jackhammer. “Mr. Vandermeer, you are in contempt! Deputies, take the witness downstairs
            for booking. The prisoner is hereby remanded to the Turner-Guilford-Knight Correctional Center until further order of this
            court.”
         

         
         “Fifth Strike! Fifth Strike!” the crowd continued.

         
         A pair of uniformed officers came forward. CJ was handcuffed and escorted to the side exit, where the prisoners-only elevator
            would take him down to the intake center.
         

         
         “Fifth Strike!”

         
         “Order!” the judge shouted, adding a final and deafening crack of the gavel. “If any of you minions in the gallery would like
            to join Mr. Vandermeer, all it takes is one more peep.”
         

         
         Silence fell over the courtroom. Jack returned to his chair beside his client and whispered, “Did you have anything to do
            with this?”
         

         
         Elliott, as usual, had nothing to say to him.

         
         The judge cleared his throat loudly. “Mr. Swyteck, unless you have another witness, I am prepared to deny your motion for
            reconsideration and return Mr. Stafford to custody pending trial.”
         

         
         Jack glanced at the prosecutor, who was beyond smug. She appeared to be on the verge of a belly laugh. As Jack rose to address
            the court, he wanted nothing more than to turn the tables.
         

         
         “Your Honor, the defense requests a recess until tomorrow morning. I wish to re-call Helena Pollard to the witness stand.”

         
         The prosecutor rose. “Judge, Ms. Pollard has already testified in this matter. This is becoming repetitive to the point of
            abuse.”
         

         
         “Yes, Mr. Swyteck. Why are we replowing old ground?”

         
         “Your Honor, the last time Mrs. Pollard was in this courtroom, she failed to mention that C. J. Vandermeer gave her a gun. She never mentioned that her gun curiously went missing on the day of her husband’s death. She never explained how this gun came to be buried in her yard. The law requires this court to release my client on bail unless the evidence establishes a ‘strong presumption of guilt.’ The court should hear Ms. Pollard’s answers to these questions and then make that determination.” 

         
         “Judge, the defense has already wasted enough of this court’s time with C. J. Vandermeer.”

         
         “Today was no waste of time,” said Jack. “Your Honor, ask yourself this question: If C. J. Vandermeer offered you a reconstructed
            pistol with no serial number on it, would you take it? Would you carry it with you at all times as a concealed weapon? Would
            you ‘forget’ to tell the police and this court that your gun suddenly went missing on the night of your husband’s violent
            death? Judge, it’s time for some answers.”
         

         
         “Your Honor, enough is enough,” said the prosecutor.

         
         Judge Garrison closed his eyes and massaged between his eyebrows, as if a massive headache were coming.

         
         “This case is troubling on so many levels,” the judge said, thinking aloud.

         
         Jack couldn’t read the judicial tea leaves. He might only dig himself into a deeper hole by speaking, but he felt the need
            to explain.
         

         
         “Your Honor, I want you to know that this was not a choreographed stunt. I had no idea the witness was going to dress the
            way he did or show such disrespect for the court.”
         

         
         Finally, the judge opened his eyes, and he looked straight at Jack.

         
         “Mr. Swyteck, I’m the oldest judge in Miami. I knew your father long before he was Governor Harry Swyteck. Knew him before
            you were even born. Knew your mother too, God rest her soul. I don’t know you, but I know this much about you: It isn’t in your DNA to do something this stupid on purpose.”
         

         
         “Thank you,” said Jack. I think.

         
         “Let me say this,” the judge continued. “If that lunatic was Mr. Pollard’s business partner, then by all means, I want to hear more from the widow. This hearing shall resume tomorrow morning. Mr. Swyteck, we will begin with your examination of Helena Pollard. Ms. Weller, you may cross-examine. We are in recess until nine a.m.” 

         
         The crack of the gavel was like a pistol shot in the night. Jack and his client rose on the bailiff’s command.

         
         “Now we’re getting somewhere,” Jack said quietly, speaking more to himself than his client, expecting nothing but Elliott’s
            silence in return.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 43

         
         Judge Garrison called the crowded courtroom to order. With the media section at capacity, just a handful of open seats remained
            in the public gallery. Even though Jack had done nothing to cultivate publicity, word had traveled fast that the victim’s
            widow would return to the witness stand.
         

         
         “Mr. Swyteck, you may proceed,” the judge said.

         
         Jack rose. “At this time, the defense calls—”

         
         “Your Honor, if I may,” said the prosecutor. “The State of Florida has a request.”

         
         The judge seemed annoyed. “Ms. Weller, I will not reconsider my decision to allow the defense to further question Helena Pollard.”

         
         “Judge, Ms. Pollard testified at the first hearing as a witness for the prosecution, and then she was cross-examined by Mr.
            Swyteck. My request is simply that we proceed in the same fashion today. The prosecution should go first.”
         

         
         “That sequence has some logic to it,” the judge said. “Mr. Swyteck, do you intend to treat Ms. Pollard as an adverse witness?”

         
         Labeling a witness “adverse” or “hostile” had legal significance. If Helena proved uncooperative, Jack could use leading questions
            and other tactics to control the witness, as in cross-examination, even though Jack was calling her as a witness for the defense.
         

         
         “Your Honor, I reserve the right to treat Ms. Pollard as hostile.”

         
         “In that case, the prosecution’s request is granted. Ms. Weller, you may examine the witness first.”

         
         The bailiff brought in the witness through the double doors at the rear of the courtroom. Helena’s gaze was locked on to the witness stand as she walked down the center aisle, but Jack noticed that she made brief eye contact with her lawyer, Patricia Dubrow, who was seated in the first row of public seating. Helena raised her right hand, the bailiff administered the oath, and the witness settled into the chair. 

         
         “Thank you for being here, Ms. Pollard,” the prosecutor said in a polite tone. “Again, I wish to convey my condolences for
            the loss of your husband.”
         

         
         “Thank you.”

         
         “A lot has happened since the last time you were in this courtroom. I want to ask about one thing, in particular. The handgun
            recovered from your yard, a twenty-two-caliber Beretta Bobcat.”
         

         
         “Okay,” said Helena.

         
         “According to the police report, that firearm has no serial number and no registered owner. My question for you is this: Whose
            gun is it?”
         

         
         “Objection,” said Jack, but the witness answered anyway.

         
         “It’s mine,” said Helena.

         
         The judge held up his hand to stop the witness from saying more. “Mr. Swyteck, what is your objection?”

         
         The prosecutor’s last-minute maneuvering had felt like an ambush, and Jack was expecting Helena to say the gun belonged to
            Elliott. “I withdraw the objection, Your Honor.”
         

         
         Weller continued. “Did you have the gun in your possession on the day of your husband’s death?”

         
         “I did. But only for part of that day.”

         
         “Which part?”

         
         “The early morning. While I was at the house.”

         
         “Can you pinpoint the moment at which the gun was no longer in your possession?”

         
         “Yes. As I testified before, Owen and I had an argument that morning.”

         
         The prosecutor checked her notes. “Just to be clear: This was the argument that followed the phone call in which your husband
            told Mr. Stafford, ‘Stay away from my son, you freak.’ Correct?”
         

         
         “Objection, leading,” said Jack.

         
         “Sustained. Ms. Weller, you ceded the right of cross-examination to the defense by asking to go first.”

         
         “But I was merely quoting her prior testimony.”

         
         “Stop leading the witness,” the judge said firmly.
         

         
         “Yes, Your Honor,” she said. “Ms. Pollard, what happened after that argument?”

         
         “As I testified before, Owen ordered me out of the house.”

         
         “What do you mean when you say he ‘ordered’ you?”

         
         Helena drew a breath, then continued. “He told me to get out and never come back. He said I didn’t know the first thing about
            raising a boy properly and that Austen was staying with him.”
         

         
         “What did you do?”

         
         “I left.”

         
         “Without Austen?”

         
         She glanced in Jack’s direction. “Yes. Mr. Swyteck tried to make me feel ashamed about that at the last hearing, like I was
            a bad mother. I’m not. I was afraid.”
         

         
         Jack could have pointed out that if anyone had cast shame on her, it was the prosecutor, but an objection would only have
            made him look like a bully. He simply took mental note: If that was the way she remembered it, Helena was a “hostile witness”
            indeed.
         

         
         The prosecutor continued. “Not to be flip, but it doesn’t sound like this was a situation where your husband said, ‘Get out,
            I’m keeping our son,’ and you replied, ‘Good idea, let me get my purse, have a nice life.’”
         

         
         “Not even close. I literally ran out the front door. And it’s funny you mention my purse.”

         
         By “funny” she presumably meant a coincidence, which Jack knew it was not. This was a choreographed show.

         
         “Why is that funny?” asked the prosecutor.

         
         “Because I ran out so fast, I left my purse behind.”

         
         “Is that important for some reason—the fact that you left your purse behind?”

         
         “Very. My Bobcat is a small, palm-sized handgun. When it wasn’t locked in the gun cabinet at home, I kept it in my purse.”

         
         “Was it in your purse on the morning of your husband’s death, when you ran out the door without your purse?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “But I’m confused. You testified earlier that you drove to your mother’s house in Fort Lauderdale. Wasn’t your car key in
            your purse as well?”
         

         
         “No. Owen and I kept our keys on a hook by the door. I grabbed the keys and ran out.”

         
         “I see,” said the prosecutor. “Now, you also testified that you returned home that evening, correct?”

         
         “Yes. After Owen called me and said Austen was upset.”

         
         “Did you have your gun with you when you returned home?”

         
         “No,” she said, slightly annoyed. “I just told you the gun was in my purse, and I left without my purse.”

         
         “Right, sorry. Here’s what I really want to know: Was the gun inside your purse when you returned home?”

         
         “I don’t know.”

         
         “You didn’t check?”

         
         “No. I was in a hurry to get Austen and ran straight up to his room.”

         
         “Did you eventually check?”

         
         “Eventually, yes. This was a horrific night. I found my husband’s body. The police were there. I had a six-year-old son to
            console. I didn’t look inside my purse until the next morning.”
         

         
         “What did you discover?”

         
         “The gun wasn’t there.”

         
         The prosecutor paused, but Jack knew she wasn’t finished.

         
         “Just a few more questions, Ms. Pollard. You were in this courtroom when your son Austen testified, were you not?”

         
         “I was.”

         
         The prosecutor checked her notes. “Did you hear your son testify that the defendant, Elliott Stafford, came to the house that
            evening?”
         

         
         “Yes. Austen said that Mr. Stafford came and went before I got there.”

         
         “Right,” she said, sounding more like a professor than a prosecutor. “So, if Mr. Stafford was there before you, that means
            your gun was still in the house when he arrived, inside the purse you had left behind that morning in your rush to escape.
            Correct?”
         

         
         “Objection,” said Jack. “Your Honor, this is not closing argument.”

         
         “Sustained. Ms. Weller, please don’t ask the witness to connect the dots by speculating. I believe you’ve taken this line
            of questioning about as far as you can.”
         

         
         “Yes, Your Honor. And I believe it’s just far enough. I have no further questions.”

         
         Her smugness had overtaken any semblance of professionalism, as the prosecutor thanked the witness and returned to her seat.

         
         “Mr. Swyteck,” the judge said. “You may cross-examine.”

         
         Jack remained in his chair, thinking. Helena’s testimony had changed everything. Jack’s objection was sustained, but the prosecutor
            had finally explained how Elliott could have gotten his hands on the murder weapon. If Jack was going to undercut the prosecution’s
            case, it wasn’t nearly enough for this witness to explain how she got the gun in the first place. Jack needed an entirely new plan of attack—and a much bigger payoff.
         

         
         The judge cleared his throat. “Mr. Swyteck, do you have any cross-examination for this witness?”

         
         Jack rose and buttoned his suit coat. “Yes, Your Honor. I do indeed.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 44

         
         Jack approached the witness slowly, each step forward a choreographed show of confidence and control.

         
         At the first hearing, Helena had looked frightened. This time she appeared ready to fight from the opening bell, primed to
            rebuff a polite expression of sympathy or even a simple “Good morning.” Jack skipped the formalities and went straight to
            work.
         

         
         “Ms. Pollard, did you speak with Ms. Weller between the end of yesterday’s hearing and your testimony today?”

         
         The question seemed to catch her off guard. “Did I, personally? No.”

         
         Jack pointed to Patricia Dubrow in the gallery. “How about your lawyer? Did she speak with Ms. Weller?”

         
         The prosecutor rose. “Your Honor, I will stipulate that I met with Ms. Dubrow yesterday afternoon. Anything this witness knows
            about that conversation would have been communicated to her through her attorney and is therefore privileged. Can we move
            on, please?”
         

         
         The judge nodded. “Yes, this does seem like a fruitless start to a cross-examination. Mr. Swyteck, is there some point you’re
            trying to make here?”
         

         
         “It just seems odd to me, Your Honor.”

         
         “What seems odd?”

         
         “Ms. Weller began her examination of this witness by expressing her condolences for the loss of her husband. But she ended
            by establishing that Ms. Pollard was scared to death of him—so scared that she ran from the house, forgot to grab her purse,
            and left her gun behind. That’s odd, Judge. A presentation as well staged and choreographed as this one usually has more thematic
            consistency to it.”
         

         
         A ripple of laughter coursed through the gallery.

         
         “Objection!” Weller said angrily.

         
         A crack of Judge Garrison’s gavel restored order. “The objection is sustained. Mr. Swyteck, please. Do you have any actual
            questions for this witness?”
         

         
         “I do, Your Honor,” said Jack, and he turned to face the witness.

         
         “Ms. Pollard, on the night of your husband’s death, you spoke to MDPD Detective Osborne in your home, did you not?”

         
         “I did.”

         
         Jack marked an exhibit. “Ms. Pollard, I’m handing you a copy of the statement Detective Osborne took from you that evening.
            Could you please point out where it mentions the argument you had with your husband on the morning of his death?”
         

         
         She read it to herself, then looked up. “It’s not in there.”

         
         “It’s not in there because you didn’t tell him about the argument with your husband that morning, did you?”

         
         “No. That didn’t come up.”

         
         “You didn’t tell him that you rushed out of the house so fast that you left your purse behind with the gun inside, did you?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “You didn’t tell him that your gun had no serial number, did you?”

         
         “No. Of course not.”

         
         “Let’s be honest, Ms. Pollard. You didn’t mention those things because you feared they would cast suspicion on you. Am I right?”

         
         “No. I—at the time, I didn’t think it was important.”

         
         Jack took a step closer, figuratively tightening his grasp on the witness. “But it was important, wasn’t it?”
         

         
         “Objection, argumentative.”

         
         “I’ll rephrase,” said Jack. “Ms. Pollard, the argument that morning was not the first time you and your husband argued over
            how to raise your son, was it?”
         

         
         “No. It was ongoing.”

         
         “Ongoing and escalating over time. A fair statement?”
         

         
         “Fair, I suppose.”

         
         “And the morning you ran from the house—that wasn’t the first time your husband acted in a way that made you fear for your
            own safety, was it?”
         

         
         “It depends on what you mean by ‘safety.’”

         
         “Let’s cut to the chase, Ms. Pollard. The truth is, you were keeping a secret from your husband, weren’t you?”

         
         She bristled at the accusation, but she didn’t deny it. “Excuse me?”

         
         “You created a social media campaign for your son Austen.”

         
         “Oh, that,” she said, as if relieved to concede that much. “Yes.”

         
         “You put images of your six-year-old dancer in leotards on social media for public consumption, and you didn’t tell your husband.
            Isn’t that true?”
         

         
         Helena seemed to be looking past Jack, into the gallery behind him, as if to seek reassurance from her lawyer. Then she answered.
            “I was trying to help Austen.”
         

         
         “Your social media campaign didn’t turn out to be so ‘helpful,’ did it, Ms. Pollard?”

         
         She struggled for words. “It—yes, there were some problems.”

         
         “Serious problems, right? As it turned out, most of your son’s social media followers were grown men. Some were known pedophiles.”

         
         Helena became defensive, her hands balling into tight fists on her lap. “That was bad. Really bad.”

         
         “You feared Owen would find out, didn’t you?”

         
         “You need to understand. Owen was not a bad person. He was in a bad place.”

         
         “And while he was in such a bad place, you were afraid of what he might do when he found out. So afraid that you started carrying that gun in your purse. True?”
         

         
         “It wasn’t my idea.”

         
         “Let’s be clear about whose idea it was,” said Jack. “C. J. Vandermeer gave you that gun, didn’t he?”

         
         Again, Helena’s gaze drifted beyond Jack, in the direction of her lawyer, and then she answered. “Yes. CJ gave me the gun.
            For protection.”
         

         
         “Protection from your husband, correct?”
         

         
         “That’s what he told me, yes.”

         
         “Mr. Vandermeer feared that your husband would physically hurt you if he found out that grown men—sexual predators—were looking
            at pictures of his son online. Right?”
         

         
         “Objection,” said the prosecutor. “Mr. Vandermeer is not on trial here.”

         
         “Overruled,” the judge said quickly, barely taking the time to think about it. “The witness may answer.”

         
         Another nervous glance to somewhere beyond Jack, and then she answered: “CJ was afraid for both of us—him and me.”

         
         “Afraid for both of you because he helped with the social media campaign, didn’t he, Ms. Pollard?”

         
         “Yes. But you’re missing the point.”

         
         She was in obvious discomfort, but so far, she’d admitted the truth of everything CJ had said, which fueled Jack’s confidence.
            His cadence quickened, her answers irrelevant, his questions mere assertions of fact in rapid-fire delivery.
         

         
         “CJ was afraid because—as he told you—Owen would be furious if he found out the two of you were doing this together, behind
            his back.”
         

         
         “Yes—I mean no.”

         
         “Because your husband and Mr. Vandermeer despised each other. True?”

         
         “They did, but that wasn’t the issue.”

         
         “Because Mr. Vandermeer ponied up the money that made it possible for you to adopt Austen from my client.”

         
         “Yes, but—”

         
         “Because Owen wished he’d never adopted your son.”

         
         “No!”

         
         “Because—”

         
         “Because we were having an affair! All right? That’s why CJ was afraid of what Owen might do!”

         
         Jack heard a gasp from behind—the first sound from Elliott in weeks—and the courtroom seemed to gasp along with him. Jack stood frozen before the witness, who appeared stunned by her own words. The admission was more than he had hoped for. Far more. 

         
         Patricia Dubrow rose from her seat in the first row of the gallery.

         
         “Your Honor, as counsel for the witness, I would request a brief recess.”

         
         Jack needed to capitalize on his momentum. “Your Honor, rather than recess, I ask the court to dismiss the witness and immediately
            take up my client’s renewed request for pretrial release.”
         

         
         “The State of Florida joins in Mr. Swyteck’s request,” said Weller, “except to add that the court should immediately deny the defendant’s request for release.”
         

         
         The judge addressed the witness. “Ms. Pollard, you may step down.”

         
         Helena rose and walked quickly toward her lawyer. A handful of reporters jumped from their seats and followed them to the
            rear exit and into the lobby. No one else moved.
         

         
         “Ms. Weller,” the judge said, “the law requires this court to release Mr. Stafford on bail unless the prosecution can establish
            a strong presumption of guilt. In light of what we’ve just heard, tell me: What is left of your case?”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 45

         
         Silence. It had been Jack’s nemesis since his client had broken off all communication with him, the court, and the entire
            system of injustice. In this latest turn of events, however, he embraced the silence, as the prosecutor found herself at a complete loss for
            words.
         

         
         “Ms. Weller, my question was not rhetorical,” the judge said. “I need an answer. What is left of your case against Mr. Stafford?”

         
         Jack wished the question were his to answer but waited his turn.

         
         “Our case remains strong,” said the prosecutor.

         
         “Enlighten me,” the judge said dryly.

         
         A less experienced lawyer might have crumbled. Weller seemed to take the judge’s skepticism as a challenge.

         
         “Let’s start with regrets,” said Weller, her voice smooth and confident, as if she were delivering a polished closing argument.
            “This defendant is full of them. He regrets his decision to undergo gender-affirming treatment. Regrets that she—now he—will never give birth to another child. Regrets that he couldn’t stop his mother from selling baby Austen to the Pollards.
         

         
         “Regret begot resentment. He resented Owen Pollard for the way he treated Austen. For the way he treated his wife, Helena.
            For calling him a ‘freak’ and telling him to stay away from Austen.
         

         
         “Resentment drove his quest for revenge. He took a job at Owen Pollard’s company to insinuate himself into the life of the
            Pollard family. He volunteered at Helena Pollard’s dance conservatory to be close to Austen. This is the behavior of a stalker,
            not an innocent man.
         

         
         “Finally, the regrets, the resentment, and the defendant’s thirst for revenge turned to action. On the morning of his death, Owen Pollard told the defendant in no uncertain terms that an open adoption was out of the question and warned him to stay away from his son. What did Mr. Stafford do? The unassailable testimony from Austen Pollard is that the defendant went to the Pollard house that very evening. Maybe he went there to make one more effort to reason with Mr. Pollard and talk him into an open adoption. Maybe he went there to confront him. Whatever his purpose, things went terribly wrong. The defendant got his hands on Mrs. Pollard’s gun, which Helena had left behind when she ran from the house that morning. Mr. Stafford shot the victim, tried to make it look like a suicide, and stupidly tried to hide the real murder weapon by burying it in the yard. 

         
         “Your Honor, I could go on, but this is not a trial at which the state must prove guilt beyond a reasonable doubt. This is
            a hearing on pretrial release, and there is more than enough evidence to justify pretrial detention of a defendant who presents
            a serious risk of flight—an accused murderer who has no problem with a change of identity, no fear of radical hormone treatment
            and a surgically induced change of his own physical appearance and anatomy. The request for bail must be denied.”
         

         
         The judge cleared his throat, as if to wipe the egg from his face. “Well, thank you very much, Ms. Weller. Perhaps there is
            more left to the prosecution’s case than I had given you credit for. But I still have serious concerns. Mr. Swyteck, what
            does the defense have to say?”
         

         
         Jack rose and stepped up to the lectern. He too realized this was no slam dunk. But finally, he had ammunition.

         
         “Judge, first off, let’s be clear as to what my motion is not about. My client is a trans man. He has been assaulted twice in a women’s jail. I’m not asking this court to release him because he’s trans. By the same token, I urge you to reject the prosecution’s argument that he is a flight risk—a human chameleon—who should
            be locked up because he’s trans. Your decision should be based on the evidence—more specifically, the lack of evidence.
         

         
         “Let’s start with the murder weapon. It belongs to Helena Pollard. The prosecution would have you believe that my client came into possession of the gun because Helena Pollard rushed out of the house and left it behind in her purse. But how would Mr. Stafford even know where her purse was or that there was a gun inside it? And keep in mind that this ‘I forgot my purse’ explanation was never shared with the detective on the scene, with the grand jury, or as part of Ms. Pollard’s testimony at the first hearing before this court. It’s a recent invention. 

         
         “And why was it invented? Because, Your Honor, the prosecution has no physical evidence that my client ever touched Helena
            Pollard’s handgun. They have a smudged fingerprint of such poor quality that it can’t be connected to anyone, which leaves
            the prosecution with nothing but a flimsy argument that it could belong to Elliott Stafford. But if C. J. Vandermeer touched the gun when he gave it to Helena Pollard, there’s an even better
            argument that the mystery fingerprint specimen is his.
         

         
         “Which brings me to the one thing that is driving this entire case: my client’s alleged ‘motive.’ It’s revealing that Ms.
            Weller began her summation of the evidence today with ‘regret.’ The foundation of this prosecution is that my client regretted
            his decision to undergo gender-affirming therapy. From this, all evil sprang. Two answers to that, Your Honor. First, the
            prosecution’s star witness on ‘regret’ is Mr. Stafford’s mother, who is a convicted felon currently incarcerated for scamming
            teenage girls and extorting adoptive parents. Second, this stereotypical notion of ‘regret’ speaks not to my client’s alleged
            motive to commit murder but to the transphobic motivations behind this prosecution in the first place.”
         

         
         “Objection!” said Weller, rising. “That was uncalled-for.”

         
         “Sustained. Mr. Swyteck, here’s what troubles me: What about the testimony that places your client at the scene of the crime
            on the evening of Mr. Pollard’s death?”
         

         
         “I understand your concern,” said Jack. “The testimony of Austen Pollard. Let’s remember that Austen is a six-year-old boy
            who has recently experienced the loss of his father, a major trauma.”
         

         
         “Are you suggesting I should disregard that testimony?”

         
         Jack measured his response. He had relied on child testimony in previous cases, including the alleged abuse of children. The
            science supporting the reliability of child testimony had come a long way during Jack’s career, but Jack knew he was speaking
            to the oldest judge on the bench—a jurist who could well remember the days when the law regarded child testimony as inherently
            unreliable.
         

         
         “No, Your Honor, I’m only asking you to balance that testimony against more compelling evidence that has now come to light.
            Helena Pollard was having an affair with her husband’s business partner, C. J. Vandermeer. She and her lover feared that Owen
            would physically harm her. CJ gave her a gun for protection—a gun with no serial number. When asked about it in this courtroom,
            CJ refused to answer and was held in contempt. But despite his disruptive conduct, we know that Helena and her husband were
            at war over their son’s self-expression as a dancer. Helena admitted she’s a crack skeet-shooter with a shotgun, and we know
            that a shotgun was used to make her husband’s death look like suicide. The suicide message—Owen’s purported list of ‘Things
            Stressing Me Out’—has Helena’s fingerprints on it, and it was cleverly drafted to include references to ‘BB’s mom,’ which
            made it look like Austen’s birth mother wrote it.
         

         
         “Simply put: The evidence against my client is far too weak to justify pretrial detention. I would submit that a better case
            can be made for the pretrial detention of Helena Pollard.”
         

         
         “Judge, now Mr. Swyteck is literally asking you to stand on your head,” said the prosecutor.

         
         “Well, not literally,” the judge said, “though I take your point. I’ve been doing this for almost fifty years, and I should have known this case
            was going to be the headache of all headaches, starting with a homicide victim who makes his own 911 call.”
         

         
         His “literally” remark was an awkward attempt at humor at a tense moment, and Jack read it as a sign that the judge was on the fence, filling the silence, not sure how to rule. He needed just one little push, and suddenly, it came to Jack. With Judge Garrison’s help it literally just came to him.
         

         
         “Your Honor, may I add one thing for your consideration?”

         
         “Please,” said the judge, as if begging for something to tip the balance.

         
         Jack took a moment to double-check his facts. The exhibit he’d shown Helena was on the table before him.

         
         “Judge, according to Detective Osborne’s report, the police arrived at the Pollard residence in response to the 911 call from
            the victim, Owen Pollard.”
         

         
         “That’s what I just said,” the judge said.

         
         Jack checked the detective’s report again. “It says here that the call came from Owen Pollard’s cell phone number.”

         
         The judge shrugged. “So?”

         
         “If someone calls 911 from a landline, the operator knows the caller’s address immediately. But if the call is made from a
            cell phone, it can take a long time to figure out the caller’s location. A really long time. Long enough, in fact, for someone
            to stage a suicide.”
         

         
         The prosecutor rose. “Judge, we don’t dispute that the defendant had plenty of time to make the murder look like suicide.”

         
         “I’m not talking about my client,” said Jack. “Helena Pollard told Detective Osborne that when she arrived at the house, her
            husband was already dead in the kitchen, apparently the victim of a self-inflicted wound.”
         

         
         “Also not disputed,” said the prosecutor. “What’s the point here?”

         
         “Yes,” the judge said. “What is your point, Mr. Swyteck?”

         
         Jack laid the police report on the table. “That means—if we are to believe her testimony—she got to the house, found her husband
            in the kitchen with his head blown off . . . and never called 911. Why didn’t she? More to the point, how would she know that
            there was no need to call the police, that her husband had already dialed 911—unless she knew this was no suicide?”
         

         
         There was silence.

         
         The prosecutor spoke up. “Judge, these are all questions that a jury can consider at trial.”

         
         “Yes,” said the judge, nodding agreement, and Jack’s heart sank.

         
         But then the judge looked at Jack. “And releasing the defendant before trial won’t stop the jury from doing its job. Mr. Swyteck,
            your client is ordered to surrender his passport and wear an ankle bracelet. I’m granting the motion for pretrial release.
            This court is adjourned,” he said with a crack of the gavel.
         

         
         “All rise!”

         
         Ironically, Jack felt the sudden need to sit in his state of disbelief, but he remained standing as his client, the prosecutor,
            and the packed gallery climbed to their feet. Judge Garrison made his way to his chambers, and upon the thud of the door closing
            behind him, the courtroom sprang to life. Reporters hurried to the rail and clamored for a quote from Jack, the prosecutor,
            and even Jack’s client.
         

         
         “Will the state drop the charges?”

         
         “Is your client innocent?”

         
         “Mr. Stafford, will you resume your treatment now?”

         
         Jack didn’t have to tell his client not to respond. Elliott remained silent to the crowd, to Jack, and to the guards who came
            to escort him back to the correctional center for processing and release.
         

         
         Jack was never one to publicly embrace his clients, mindful as he was of victims and their families, but a simple “thank you”
            was always appreciated. He got nothing from Elliott—not even a look in the eye, much less an expression of gratitude.
         

         
         “You’re welcome,” Jack said to no one, as the deputy led his client to the side exit.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 46

         
         Jack decided to take the rest of the day off. He drove home to Key Biscayne, flopped on the couch, and switched on their streaming
            service. He and Andie liked to watch old movies together, but he noticed she’d been watching one without him. Love Story. It was more than fifty years old, and they’d both seen it before. He hit play on the remote control and found that she’d queued it up precisely to the first scene in which Ali MacGraw tells Ryan O’Neal,
            “Love means never having to say you’re sorry.” It made him smile because he remembered how they’d had the same reaction when
            watching it together: The line made no sense, and the opposite was true. Then it occurred to him that perhaps Andie was working
            a kind of reverse psychology on him and had queued up that line to send him a message:
         

         
         You still owe me an apology.

         
         It was up to Jack to figure out what for.

         
         Whatever it was, a little unconditional love from a goofy golden retriever could only make Andie more receptive, so he put
            Max in the back seat and drove to downtown Miami to meet Andie for midafternoon coffee at the Cuban pastry shop around the
            corner from the FBI field office. All the outdoor tables were occupied by old, highly caffeinated Cuban men smoking cigars
            and playing dominoes. Max sniffed out an inside table with a view of the alley and a half-eaten empanada that someone had
            left on a napkin. It was gone in a single gulp.
         

         
         “Amazing how he works up such an appetite sleeping all day,” said Jack.

         
         “Aww,” she said, hugging Max. “He’s a good boy.”

         
         Jack smiled. Bringing in canine reinforcements had been the right move.

         
         The server arrived with their order. Espresso for Andie. Café Americano—Abuela would have choked—for Jack. Andie asked about his case, and Jack shared the good news about bail. Then he said what he’d come
            to say.
         

         
         “I saw the movie you left for me.”

         
         She smiled. It was a choreographed move after all. “And?”

         
         “I’m sorry.”

         
         She tasted her espresso. “For what?”

         
         Jack had figured it out on the drive from Key Biscayne. “For accusing you of trying to turn me against Theo.”

         
         “Apology accepted.” She added a little sugar to her demitasse but said nothing more.

         
         “That’s it? Just ‘apology accepted’?”

         
         “What more is there to say?”

         
         It wasn’t like her to be so stingy with her words. “I don’t know,” said Jack. “Maybe something like ‘I’m glad we got rid of
            the Rule. It’s much better now that we talk to each other about our jobs, but you’re right, Jack: If you want to use Theo
            as your investigator, that’s really your decision.’”
         

         
         “I do like the change we made.”

         
         Not a word about Theo. He waited for more.

         
         “Let’s face it,” she said with a sigh. “The old days when we avoided all conversations about our jobs are the bad old days. If I were an engineer and you were a construction lawyer, I wouldn’t hesitate to give you my opinion on a design
            defect or something else within my sphere of knowledge. Why should we have to live on opposite sides of a wall because I’m
            an FBI agent and you’re a criminal defense lawyer?”
         

         
         She seemed determined to keep Theo out of the conversation. Jacked didn’t push it.

         
         “I agree. We shouldn’t be walled off from each other.”

         
         She tasted her espresso. “But we both know that there will still be things we can’t tell each other, right?”

         
         “Yeah, I get that,” said Jack.

         
         “There will be client confidences that you can’t share with me.”

         
         The difference between “client confidences” and keeping secrets had been at the heart of their disagreement over Theo. “Comes
            with being a lawyer,” said Jack.
         

         
         “And there will always be aspects of an active investigation I can’t tell you.”

         
         “Of course.”

         
         “And after everything comes to light—maybe even as the lead story on the evening news—you won’t be mad at me for not having
            told you sooner. No matter how much you wished I’d told you or thought I should have told you.”
         

         
         “Andie, what are you getting at?”

         
         “I just—” She stopped herself.

         
         “Just what?”

         
         She was clearly struggling, searching for words. “The truth is, I just want to help you with your cases, if I can.”

         
         It felt like an odd change of subject—that she was about to say something very different when she’d stopped herself. “You
            just want to help me? Really?”
         

         
         “Yeah, really. Like this case you have right now.”

         
         Definitely changing the subject. But Jack followed her lead. “Okay. I’m intrigued. How might you help me in a case like this
            one? Give me an example.”
         

         
         “Fine. I will. Let’s start with the fact that the only witness who places your client at the crime scene is a child. I’ve
            interviewed dozens and dozens of children who were traumatized by violent crime. Both victims and witnesses.”
         

         
         “Great. How much weight would you attach to a six-year-old boy’s identification of my client at the scene?”

         
         “It depends on the kid.”

         
         “Yeah, that much I figured out on my own.”

         
         She grimaced. “Maybe that’s a bad example. But I know other things—less subjective things—you may have no clue about.”

         
         “Try me.”

         
         “Fingerprints.”

         
         “What about them?”

         
         “I’ve been following your case enough in the news to know about the dispute over fingerprints on the gun. The unidentifiable
            fingerprint in particular. Would you like my take on it?”
         

         
         “Sure.”

         
         “Again, this is not inside information from any particular FBI investigation. It’s just something I’ve learned over the years
            about the science of fingerprint analysis.”
         

         
         Jack’s phone rang on the table, and the incoming number popped up on the screen.

         
         “Hold that thought,” he told Andie. “It’s from the state attorney’s office.”

         
         Jack answered. Julianna Weller was on the line.

         
         “Jack, I wanted you to know that your client has been released from jail.”

         
         “I appreciate the update.”

         
         “There’s more,” she said.

         
         Jack braced himself for another ambush, or at least a curveball. “Tell me.”

         
         “Your client came straight from the jail to my office. He’s here now.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         “He says he wants to confess.”

         
         Jack’s grip on his phone tightened. “Put Elliott on the line.”

         
         “He doesn’t want to talk to you.”

         
         Of course he doesn’t, thought Jack. “Julianna, I will be there in ten minutes. Do not speak to my client before I get there. He has a right to
            speak to his lawyer.”
         

         
         “Understood.”

         
         The call ended, and Jack quickly shared the predicament with Andie.

         
         “I’m sorry, but I have to go right now,” he said. “Can Max stay with you?”

         
         “Yes, of course. But let me finish what I was saying first.”

         
         “Andie, I really have to go. My client wants to confess to murder!”
         

         
         Jack started to push away from the table, but she grabbed him by the wrist. “Which makes what I’m about to tell you a matter
            of life and death,” she said.
         

         
         “Andie, I have to—”

         
         “One minute, Jack. Listen to me. Please. Let me do this for you. It might help you finally make sense of all this. And keep
            your client from making a terrible mistake.”
         

         
         Jack was on the edge of his chair. He could see in Andie’s eyes that it wasn’t just important. It had suddenly become urgent.
            Or maybe it was intended to make up for something—some other way in which she felt she was letting him down.
         

         
         “Thirty seconds, tops,” he said.

         
         “Deal,” she said.

         
         And then she told him.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 47

         
         Jack’s car screeched to a halt in the parking lot. He jumped out and sprinted past the courthouse to the Graham Building,
            his mind racing even faster. His client was deep in enemy territory, surrounded by prosecutors, but Jack had no superhero
            delusions of saving Elliott from himself. He couldn’t even get his client to speak to him, much less stop him from confessing.
            His only hope was to convince the state attorney that Elliott could deliver only one kind of confession:
         

         
         A false one.

         
         The young woman at the reception desk directed him to the top floor. The meeting was in a conference room adjacent to the
            state attorney’s corner office. Jack was still a bit winded from the run across the parking lot, and he paused to catch his
            breath so not to come across as a breathless, desperate man bursting into the room. Elliott was seated on one side of the
            rectangular table, alone. Across from him sat Miami-Dade State Attorney Abe Beckham, flanked by Julianna Weller to his right
            and MDPD homicide detective Osborne to his left. Behind them was a picture-window view of the jail from which Elliott had
            just been released. No introductions were necessary. The state attorney offered Jack the open chair beside his client.
         

         
         “Now that we’re all here,” said Beckham, “I believe Mr. Stafford has something he would like to tell us.”

         
         Jack interrupted. “Elliott, I’m going to ask you one last time: Will you please step out with me and talk in private?”

         
         The response was as expected, which was no response at all.

         
         Julianna Weller smiled thinly. “You seem to have a quieting effect on your client. He was eager to speak before you arrived.”

         
         “Yes, eager to confess just as the case took a big turn in his direction,” said Jack. “Curious timing, don’t you think?”

         
         “He would have confessed long ago if his lawyer hadn’t been on a mission to blame someone else.”

         
         “I see it differently,” said Jack. “The only reason Elliott wants to confess is to stop me from naming the killer.”

         
         Jack, along with the law enforcement side of the table, waited for a reaction of any kind from Elliott. There was only silence.

         
         Beckham asked, “Are you here to tell us that your client is offering a false confession to protect Helena Pollard?”

         
         “I’d rather not tell you anything,” said Jack. He pushed away from the table, went to the whiteboard on the wall behind him,
            and grabbed a marker. “I prefer showing, if you’ll indulge me.”
         

         
         “Be my guest,” said Beckham.

         
         Jack faced the board and wrote just one word: sebum.

         
         “Who is Sebum?” asked the state attorney.

         
         “Not who. What. It’s the reason the killer’s fingerprints were not on Helena Pollard’s handgun.”

         
         It was lost on no one in the room that Helena’s prints were on the gun.
         

         
         “A little late for you to start pointing the finger at someone other than Helena Pollard,” said Weller. “What do you expect
            us to do, erase all your evidence from our minds?”
         

         
         “Not all of it,” said Jack. “I’m just asking you to rethink one phone call.”

         
         “Which one?” she asked.

         
         Elliott was sitting with his back to Jack, but the visible tension in his shoulders signaled that he was listening. Jack spoke
            principally to the state attorney, as it was obvious that Beckham was the only one on the other side of the table he had any
            chance of persuading.
         

         
         “Elliott’s cell phone records confirm that he received two phone calls from the Pollard landline. The first was in the morning. We know from Helena’s testimony that her husband called Elliott and warned him to stay away from Austen. The second was in the evening, while Helena was still at her mother’s house. We have no way of knowing what was said to Elliott. But we know from Austen’s testimony that Elliott showed up at the Pollard house after the call.” 

         
         “Yes, and the only thing that matters is that your client showed up,” said Weller. “We don’t care why Owen called a second time.”
         

         
         “You should,” said Jack. “Because there was no conceivable reason for Owen to make that second call.”

         
         “How can you say that? Maybe he was calling to reinforce what he said that morning.”

         
         “Owen called Elliott a freak and warned him to stay away from Austen. There was no reason to call again and say it a second
            time.”
         

         
         “The point is that he called, Elliott came to the house, things went downhill, and your client ended up shooting Owen with
            Helena’s gun.”
         

         
         “There are two flaws with your argument,” said Jack. “The first is that Owen was already dead by the time Elliott got to the
            Pollards’ house. We know that because of the second flaw in your argument: Owen didn’t make the second call to Elliott’s cell
            phone. The shooter did.”
         

         
         “The shooter being who—according to you?”

         
         Jack sensed they weren’t ready to hear it, so he laid more groundwork. “Let me ask you a question: Who is the only person
            I’ve mentioned so far who did not have access to a gun destruction facility?”
         

         
         No one answered.

         
         “Let me ask it another way,” said Jack. “Who would bury the murder weapon under a few inches of dirt in the yard rather than
            destroy it or just pitch into ten feet of muck in the Everglades?”
         

         
         Still no answer, so Jack put an even finer point on it.

         
         “Who . . . but a child?”

         
         Jack could almost see the goose bumps forming on the back of Elliott’s neck, but he did not turn around to face his lawyer.

         
         “That’s it?” asked Weller, incredulous. “The gun was buried in the yard—that’s your proof that a six-year-old boy shot his
            father?”
         

         
         “I’m just getting started,” said Jack, and then he returned to the whiteboard, pointed, and said the word again: “Sebum.”

         
         Jack paused. For years, he and Andie had lived under a hard-and-fast rule that they never spoke to each other about his active
            cases or her active investigations. It was like living on opposite sides of the Great Wall of China, to borrow Andie’s metaphor,
            and trying to stay happily married. It felt good to be free from that rule—so good that Jack wished he could give credit where
            credit was due.
         

         
         “My wife has worked on many child abduction cases for the FBI. One of the little-known forensic facts I picked up from her
            is that there’s an important difference between adult and child fingerprints.”
         

         
         “Yeah, the size,” said Weller, scoffing.
         

         
         “I said the important difference,” said Jack. “It’s in the skin oils, called sebum. Adult sebum is made up of stable lipids, which are less likely
            to vaporize over time. The sebum of children is higher in cholesterol and free fatty acids—unstable lipids that break down
            more quickly.”
         

         
         “So?”

         
         “Under identical conditions—like a gun buried in the yard—a child’s fingerprint disappears faster than an adult fingerprint.
            Which is exactly what your fingerprint analyst found here.”
         

         
         Weller sat back in her chair, arms folded, unimpressed. “Or he found a smudged adult print left by your client. I suppose now you’re going to tell me that this sebum also explains what Elliott Stafford was doing at the Pollard house
            on the night Owen Pollard was murdered.”
         

         
         “No, that’s the end of the science lesson,” said Jack. “Elliott went to the house because he got a second call from the Pollard
            landline.”
         

         
         “From Owen Pollard.”

         
         “No. From Austen.”

         
         Weller chuckled. “Because every six-year-old boy knows the phone number of a grown trans man by heart.”

         
         Jack needed to marginalize Weller. He switched into closing-argument mode and directed his remarks to the state attorney,
            as if Abe Beckham were a “jury of one.”
         

         
         “Things didn’t go well in the Pollard house after Helena ran out alone,” said Jack. “Austen wanted his mommy. He cried and carried on so badly that Owen threw in the towel. He called his wife—on his cell phone—and told her to come back and make their son ‘stop acting like a sissy.’ Austen called her too. Or he tried to. Things were so bad at this point that Austen couldn’t even remember his mother’s cell phone number. So, he picked up the landline. And he hit the redial button. It redialed the last number dialed from the landline: Owen’s first call to my client, which he made that morning, when he called him a ‘freak.’” 

         
         The room was silent. Finally, Elliott turned and faced Jack, but he didn’t direct his lawyer to stop. Jack continued.

         
         “We don’t know what was said. But this was a call for help from a distressed child to the very person who had brought him
            into the world. What did Elliott do? What would you do? He went to help.”
         

         
         “And he shot Owen Pollard,” said Weller, unable to keep quiet.

         
         “No, he didn’t,” said Jack. “Maybe he would have, if he’d had a gun of his own. Or if there had been some way for him to know that there was a gun in the purse Helena Pollard
            had left behind. That’s why you were wrong, Julianna, when you say Elliott got there before Owen Pollard called 911 and said he was shot. The timeline is not that clear. Elliott arrived after Owen Pollard was shot. In fact, by the time he got there, Owen Pollard was already dead.”
         

         
         Elliott was glowering but remained silent.

         
         “Of course, Elliott had no way of knowing that Owen had already called 911. Lucky for him, the call was from Owen’s cell phone,
            so it took a while for police to figure out it was from the Pollards’ house. That gave Elliott enough time to make a plan
            and implement it.”
         

         
         “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” said Weller. “So he proceeded to cover it all up by making it look like suicide. Let’s get to brass tacks
            here: If your client wasn’t the killer, he would have called the police himself and told them there was a terrible accident.”
         

         
         “Really?” asked Jack. “A trans man who gave up a baby for adoption is inside the house with the dead adoptive father who called him a freak and told him to stay away from his son. I’d like to meet the police officer who would believe it was the six-year-old boy who shot Owen Pollard.” 

         
         “That wasn’t it,” Elliott said sharply.

         
         Jack froze. It was a logical point for Elliott to speak up, but after so much silence, the sound of his voice hit like a bolt
            of lightning.
         

         
         “Elliott, I can’t believe I’m saying this,” said Jack, “but right now it’s best if you don’t speak.”

         
         He glared and said, “That wasn’t the reason I made it look like suicide.”

         
         “Elliott, I strongly advise you to remain silent.”

         
         “It wasn’t because I thought the police wouldn’t believe Austen shot his father.”

         
         “Elliott, stop,” said Jack.

         
         “I was terrified of what would happen if the police did believe it.”
         

         
         Jack was confused, and the prosecutors seemed even more puzzled. Elliott looked squarely at Jack as he spoke.

         
         “Austen is not like other boys. Anyone can see that. His father saw it and hated him for it. I can relate. And I could see
            his future. Maybe he’s gender-confused, or for all we know he’ll have more girlfriends than George Balanchine and Mikhail
            Baryshnikov combined. Either way, dancing is not football or basketball, and he’s going to be teased when he’s young, maybe
            even bullied. What chance does he have in middle school and high school if, on top of it, he’s known as the kid who murdered
            his father?”
         

         
         There was silence, and perhaps Jack was the only one in the room who could make sense of it. When Jack was questioning Austen
            at the first hearing, Elliott had tried to pass him a Post-It note—Leave my son alone—and shut him down. When Jack had asked if there was truth to Serena’s testimony that Elliott sold Austen to pay for his gender-affirming
            treatments, Elliott threatened to fire him. Since the start of his “speech strike,” Elliott’s only communications with Jack
            had been to protect Austen.
         

         
         “This is making me sick,” said Weller. “You’re seriously telling us that you covered up a murder—and then you sat silent and took the blame—out of a mother’s love for a child?”
         

         
         Elliott didn’t answer. Jack was about to speak on behalf of his client, but the state attorney took the words out of Jack’s
            mouth.
         

         
         “That’s exactly what he’s saying,” said Beckham.

         
         It was music to Jack’s ears. He was not the only one in room who “got it.”
         

         
         The state attorney continued. “Mr. Stafford, take your lawyer’s advice and stop talking. Julianna, set up a meeting with Helena
            Pollard ASAP. I have just one question for her. Mr. Swyteck, I will be in touch with you myself before the end of the day.”
         

         
         Beckham rose and shook Jack’s hand.

         
         “Let’s go, Elliott,” said Jack.

         
         Together the two men left the meeting and walked to the elevator. Elliott said nothing until they were inside the elevator,
            alone, watching the blinking lights above the door on their way to the lobby.
         

         
         “Thank you,” said Elliott.

         
         The doors opened, and they stepped into the lobby. “You’re more than welcome,” said Jack.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 48

         
         Helena was in her new kitchen, unpacking a box of glass tumblers, when her cell phone rang. The process of moving her and
            Austen into their new townhouse seemed never-ending, and not until the fourth ring could she discern where, in the scattered
            mix of cardboard boxes and packing materials, she’d left her phone. She snatched it from beneath a pile of bubble wrap on
            the granite counter just before the call would have gone to voicemail.
         

         
         “Hello?” she said in a breathless voice.

         
         It was Julianna Weller. State Attorney Abe Beckham needed to meet with her. Weller was vague about the reason for the urgency
            but very specific about the “very important” question the state attorney needed Helena to answer.
         

         
         “Does Austen know anything about how to shoot a gun?”

         
         Weller didn’t want an answer over the phone. She told Helena to “think about it.” It was Helena’s impression that the prosecutor
            was hoping the answer would be no.
         

         
         Helena checked the wall clock, which was still sitting on the kitchen counter, yet to be hung. Austen was in an after-school
            dance class at the conservatory until 6 p.m.
         

         
         “I can be there in fifteen minutes,” Helena said into the phone, “but I have to leave no later than five thirty to pick up
            my son.”
         

         
         Weller agreed, and the call ended.

         
         Helena took a breath and collected her thoughts. She knew exactly what the meeting was about. Her only wonder was why it had taken so long for them to piece things together. Perhaps the investigation’s focus would have shifted sooner if Helena had been more forthcoming about the way Owen treated Austen. She’d offered glimpses of his verbal abuse. What she’d left out was the first—and last—time Owen had gone way too far and struck his son for “flittering around”—not like a “fairy,” but the more vicious “f-word” that people hurled against Helena’s friends in the ballet world. 

         
         No question, she should have left Owen. It was out of fear that she’d stayed. Not the fear of physical violence but fears
            that Owen would convincingly deny all accusations of abuse, win the battle of “he said/she said,” turn Helena’s disastrous
            effort at Austen’s social media campaign against her, and ultimately win the battle for custody of their son.
         

         
         She tucked her cell phone into her purse and walked to the foyer, trying to stop the memories from flooding back to her. But
            it was no use. As she stepped outside and closed the front door behind her, she was painfully aware that she was carrying
            the same purse that for a time had concealed the weapon that was used to kill her husband.
         

         
         It was the same purse she’d grabbed on the day she’d warned Owen never to strike Austen again. The day she’d run out of the
            house with Austen, jumped in the car, and just started driving. The day she’d decided that, if they were forced to stay in
            the same house with Owen, she was not the only one who needed protection.
         

         
         

         “Mom, where are we going?” Austen asked from the back seat.

         
         They were on a busy stretch of Southwest Eighth Street known as “Calle Ocho,” but Miami’s Little Havana neighborhood was not
            their destination.
         

         
         “West,” said Helena. “Far west.”

         
         Beyond the Miami city limits, where the Spanish-language billboards ended and the lands of the Miccosukee tribe began, Eighth Street became a two-lane highway known as the Tamiami Trail. It was so named because it linked Miami on the Atlantic seacoast to Tampa on the Gulf of Mexico, but Helena wasn’t headed nearly that far. About a mile short of the entrance to Everglades National Park, Helena turned down a gravel side road that led to a public boat launch, where two men dressed in hunting camouflage were offloading an airboat. Helena drove past them without slowing down, kicking up dust until they reached an open field, where she stopped the car and killed the engine. 

         
         She checked the rearview mirror. Austen was nearly asleep from the monotony of a drive through the Everglades. The scenery
            never changed, mile after flat mile of sawgrass to the north and south, broken up only by the occasional sighting of an alligator
            or a turtle sunning itself alongside the endless canals of the Miami-Dade water district.
         

         
         “Austen, I have a question for you.”

         
         He lifted his chin from his chest. “What, Mom?”

         
         “What are the four rules of gun safety?”

         
         It wasn’t a random question. With guns in the household, Helena and Owen had begun their son’s safety education early, focusing
            on the four cardinal rules.
         

         
         Austen’s eyes met hers in the rearview mirror, and then he recited from memory. “Rule number one: Only point your gun at something
            you want to shoot. Two: Treat all guns like they’re loaded. Three: Keep your finger off the trigger until you’re ready to
            shoot. Four: Be sure you know what you’re shooting at and what’s behind it.”
         

         
         “Very good,” said Helena.

         
         Parents could disagree over how young was too young for a child to shoot a firearm, but most agreed that it was not before
            they could recite the four rules.
         

         
         “Austen, did you know your father learned to shoot a gun when he was just seven years old?”

         
         “I’m not him,” he said without interest.

         
         “No. You’re better than him.”

         
         He looked at her suspiciously. “Did we come out here to shoot?”

         
         “First, you’re going to watch me. I want you to study every little thing I do from the second I touch the gun until I pull
            the trigger. And then if you feel like it, maybe I’ll let you try.”
         

         
         “I wouldn’t be any good. Dad said so.”

         
         “That’s because your father is one of those people who thinks ballet dancers are weak. You’re not. You’re strong. I’ll show
            you. Sit up straight and hold your arms out to the side.”
         

         
         He moved to the middle of the back seat and did so.

         
         “How long can you do that without moving?”

         
         “They timed me for two minutes at the conservatory.”

         
         “See? It takes a strong ballet dancer to do that. Combine that with excellent balance, and you’re a natural on the shooting
            range. As long as you have the right-sized gun.”
         

         
         She opened her purse, removed the Beretta Bobcat, and showed him.

         
         “It’s so small,” he said. “Is it real?”

         
         “Yes, it’s real. And with this gun, I want you to remember rule number two above all others. Because this one is always loaded.”
         

         
         

         A muffler backfired on a passing vehicle, jarring Helena from her memories. She wasn’t sure how long she’d been sitting in
            her parked car, behind the wheel, thinking, but it was time to go. She checked herself in the mirror and was surprised by
            what she saw.
         

         
         She was crying.

         
         Helena dabbed away the tears, started the car engine, and backed out of her parking space, dreading her conversation with
            the state attorney.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 49

         
         The garage door opened, and the red taillights of a loaded box truck lit up Theo’s warehouse like a house of ill repute.

         
         Theo was inside with Baptiste, the white guy who called himself Elton, and the Haitian handyman with the tool bag. They stepped
            away from the exhaust fumes as the box truck backed into the open space between stacks of whiskey barrels. The engine stopped.
            Elton closed the garage door. The driver jumped out, hurried around to the rear of the truck, and raised the roll-up panel.
            The cargo box was loaded with footlockers like the one Theo had seen at the “planning meeting.” They were stacked from floor
            to ceiling, one row against the left wall and another against the right, with an aisle-like opening down the center. Baptiste
            switched on his flashlight, hopped into the back of the truck, and walked up and down the aisle counting footlockers.
         

         
         He shined the flashlight on Theo’s face. “Here we go, cousin,” he said, as he jumped down to the concrete floor. “They’re
            all here. I need all twenty empty barrels you promised.”
         

         
         “Right in front of you,” said Theo.

         
         “And the paperwork?”

         
         “Done,” said Theo.

         
         He shined the light in Theo’s eyes again. “Better be a good signature on the SED. If I find out you got cute and signed it
            ‘Mickey Mouse,’ we’ll ship out what’s left of you in one of those barrels.”
         

         
         The “SED” was the “shippers export declaration,” a verification to U.S. Customs that the shipment contained the goods that
            were listed and described in the bill of lading, invoice, and other shipping documents. The signatory faced criminal penalties
            for any fraudulent statements.
         

         
         “It’s my signature,” said Theo.

         
         Baptiste put the flashlight away, ordered his men to unload the truck and fill the barrels, and then returned to Theo. “Lemme
            see the documents, cousin.”
         

         
         Theo was getting tired of Baptiste and the “cousin” crap.

         
         “I already reviewed everything,” said Elton. “One container to Santo Domingo. Twenty-footer. Plenty of room for twenty barrels.
            It’s all good.”
         

         
         “Good for you, maybe,” said Baptiste. “I wanna see for myself.”

         
         Elton pulled a pack of Marlboros from his shirt, showing no sign of being intimidated. “Knock yourself out,” he said. “I’ll
            be in the alley. I need a smoke.”
         

         
         Elton walked ahead of them, through the office and out the side exit to the alley. Theo and Baptiste stopped in the office.
            Theo retrieved the paperwork from the filing cabinet and handed it over. Baptiste opened the file. Theo waited. From the strained
            looked on Baptiste’s face, Theo wondered how well he could read English.
         

         
         “Don’t be standing there watching me,” Baptiste said sharply. “You’re bothering me.”

         
         Theo didn’t smoke, but he had no interest in helping Baptiste’s goons unload the truck and stuff his prized barrels with guns.

         
         “I could use a cigarette too,” he said.

         
         “Go. I’ll be right here,” said Baptiste.

         
         Theo stepped out the side door to the alley. Elton was on the other side of the dumpster, talking on his cell phone. He spotted
            Theo, ended the call, and walked toward him. They were standing just a few feet apart, but it was too dark for Theo to read
            his facial expression. Even so, Theo sensed it was decision time: Either Baptiste was in for a huge surprise tonight or he
            wasn’t. It all depended on the answer to Theo’s next question.
         

         
         “So, Elton John, what’s the word?”

         
         He put his phone away, his expression very serious. “Someone saved my life tonight,” he replied in code, saying so much more
            than the title to an old song.
         

         
         Theo felt a rush of adrenaline. The plan was in motion.

         
         “Good to know, sugar bear.”

         
         

         Andie was at the kitchen table with Righley, checking her math homework. One sheet of multiplying single-digit whole numbers
            by multiples of 10.
         

         
         “Mom, hurry up. It’s not that hard.”

         
         Andie’s mind was elsewhere. “Looks good. Now give me twenty minutes of reading.”

         
         Righley put her homework in her backpack and headed to her room. Andie’s cell rang with a call from her ASAC.

         
         “Todd, what’s up?” she said into her phone.

         
         “It’s Operation P-P-P. You said you wanted to be there when something breaks that involves your family.”

         
         “Do you mean Jack?”

         
         “No. Your extended family.”

         
         It was a relief on one level, but at the same time, her heart broke for Theo. “Is it happening?”

         
         “Imminently,” he said. “No reason to wall you off any longer. You still want to be there?”

         
         “I do.”

         
         “I can pick you up in the parking lot at the Hilton Garden Inn on Brickell. It’s right by the entrance to I-95 North. Can
            you be there in fifteen minutes?”
         

         
         She didn’t know when Jack was coming home, but she could leave Righley at the neighbor’s house.

         
         “I’ll meet you there,” she said, and the call ended.

         
         

         Theo walked up the alley, away from the dumpster and toward the side door to the warehouse. Elton crushed out his cigarette and went with him. The clouds shifted in the night sky, and the alley was suddenly less dark. Theo hadn’t noticed earlier, when he and Elton were talking alongside the dumpster, but the side door was ajar. The men stopped. The light in the office was off, making it darker inside than in the alley. Theo was certain he’d left the light on and closed the door on his way out. It was an outward-swinging door. It opened another foot and then, slowly, the rest of the way. Baptiste was standing in the shadows just inside the doorway. There was enough moonlight to see that he was holding a pistol. 

         
         “Don’t either one of you assholes move,” said Baptiste.

         
         Through the earlier exchange of song lyrics in code, Theo had confirmed that “Elton” was FBI, so he would follow the agent’s
            lead. Neither man moved.
         

         
         “How long you been standing there?” asked Theo.

         
         Baptiste smiled. “Long enough.”

         
         Theo wasn’t sure if that meant Baptiste had overheard what was, objectively speaking, a strange conversation between two men
            standing in an alley, including the code words that were a song title—“Someone Saved My Life Tonight.” But Baptiste’s next
            question removed all doubt.
         

         
         “You got something to tell me . . . sugar bear?”

         
         Elton was armed and made a move for his gun, but Baptiste was quicker on the trigger. A shot rang out. Elton went down, and
            his pistol landed on the pavement beside him. Theo was closer to the door, and before Baptiste could squeeze off another shot,
            he slammed it shut with a roundhouse kick he’d learned in CJ’s class. He hurried to Elton’s side, grabbed the agent’s gun,
            and fired a shot into the closed door that would surely make Baptiste think twice about entering the alley. It bought him
            time to drag Elton to safety and take cover behind the dumpster. Theo crouched and kept one eye on the side door as he checked
            Elton’s wound. He was hit in the left knee.
         

         
         “You need an ambulance,” said Theo. “We have to make a run for it and call 911. I can carry you.”

         
         “No!” said Elton. “Baptiste is shipping more than just handguns to Haiti. He’s got two dozen semiautomatic rifles and enough ammunition for an army. He’ll mow us down if we come running out of the alley. How good are you with a pistol?” 

         
         Theo didn’t mention his life as a Grove Lord. “I’m all right.”

         
         He pulled his backup firearm from his ankle holster and handed it to Theo. “The two of us can maintain our position of cover.”

         
         “We can’t just sit here,” said Theo.

         
         “Better to hold and call for backup.” Elton was struggling to pull his phone from his pants pocket, so Theo did it for him.
            The agent’s hand was shaking as he attempted to dial.
         

         
         “Punch number eight for me,” Elton said through the pain.

         
         Theo did so, and Elton spoke into the phone.

         
         “Agent Aronberg,” he said identifying himself. “I’m hit in the knee but fine. Candle in the Wind.”
         

         
         Theo wasn’t privy to that code, but he didn’t need to be a rocket man to figure out what it meant.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 50

         
         The call came just after 8 p.m. Jack had expected to hear from the state attorney soon and was at his desk, waiting by the
            telephone. Elliott was with him, just the two men in Jack’s office after hours. Jack smiled as he hung up.
         

         
         “That was Abe Beckham,” he told his client. “The indictment will be dismissed tomorrow morning. Congratulations.”

         
         It was impossible to predict a client’s reaction to good news in a criminal case. Some literally jumped for joy. Others broke
            into tears. A few, like Elliott, were completely stoic.
         

         
         “Now I suppose everyone will know Austen shot his father,” he said.

         
         “Better now than ten years from now,” said Jack, “when he’s sixteen and you’ve spent ten years in prison for a murder you
            didn’t commit.”
         

         
         Elliott seemed to take some solace in that logic.

         
         “What will Julianna Weller do now?” asked Elliott. “Charge me with covering up the murder and trying to make it look like
            a suicide?”
         

         
         “Abe Beckham assured me that you won’t be charged. And neither will Sheila.”

         
         That Elliott’s girlfriend had helped stage the crime scene was something Jack had figured out on his own, and Jack had clearly
            surprised his client.
         

         
         “How did you know?” asked Elliott.

         
         “The note I found on my windshield. It was in the same handwriting as Owen’s fake suicide list. You were in jail at the time,
            so it obviously wasn’t you. My first thought was Helena, but the note was put there to make you look innocent. Seems like
            something a girlfriend would do.”
         

         
         Elliott didn’t dispute any of it. “Sheila worked more closely with Owen than I did,” he said. “Knew his handwriting better.”

         
         “Probably also didn’t hurt to have a second set of hands at the Pollard house,” said Jack. “There was a lot to do in a short
            period of time. Lifting Owen’s body off the floor. Propping him up in the chair. Positioning the shotgun. Composing the note.
            All while one of you was covering Austen’s ears so he wouldn’t hear the blast and pleading with him to tell you what he did
            with his mother’s pistol. Unsuccessfully, I might add.”
         

         
         “Poor boy was so traumatized he could barely talk,” Elliott said sadly.

         
         “I don’t doubt it,” said Jack.

         
         “Sheila is a good person,” said Elliott.

         
         “I don’t doubt that either.”

         
         “So is Helena.”

         
         “Is she?”

         
         Elliott looked at him curiously. “You sound like you disagree.”

         
         “Helena seemed awfully content to let you rot in prison for a murder you didn’t commit.”

         
         “If she was so content, then why did she lie about having an affair with C. J. Vandermeer?”

         
         Jack had not figured out that part. And the fact that he was hearing it from Elliott—not from Helena or CJ—was enough to confirm another of Jack’s hunches.
            He rose from his leather chair, walked around to the other side of the desk, and took a seat in the armchair beside Elliott,
            as if to eliminate all obstructions between them.
         

         
         “When I was cross-examining Helena at this last court hearing, I noticed that every so often she would look beyond me. I thought she was cutting glances into the public seating, trying to make eye contact with her lawyer. But last time she looked past me—right as she was about to tell me about her affair with CJ—it seemed she wasn’t looking all the way into the gallery. And then I realized, of course, that the table for the defense was also behind me. I got the distinct impression that Helena exchanged a glance with you.”
         

         
         Elliott didn’t answer, but it wasn’t like before. This was not a speech strike. He was just speechless.

         
         “Which raises a bigger question in my mind,” said Jack. “What did Helena find when she returned to her house that evening?
            Were you and Sheila gone, and Helena found Owen’s body and the note? Or were you and Sheila still there?”
         

         
         Elliott crossed one leg over the other, a slightly defensive posture. “Those are excellent questions. But why does it matter
            at this point?”
         

         
         “I suppose it matters only because you have a curious lawyer,” said Jack. “I can’t help but wonder if this was a case of two
            mothers who, on the night of Owen Pollard’s death, coordinated from the get-go to protect their child. Or two mothers who
            independently chose to put their child first and coincidentally ended up on the same track?”
         

         
         “Wow,” said Elliott, his eyes narrowing. “That’s one strange twist on the story of King Solomon and the baby, isn’t it?”

         
         “What’s the answer?”

         
         “Is it really better for you to know the answer to that question, Jack?”

         
         “It might be. But I’m guessing I’ll never know.”

         
         Elliott rose. “It’s a shame you can’t see it, but I’m not surprised. To a criminal defense lawyer, the most important thing
            is the Fifth Amendment. But nothing I ever did in this case was about my right to remain silent. It was always about the right . . .”
         

         
         Elliott paused, seeming to search for the right words. “The right to what?” asked Jack.

         
         He looked Jack in the eye. “The right to remain an innocent child.”

         
         Jack accepted those words as final. He walked his client out to the lobby.

         
         “Take care of yourself,” said Jack as he turned the lock and opened the door.

         
         “Thank you,” said Elliott, and he stepped into the glow of the porch light.

         
         Jack nodded a silent “you’re welcome,” watched Elliott climb down the stairs to the driveway, and closed the door.

         
         A late night at the office was nothing unusual, and whenever Jack was alone after dark the place seemed to come alive with
            the sounds of a century-old residence. Creaky floorboards. The occasional pop of attic joists in a gust of wind or the patter
            of falling acorns on roof tiles. The hiss of waterpipes in walls without soundproofing. The only discordant sound was the
            groan of the noisy dehumidifier that Bonnie had left running behind her desk. Jack walked over and pulled the plug.
         

         
         A harsh knocking on the door startled him, but it was at the rear entrance, not the front. Jack switched on the kitchen light
            and saw CJ outside in darkness, peering through the glass panel. He had an exasperated and impatient way about him, as if
            he’d been knocking for a while and Jack had been unable to hear it over the noisy dehumidifier. Jack went to the door and
            opened it.
         

         
         “About damn time you answer your door!” said CJ, entering without an invitation. “We have a serious problem.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 51

         
         Jack watched CJ carefully. He was beyond impatient, beyond anxious.

         
         CJ was pacing back and forth from the kitchen sink to the refrigerator with his hands buried deep in his pockets. He had more
            than a five o’clock shadow, not the styled facial hair that made some men look fashionable but an uneven salt-and-pepper straggle
            that made him look on the verge of a nervous breakdown. He’d spent only a couple of nights in jail for his contempt of court,
            but jail could be hell on earth for a filthy-rich loud-mouth jerk who proclaims himself the savior of the oppressed. Jack
            had seen more than his share of strung-out clients, and CJ had all the markings of a potentially dangerous level of impairment.
         

         
         “CJ, I need you to sit down.”

         
         His pacing continued. “Your client is a fucking thief!”

         
         “Are you talking about Elliott?” Jack asked in a calm voice, even though he knew the answer.

         
         “Yes! Him and his mother! They’re blackmailing me!”

         
         Serena was a born blackmailer, but the accusation against Elliott struck Jack as paranoia.

         
         “CJ, if Serena is blackmailing you for something, call the police. I don’t know anything about it.”

         
         He stopped and shouted, “I can’t call the police!”

         
         His eyes were like embers. It didn’t appear that he had a gun in his pocket, but Jack was calculating how long it would take
            the police to arrive if he could get to his cell phone in his office and dial 911.
         

         
         “Seriously, CJ. Please sit.”

         
         “I don’t want to sit!

         
         “What do you want?”
         

         
         He pinched the bridge of his nose, eyes closed, as if trying to bring clarity to his own thoughts. Then his eyes opened, and
            he spoke in a voice that sounded surprisingly rational. “I want you to make sure that if I pay, the secret stays a secret.”
         

         
         Jack was immediately reminded of his conversation with Elliott’s cellmate—the witness to Elliott’s beating who had overheard
            Serena’s parting comment: Now we got CJ by the hairy balls. At the time, Jack had assumed it had something to do with CJ’s involvement in Owen’s death. The fact that he’d chosen jail
            time for contempt of court over answering Jack’s questions had seemed like confirmation of that suspicion.
         

         
         Clearly, something else was at play.

         
         “What secret?” asked Jack.

         
         CJ was silent, but the door from the lobby suddenly swung open.

         
         “Tell him, CJ,” said Elliott.

         
         No one moved because Elliott was holding a gun, and it was aimed squarely at CJ’s chest.

         
         “Elliott,” Jack said in a calm voice, “put the gun away.”

         
         “Stay where you are!” he said.

         
         His voice was quaking, but Jack couldn’t tell if it was nerves or anger. Perhaps both.

         
         “I have this under control,” said Jack. “You shouldn’t have come back.”

         
         “You should have locked your front door.”

         
         CJ cut a glance in Jack’s direction, then spoke to Elliott. “How much of this did you hear?”

         
         “All of it,” said Elliott. “I saw your car across the street and knew you’d be telling lies about me. It’s time for that to
            stop.”
         

         
         “This isn’t the way to stop him from lying,” said Jack.

         
         “I’m not lying! I’m being blackmailed!”
         

         
         “By my mother, not me,” said Elliott.

         
         “For something that never happened!”

         
         Elliott’s face was red with anger. “Never happened? Just because my mother passed out and there were no witnesses doesn’t mean it never happened.”
         

         
         Jack tried again to defuse the situation. “Elliott, whatever it was, if you say it happened, I believe you. Put the gun down
            and let’s talk about this.”
         

         
         Elliott’s glare tightened. “Deny it again, CJ. I’ve wanted to do this for seven years. So, please, deny the truth again. Give
            me a reason to pull the trigger.”
         

         
         “There’s no reason to pull the trigger,” said Jack.

         
         Elliott’s gaze was fixed on CJ, but he spoke to Jack. “Have you ever wondered, Jack, why I changed my mind about the adoption
            at the hospital?”
         

         
         “That’s none of my business,” said Jack.

         
         “Have you ever wondered why it was CJ who came up with the quarter million dollars my mother demanded from the Pollards for
            the adoption to go through?”
         

         
         “I’m sure there was a good reason,” said Jack.

         
         “Have you ever wondered why, the minute I laid eyes on my baby, I knew I wanted to keep him?”

         
         Jack had wondered about all those things, and he wanted to hear more—but not while Elliott’s finger was on the trigger.

         
         “Elliott, you have your whole life ahead of you,” said Jack. “Don’t throw it away.”

         
         “I’m not throwing anything away. It was taken—by CJ and then by my mother. Tell him, CJ. Tell Jack how I used to hide in my bedroom while you and my mother stayed up all
            night doing drugs in the living room. Tell him about that night my mother passed out and you decided to come to my room and
            have your way with a sixteen-year-old girl.”
         

         
         Jack froze. The situation just got much more dangerous.

         
         “Were you disappointed, CJ, to find out I was no virgin?”

         
         “Please, put the gun down,” said Jack.

         
         Elliott’s eyes welled, glistening with anger. “My mother convinced me that you were the father. The same way she convinced you. That’s how she got me to give up my baby for adoption. That’s how she got you to find the Pollards in the first place and then to pay up and make the adoption go through.” 

         
         Jack saw the look on CJ’s face—a look that said he, like Jack, was hearing this for the very first time.

         
         “I nearly screwed it all up for her,” said Elliott. “As soon as I saw my baby, I knew you weren’t the father.”
         

         
         CJ’s surprise turned to anger. “I told you, Jack! I told you they were blackmailing me for something that never happened.
            The kid isn’t mine!”
         

         
         “You raped me, you piece of shit!”

         
         “Don’t shoot!” Jack shouted.

         
         The gun was shaking, but there was no crack of a gunshot. Elliott held his pistol with both hands, trying to steady his aim
            at CJ.
         

         
         “You can’t do this,” said Jack. “I’m your lawyer, but I’m still a witness who will testify against you. Revenge is not self-defense.
            If you shoot him, you’ll have to shoot me too.”
         

         
         “Shoot him!” said CJ. “Your lawyer and your mother are the only ones who know the secret of that night. Shoot him and let him take it
            to the grave. You and your mother can name your price.”
         

         
         Elliott’s eyes darted from CJ to Jack and back again. Jack could hardly believe what he was seeing, but the pistol was slowly
            moving in Jack’s direction.
         

         
         “Elliott, this is crazy,” said Jack.

         
         “Any price!” said CJ. “Millions, if you want. I’m a Vandermeer. You know I’m good for it.”

         
         “I’m sorry, Jack,” said Elliott.

         
         “Elliott, don’t.”

         
         “But I have to do this.”

         
         The gun jerked in CJ’s direction, and a single shot rang out.

         
         “No!”

         
         CJ was on the floor—but only because he’d dived for cover. A lone bullet hole marred the face of the white kitchen cabinet
            behind him.
         

         
         Elliott lowered the gun. “You’re not worth it, CJ.”

         
         Before CJ could grasp what had happened, Jack was on top of him. CJ was too impaired to put up much of a fight. Jack easily
            pinned him on his belly and jerked CJ’s arm behind his back, controlling him.
         

         
         “Call 911!” Jack shouted, struggling to keep CJ still.

         
         Elliott laid the gun on the table and took his cell phone from his pocket. “Sure,” he said, dialing. “This time I will.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 52

         
         It wasn’t Andie’s first time speeding through the warehouse district after dark, but it was her first time with ASAC Tidwell
            behind the wheel. The buildings all looked alike, row after row of flat-roofed boxes, the only distinguishing feature being
            a large letter and number painted in red on the garage door. Tidwell cut his speed as they passed Warehouse P-65, then made
            a hard turn into a poorly lit parking lot and brought the car to a hard stop outside Warehouse P-72. He and Andie jumped out
            and sprinted down the alley to the side entrance. Tidwell entered the passcode to the digital lock. Andie rushed inside first
            and came face-to-face with Special Agent Kyle Crawford.
         

         
         “Careful!” he shouted, stopping Andie stopped in her tracks.

         
         Crawford was the go-to agent when it came to delivering tactical support and off-site platforms for SWAT and undercover planning
            and communications. For Operation P-P-P, he and his team had transformed Warehouse P-72 into a remote command center. A tangle
            of thick black electrical cords and cables stretched across the concrete floor. Computers and audio equipment were stacked
            on one side of the room. Flat-panel monitors were arranged in U-shape fashion along the remaining three walls. Each monitor
            displayed a different view of the warehouse district.
         

         
         “Aronberg is hit in the knee but okay,” said Tidwell.

         
         Andie’s heart leapt to her throat. She knew Agent Aronberg from another undercover operation.

         
         “Has SWAT launched?” asked Tidwell.

         
         “They’re surrounding the building,” said Crawford. “They’re at yellow.”

         
         Yellow was the SWAT code for the final position of cover and concealment. Green was the assault, the moment of life and death, literally. 

         
         Andie’s gaze fixed on the monitor displaying a broad view of Warehouse Q-75.

         
         “That’s Theo Knight’s space,” said Crawford. “Three buildings down on the next row. We rerigged security cameras on rows P
            and Q to get these feeds.”
         

         
         “Nice work,” said Tidwell, speaking to the tech agents in the room.

         
         Andie looked more closely at the monitor. “Where’s SWAT now?”

         
         Crawford adjusted video feed. Dressed all in black, their faces covered with greasepaint, the SWAT agents were virtually invisible
            in the darkness.
         

         
         “There,” said Crawford, pointing at another monitor. “When the mission goes green, Team One will blast and breach the garage
            door. Team Two will advance from the north end of the alley, Team Three from the south. Aronberg is behind the dumpster midway
            down the alley. Knight is with him.”
         

         
         Andie feared the worst. “Was Theo Knight the shooter?”

         
         Crawford seemed surprised by the question. “No. It was a gunrunner named Baptiste. Knight’s return fire drove him back inside
            the warehouse.”
         

         
         “Wait,” said Andie. “Theo was protecting Aronberg?”
         

         
         “Well, yeah,” said Crawford, still sounding confused. Then he looked at Tidwell. “You haven’t told her?”

         
         Andie no longer needed to be told. “Theo’s an informant,” she said, the picture becoming clear to her. There was both relief
            and pride for Theo in her voice, both of which were outweighed by her fear for his safety.
         

         
         “An informant in deep shit right now, I’m afraid,” said Crawford.

         
         “Deeper than he needs to be,” said Tidwell. He was standing in front of monitor number five, an aerial view from a drone hovering directly over the warehouse. 

         
         “That’s a new feed,” said Crawford. “The drone just launched.”

         
         Andie checked the same monitor and immediately put her ASAC’s concern into words.

         
         “If Team One breaches the garage door, and Teams Two and Three shut off the alley, there’s only one thing Baptiste can do.”
            Andie placed her finger on the monitor, directly over the two men in the alley behind the dumpster.
         

         
         “Take hostages,” said Tidwell, totally with her.

         
         “We need SWAT to stand down on the blast and breach of the garage door,” she told her ASAC. “They should push Baptiste and
            his team in the opposite direction, away from the alley and out the garage door.”
         

         
         “Agree,” said Tidwell.

         
         “Do we have a real-time feed from the team yet?” she asked.

         
         Crawford checked monitors nine and ten. “Coming up now. Sanchez is team leader.”

         
         In Andie’s experience, the live-feed video came from a night-vision field camera mounted on the team leader’s helmet. Two
            other team members—“breachers,” the first to enter—also had mounted cameras. The technology allowed the command center to
            watch the operation unfold in real time, through SWAT’s eyes. A bone microphone and headset provided audio communication.
         

         
         Andie picked up the microphone. “Sanchez, this is Agent Henning. I have ASAC Tidwell with me. We need you to stay yellow.”

         
         “We’re green on my count of five,” he said, but it sounded more like a statement to his team than a response to Andie.

         
         “Sanchez, stay yellow,” said Andie.

         
         “Five, four—”

         
         “Audio problem,” said Crawford. “He can’t hear you.”

         
         “Three, two.”

         
         “Sanchez!” Andie shouted.

         
         “One.”

         
         The real-time video feed from the mounted cameras became a blur, as SWAT burst into action.

         
         

         Theo heard the blast, but it was Elton who spelled out the consequences.

         
         “SWAT morons!” he said just loud enough for Theo to hear. “Breaching the front door will drive Baptiste out the side door!”

         
         Theo took that as a direct order to have his pistol at the ready. He quickly reassessed their position of cover behind the
            dumpster. The side door to the warehouse next to Theo’s was secured by roll-down steel shutters, sealing off a potential escape
            route. Corrugated boxes, flattened and stacked for disposal, one on top of the other, rose in cardboard towers along the wall.
            The alley had no streetlamp, or at least not a working one. The moonlight did little more than create confusing shadows in
            what seemed like an endless black tunnel.
         

         
         Suddenly, the side door flew up. Baptist rushed into the alley with an AK-47 in one hand and a semiautomatic pistol in the
            other, spraying bullets down the alley in both directions. SWAT held its fire, presumably out of fear that they would accidentally
            hit Theo, their undercover agent, or the SWAT agents who had closed off the other end of the alley. Theo dove between the
            dumpster and the brick wall. Baptiste unloaded a barrage of armor-piercing bullets, the pop-pop-pop piercing the night as he made Swiss cheese of the metal dumpster. Theo fell to the pavement—fell hard, selling it to Baptiste
            that he’d been hit—and his gun landed beside him. SWAT opened fire from the north end of the alley, and Theo could almost
            hear the whistle of “friendly fire” over his head.
         

         
         Baptiste grabbed Elton and forced him up on his one good leg, using him as a human shield as he put the pistol to his head.

         
         “I got a hostage!” he shouted. “One more gunshot and he dies!”

         
         The SWAT weapons fell silent.

         
         Theo didn’t move, his cheek pressed to the pavement like a dead man. The tips of his fingers were just inches away from his gun, but he didn’t have the angle for a shot at Baptiste from where he lay. 

         
         “Elton and me are walking out of here!” Baptiste shouted. “One gunshot from anywhere and he dies!”

         
         The SWAT guns remained silent. Theo waited. He could hear Baptiste breathing. Then he heard Elton’s voice.

         
         “I can’t walk with a bullet in my knee.”

         
         “You’re gonna fucking walk!” Baptiste said to him.

         
         A stack of crushed cardboard boxes toppled over at the end of the alley. Clearly SWAT was on the move.

         
         “No sound!” Baptiste shouted, and he pressed the gun more firmly against his hostage’s head.

         
         Theo remained still. He was channeling his days as a Grove Lord. When other kids were shooting three-pointers on the basketball
            court or throwing a football, he and his badass older brother Tatum were taking target practice with live ammunition, perfecting
            their “kill shot” from every position imaginable, standing, squatting, lying on their bellies—or flying through the air like
            a superhero.
         

         
         Theo’s fingers moved slowly toward the gun. He grabbed it.

         
         “One more sound and he dies!” Baptiste shouted.

         
         Theo launched himself from behind the dumpster.

         
         “One more sound and—”

         
         The crack of a single gunshot echoed through the alley, as Theo soared past his target. Baptiste’s head snapped, and a spray
            of blood covered the wall behind him. Theo fell as Baptiste fell, but only one was still alive when they hit the pavement.
         

         
         Elton lowered himself onto his good knee. “Holy fuck,” he said in disbelief.

         
         Theo stayed down. SWAT agents were quickly all around them. Theo could hear the other members of the team inside the warehouse,
            rounding up Baptiste’s workers.
         

         
         “Are you hurt?” a SWAT agent shouted at Theo.

         
         “I’m good.”

         
         Two other agents locked hands to create a human sling for Elton to sit in. Theo followed as they whisked him toward the ambulance waiting at the end of the alley and placed him on a gurney. As they hurried to load the wounded agent into the ambulance and jabbed a needle into his arm for IV fluids, Elton made them stop, and his gaze landed on Theo. 

         
         “Dude, that was one hell of a shot. You’re a lot better than just ‘all right’ with that pistol.”

         
         Theo smiled. “Yeah. I know.”

         
         The door closed and the ambulance sped away, siren wailing. Andie was suddenly standing at Theo’s side.

         
         “Why didn’t you tell me?” she asked.

         
         “I didn’t even tell Jack.”

         
         “I’m beyond proud of you. But you should have come to me. Or Jack. We could have helped you.”

         
         “You did help me,” he said. “When you told me you would rip me ‘a new one.’ That’s when I reached out to the FBI to be an
            informant.”
         

         
         “Okay. But, still, you could have come to me or Jack about being an informant.”

         
         Theo turned to face her squarely. “Andie, don’t take this the wrong way. But I don’t need your help. I don’t need Jack’s help.
            You know who needs your help? Y’all do. So do me a favor. Help each other.”
         

         
         Andie didn’t answer. But as the red swirl of the ambulance beacon lit up her face, Theo could see that his advice had landed.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epilogue

         
         State attorney Abe Beckham was true to his word. No charges were brought against anyone for the staging of Owen Pollard’s
            suicide.
         

         
         C. J. Vandermeer was not so lucky. A blood test confirmed what Elliott had believed all along, since Elle’s first look at
            her baby: Austen’s biological parents were a couple of curious teenagers who’d willingly lost their virginity in the back
            seat of a parked car. The scientific confirmation changed everything. Finally, Elliott was able to press charges against CJ
            without any risk of labeling Austen “the son of a rapist.” CJ was arrested for sexual battery of a minor, a first-degree felony
            punishable by up to thirty years in prison. The open question was whether it would be purely a matter of Elliott’s word against
            CJ’s. Jack discussed it with his client in his office after CJ’s arrest.
         

         
         “I can be a fact witness, if needed,” said Jack. “I would testify as to what CJ said in my office.”

         
         “Will that be enough to convict him?” asked Elliott.

         
         “An admission seven years after the crime is still an admission. Granted, testimony from a witness who was there the night
            it happened would be better.”
         

         
         “If you mean my mother, fat chance she’ll do anything to help me.”

         
         “You never know,” said Jack. “I never fully understood why CJ went to such lengths to avoid testifying at your bail hearing.
            I think it was Serena who made that happen.”
         

         
         “I don’t disagree,” said Elliott. “But she didn’t do it to help me. Raising doubts to get me released on bail helped her. She needed at least one of us on the outside for her blackmail to work. Not that I was willing to go along.”
         

         
         “She might still come around and help you on the sexual battery,” said Jack.

         
         “Why would she?”

         
         “My assumption is that the state attorney will tell her she can be a witness for the prosecution or a codefendant charged
            as an accomplice to sexual battery. Serena will make the smart choice.”
         

         
         “I hope you’re right,” said Elliott.

         
         He thanked Jack one more time, and Jack walked him to the reception area. They stopped at the front door.

         
         “Have you and Helena come to an understanding about Austen?”

         
         “I’d say we are in agreement so far,” said Elliott.

         
         “So far?”

         
         “We agreed not to take any next steps until the calls from the media stop. It’s a private matter, so our decision will be
            made in private.”
         

         
         “I hope it works out for you.”

         
         “For Austen,” said Elliott.

         
         “Yeah,” Jack said. “For Austen.”

         
         They said goodbye. Elliott started out, then stopped. “You might want to lock the door after I leave,” he said with a wry
            smile.
         

         
         “Good tip,” said Jack. “Take care of yourself, Elliott.”

         
         “I will,” he said.

         
         Jack watched as his client walked down the porch steps and continued to his car. And he kept watching until the car pulled
            out of the driveway and Elliott was well on his way.
         

         
         

         Andie paid her second visit to Cy’s Place without Jack. Theo was working behind the U-shaped bar, and she took an empty stool
            all the way at the far end, away from the other patrons, where she could speak without being overheard. Theo wasn’t on the
            FBI’s “need to know” list, but when it came to Operation P-P-P, he was definitely on Andie’s “deserves to know” list.
         

         
         “C. J. Vandermeer has a long list of problems with the law,” she said. “But he’s not going to be charged with gunrunning.”

         
         Theo was filling her glass with club soda from the soft-drink dispenser and stopped cold. “Why the hell not?”

         
         “It turns out CJ didn’t know what Baptiste was doing with the guns he purchased from VanPoll Enterprises.”

         
         Theo mulled it over. “Makes sense, I guess. If CJ knew his company was running guns to Haiti, he wouldn’t have invited Jack
            and me inside the plant for a tour the way he did. But somebody had to know.”
         

         
         “Yeah. Owen Pollard.”

         
         Theo squeezed a lemon wedge into her soda. “From the grave?”

         
         “No. Owen and Baptiste had a long-term supply agreement. This has been going on for over a year. That’s why you found yourself
            on the FBI radar when you and Jack went to visit the plant and then you went to CJ’s training class.”
         

         
         “You just said CJ wasn’t involved.”

         
         “The FBI didn’t know at the time. Operation P-P-P was watching him when you started buddying up to him. When the FBI checked
            you out and discovered you had a warehouse full of barrels in the foreign trade zone, you came under suspicion before you
            even met Baptiste.”
         

         
         “Yeah, well, I’ve been kinda under suspicion since the day I was born. But tell me this: Why did Owen do this deal with Baptiste
            and hide it from CJ?”
         

         
         “CJ controlled the company—fifty-one percent owner. It was entirely up to him how much Owen took home in salary and profit
            distributions, which was apparently peanuts. Owen signed the agreements with Baptiste as an officer of VanPoll, but most of
            the money was paid under the table—and went straight into Owen’s pocket.”
         

         
         “That’s why I’ll never have a partner,” Theo said with a smile. He topped off her club soda. “You want something stronger
            than that?”
         

         
         “No, thanks. I have to get home. But before I go, I wanted to say thank you.”

         
         “For working with the FBI?”

         
         “No. For the advice you gave me. That Jack and I ‘help each other.’”

         
         “Ah, you don’t need to thank me. Hell, I don’t even know what I meant by that. ‘Help each other.’ What kind of advice is that?”

         
         “Good advice,” she said.

         
         “Okay. You tell me what it means when you figure it out.”

         
         “I will,” she said, as she climbed down from her bar stool. “After I tell Jack.”

         
         

         Jack spent Saturday morning outside, on his deck, preparing for the noon celebration.

         
         It was Righley’s birthday, two dozen friends were invited, and she wanted balloons for her party—“Lots and lots of balloons.”
            By 11 a.m., Jack was on the third tank of helium, his fifth spool of string, and his tenth bag of balloons. So many floating
            balloons of every color imaginable were tethered to the wood railings that it seemed the deck might lift off and float over
            the bay behind their house.
         

         
         “Daddy, more balloons!” Righley shouted.

         
         “Working on it,” said Jack.

         
         She slid open the glass door and went inside. Andie stepped out and joined him on the deck. She’d been in a funk the last
            few days, but not about Theo. She couldn’t share all the details with Jack, but she’d made a connection with a teenage girl
            on her busted undercover assignment. A friend in the Seattle field office had promised to follow up, but the girl went missing.
            Not all endings are happy. If it was an ending. It would come as no surprise to Jack if Andie were to negotiate her way through
            the FBI bureaucracy and back to Seattle to find her.
         

         
         Jack tied a cluster of inflated balloons to the corner post and then sat in the Adirondak chair next to her. The tank was
            between them.
         

         
         “We need to talk,” Andie said in a helium voice.

         
         Jack laughed—probably harder than he should have, but such ominous words in such a silly voice struck him as hilarious. And it was good to see that the party had rekindled Andie’s sense of humor. 

         
         “Your turn,” she said in a normal voice.

         
         Jack inhaled. “Honey, I shrunk my voice!”

         
         Andie grabbed the hose, took another hit, and said, “Wanna make a baby?”

         
         Jack laughed.

         
         She took another hit. “Jack, please, I’m being serious!”

         
         It was in her helium voice, but she wasn’t laughing. Or smiling. She was serious.
         

         
         “Really?” said Jack.

         
         She set the helium hose aside. “Righley’s now at an age where it would be like having another ‘only child.’ But what’s wrong
            with that?”
         

         
         Jack needed to catch his breath. It wasn’t completely out of the blue. They had planned on having more children, but they
            hadn’t really talked about it in over two years, not since a gunshot wound and sudden loss of blood had caused Andie to miscarry
            in the second trimester.
         

         
         Jack leaned closer and kissed her. “I think it’s a great idea. If you’re ready.”

         
         “I’m ready.”

         
         Jack smiled. “We’ll start tonight.”

         
         “Well, I need to go off the pill for more than twelve hours. I don’t think it works that fast.”

         
         Jack inhaled more helium. “Practice makes perfect,” he said, sounding like a chipmunk.

         
         Andie laughed, and they kissed again.

         
         “Eww, gross,” Righley said from the open doorway, and then the birthday girl went back inside.
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