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God, I want this maniac!” Lily Forrester said, her voice bouncing off the colorful tiled floors and decaying stucco walls. The Santa Barbara courthouse was a beautiful but ancient structure that would have served better as a museum than a processing house for justice.


“Why did you ask Judge Orso to meet with us this early?” Matt Kingsley asked his supervisor, a tall, lanky woman with freckles and curly red hair. Lily didn’t look old enough to have a daughter in her second year of college. One of the most impassioned prosecutors in the county, she whipped around the office with nonstop energy, putting the younger attorneys to shame. In many ways, such intensity was frightening. Of course, anyone would get excited about the crime they were presently handling. The victim was an eight-year-old girl. Her father, Henry Middleton, had been arrested the day before on charges of attempted murder.


The crime had occurred on Halloween. Betsy Louise Middleton, dressed in her pink satin ballerina costume, had consumed what easily could have amounted to a fatal dose of strychnine administered in a straw-shaped candy. The child’s parents appeared to be upstanding citizens. The father owned a chain of furniture stores and served as a deacon in the First Baptist Church, one of the reasons the police had not immediately identified the couple as suspects. Instead, every person Betsy had visited while trick or treating that fatal night had been put through the wringer.


The investigation had been time-consuming and exhaustive. Only four days before, the break the authorities had been waiting for had finally arrived. While working a convenience store robbery, a police officer had stumbled across a Spanish-speaking witness in Ventura, a neighboring city located approximately twenty miles south of Santa Barbara. The woman had positively identified Henry Middleton from a photo lineup, stating that she remembered him purchasing that particular brand of candy the day before Halloween while his wife and children waited outside in their red Ford Explorer. The witness recognized the defendant, as she had purchased a mattress from his furniture company.


“Didn’t you speak to Judge Orso yesterday?” Matt Kingsley’s voice cut through the morning calm. His eyes were a muted shade of hazel, his blond hair stylishly long. His look was that of a former surfer without the charred skin. To add to his appeal, he drove a bright yellow Ferrari and purchased his clothes at Saks Fifth Avenue or Nordstrom.


“Yes,” Lily said crisply. “I caught him on the golf course, though. He probably doesn’t remember half of our conversation.”


Santa Barbara was a small judicial district, and due to the early hour, the courthouse had yet to come alive. A bedraggled attorney was leaning against the wall, sipping a cup of coffee out of a Styrofoam cup. Kingsley, with his Brooks Brothers suit and squeaky new shoes, smirked as he took in the other man’s morning stubble, wrinkled shirt, and dirty white sneakers. “Think this guy overestimated the travel time?” he said, spotting what looked like a garment bag on the floor next to the man’s briefcase.


Lily’s jaw dropped. For a few moments she just stared, unable to believe her eyes. She considered turning around, but there was no other way to reach their destination.


“Is something wrong?” Kingsley asked, noting how ashen her face had become.


She tilted her head so Kingsley would follow her instead of lingering. Once they were out of earshot, she stopped walking. “You’re not sharp enough to lick that man’s boots, let alone compete with him in the courtroom. You just walked past one of the finest legal minds in the state.”


“Fine, whatever,” Kingsley answered, straightening the knot on his tie. “Want to tell me why someone with one of the finest legal minds in the state is hanging around the courthouse like he lives here?”


Lily continued walking. “He doesn’t want to take a chance on being late.”


The young attorney snickered. “Hard to believe you’d worship this guy just because he always shows upon time.”


“That’s only one of his finer traits,” Lily told him, flicking a piece of lint off her green linen jacket. Young guns like Kingsley always chased after the big case. When their heads hit the pillow at night, they dreamed of dynamite arguments, surprise witnesses, killer pieces of evidence, complex legal analyses. Only with maturity did they learn the truth—that many times the seemingly insignificant traits were what put a person in a league with the legends.


Matt Kingsley pulled his collar away from his neck, a stream of perspiration dotting his forehead. Only 8:00 A.M., and already the courthouse was steaming. By noon the place would be as hot as a boiler room. The building was not air-conditioned. Age alone precluded any attempt at modernization, and the historical society wouldn’t allow them even window units. The only thing that made life tolerable was that everyone suffered: the judges, the prosecutors, the prisoners, even the jurors.


Once they reached Judge William Orso’s chambers, Lily tried the outer door and found it locked. “Damn,” she said, anxiously jiggling the handle, “don’t tell me he forgot about our conference this morning. Someone’s got to get this man to retire. I swear he’s so senile he has trouble remembering his own name.”


“How did Officer Stevens put this together?” Kingsley asked as they waited, reaching into his pocket for a package of chewing gum. He offered a stick to Lily, but she waved it away. “Certainly he didn’t carry a mug shot of the father around with him. This wasn’t even Ventura’s homicide. The way I heard it, Stevens was at the store to investigate an unrelated robbery.”


“I’ve known a lot of callous killers,” Lily said, ignoring his question. “I honestly believe Middleton is the worst piece of human garbage I’ve ever seen. He sat there and fed his own child strychnine for no other reason than greed.”


“Maybe it was a mercy killing,” he suggested. “The girl has a serious illness. Isn’t that how they explained the million-dollar life insurance policy? I mean, no one insures their kid for that kind of money unless they think there’s a chance they’re going to die.”


“Don’t you know anything about this case?” Lily asked, appalled that he wasn’t better informed. “Betsy suffers from a rare genetic disorder called Aicardi syndrome. She has a defect in the corpus callosum, the middle brain, which allows the right brain to communicate with the left brain. At the time Middleton had insured her, she hadn’t been officially diagnosed. Her parents might have suspected that she had the disorder, however, because someone in their family could have died from it years before.”


“Can’t we find out?”


“Probably not,” Lily told him. “These are the kinds of things families keep hidden, although they pass it along by word of mouth from one generation to the next. Aicardi syndrome was identified only in 1965. If one of the Middleton ancestors did die from complications from it, the correct cause of death was probably not listed.”


“Hey, I’m not a doctor,” Kingsley said. “I read something about right brain versus left brain when I was in college. That’s about as far as I go.”


“Just listen,” she continued. “Children who suffer from Aicardi syndrome have seizures, some more frequently than others. Betsy also has a hole in the retina of her left eye and a small lesion on her right.”


“Then she’s blind?”


“Not blind,” Lily corrected him. “Visually impaired.” Kingsley smacked his gum. “I thought she was retarded.”


“Developmentally disabled.”


“We’re just talking,” the young attorney said. “I wouldn’t use the word retarded in the courtroom.”


Lily gave him a look that would drop an elephant. “Then don’t use it now.”


Kingsley decided to shut his mouth.


“Okay,” she said a few moments later, “here’s how I see it. Middleton needed money. Because he had two normal children, he decided Betsy was expendable. Like a ripped sofa, you know. Except he didn’t just toss her out, he cashed her in like a lottery ticket. Can you imagine holding your child in your arms and listening to her scream in agony?”


Kingsley’s hand instinctively flew to his stomach. “Weren’t the other children insured as well?”


“Not until Betsy was born,” Lily said, chewing on a ragged fingernail. “To prove how diabolical Middleton is, we have to show the jury the years of preparation that went into this crime.”


The picture she had painted was so evil the hairs were prickling on the back of his neck. “How could a person plot his daughter’s death almost from the day she was born?” Kingsley asked. “You make it sound as if he was charting a long-term bailout plan for his company.”


“Precisely,” Lily said, her eyes expanding.


The young attorney could see the case unfolding on his supervisor’s face, almost as if he were watching film footage of the actual crime. And what Lily visualized in her mind was generally accurate. She had a gift, an ability to take all the minute and disconnected pieces and fit them together like a puzzle. Up until a few days ago, when the Ventura police had handed them the goods, most of the prosecutors and investigators in the Santa Barbara office had decided the crime had been the result of a random act and would never be solved. Lily’s conviction that Henry Middleton had poisoned his daughter had never wavered.


Lily fell deep in thought, her eyes trained on the floor. Suddenly she remembered something, jerking her head up. “You didn’t tell me what the hospital said this morning.”


“I told Mike Armstrong to call.”


Lily’s voice rose several octaves. “Did I tell you to have Armstrong check on Betsy’s condition?”


“No, but—”


“But, my ass,” she shouted. “What are we going to charge Middleton with?”


“Attempted murder, of course.” A few sheets of paper fluttered in Kingsley’s hands. “The complaint’s right here. You don’t have to go ballistic.”


Lily snatched the papers from him, then darted around the corner. She tried to reach Armstrong on her cell phone, but the investigator’s voice mail came on. Dropping down on a bench, she buried her head in her hands, asking herself why she had accepted another position as a prosecutor. Reviewing cases for the appellate court in Los Angeles might not have been as challenging, but the stress level was minimal. Since the events which had transpired in Ventura six years before, she had visited a shrink once a week. Therapy, however, was nothing more than a Band-Aid. Her sins were too serious to reveal to a priest, let alone a psychologist. Once she regained her composure, she returned to where Kingsley was waiting.


“You were right about that lawyer,” he said, staring down the hallway. “He disappeared, then came back looking good enough to go on national TV. I swear. He wasn’t gone longer than ten minutes max. He shaved, changed his clothes, combed his hair. The guy must carry everything he owns in that garment bag.”


“Doubtful,” Lily said, deciding to call the hospital herself. Each time she tried to punch in the numbers, though, her hands began shaking and she had to start over. How could she function when the only man she had ever loved was standing only a short distance away?


“You’re probably right,” Kingsley decided. “That’s a Valentino he’s wearing. I know, because I almost bought the same suit. What’s his name, by the way? I think I might have seen him on Rivera Live the other day.”


“Richard Fowler,” Lily said, tossing the words over her shoulder as she ducked into the rest room.
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Lily splashed cold water on her face, then finally managed to get through to Dr. Logan at the hospital. After she explained that the Middleton girl’s father was about to be arraigned for attempted murder, the physician asked if he could speak to her in person. “I’m really on a tight schedule today,” she told him. “Can’t you give me an update of her condition over the phone?”


“Please, Ms. Forrester,” Logan said. “Betsy’s condition has deteriorated. We’ve been talking to her parents about removing her from life support.”


“I’ll be over as soon as possible,” Lily told him, deciding she would have to postpone the arraignment. As soon as she disconnected, her daughter called.


“You left a message on my machine.”


“Shana,” she said, “I can’t talk right now, sweetheart. Will you be home this afternoon?”


“Yeah,” the girl mumbled. “Dad forwards the calls to his cell phone, though, so you probably won’t be able to reach me. What’s going on?”


Shana was generally a positive, charismatic young lady. Most of their conversations were filled with gossip and laughter. Not only did she sound as if she were speaking through a pillow, there was something else that Lily couldn’t quite put her finger on. “Are you okay?”


“I was up until three o’clock last night.”


“Studying?”


“Of course,” Shana said, sighing, “what else would I be doing on a Monday night? I certainly wasn’t out partying. I was sick last week. I missed three days of classes.”


“Did you see a doctor?”


“I’m fine, Mom,” she told her. “I must have had a touch of the flu. What do you want to talk to me about? The message you left on my answering machine made it sound like it was something important.”


Common sense told Lily to let it slide. She stared up at the overhead light fixture, a graveyard of dead flies. A public rest room wasn’t a place to conduct a serious conversation, and running into Richard Fowler had left her unnerved. Had he even seen her? “I’ll catch you later this evening.”


“Tell me now,” the girl insisted. “I won’t be able to concentrate on my school work. You can’t just dangle something in front of me, then make me wait. You know I’m curious by nature. You’re the same way, Mom.”


Lily poked her head out the door to the rest room. Kingsley was still standing in front of the judge’s chambers. Damn Orso, she thought. They’d be lucky if he showed up for the hearing. “Is your father home?”


“I think he went out to get something to eat,” Shana told her. “The car was gone when I woke up this morning.”


“I know you can’t transfer now,” Lily said, deciding to speak her mind while her ex-husband was out of the house, “but I’d like you to reconsider attending the university here in Santa Barbara.”


“Not this again,” her daughter whined. “The fall semester just started. Why would you even mention me switching schools? I thought you were happy for me, that you weren’t going to rag on me anymore.”


“I am happy for you,” Lily told her, leaning back against the sink. “Something’s come up, that’s all. If you were living in the dorm there wouldn’t be a problem. Even sharing an apartment with a couple of girls might be an option. The rent on the duplex is almost two thousand a month.”


“Why do you care?” Shana asked. “Dad pays for it.”


“Not anymore.”


“I don’t understand.”


“He called me yesterday,” Lily explained. “I promised I wouldn’t tell you—”


“Tell me what?”


“Your father’s behind on the rent. He claims he hasn’t sold a house in four months. I’m already paying for your tuition, food, clothing, even your car insurance.”


“You’re making this up,” Shana said. “Dad sold a house last week. He has all kinds of big deals in the fire.”


“I’m sorry, darling,” Lily said, her chest constricting. John always managed to make her the bearer of bad news. He knew she would refuse to foot the bill for the duplex. He’d had to give it a stab, though, just like a gambler had to toss his last chip down on the table. “You know your father doesn’t always tell the truth,” she continued. “Even if he closed a deal tomorrow, Shana, it could be up to three months before he received a commission check.”


“You’re just saying these things because you’re jealous,” the girl argued. “You’ve always been jealous over my relationship with Dad. That’s why you put him down all the time.”


Lily suspected there was some degree of truth in her daughter’s statement. She wouldn’t call it jealousy, however. All the checks she sent to Shana were cashed by her ex-husband. With the exception of the rent, she had been supporting them both for over a year. “Your father made it sound like he doesn’t anticipate being able to pay the rent for quite some time,” she went on. “I suggested he get a regular job, something that paid him an hourly wage. He hung upon me.”


“But my friends are here,” Shana cried. “I’ll have to start over if you make me change schools. And you know Santa Barbara isn’t ranked as high as UCLA. I want to go to a first-rate law school.”


With her free hand, Lily opened the door to the rest room. She could already taste defeat. Her daughter had an emotional stranglehold on her. If she continued the discussion, she would be sucked dry. “I’ll agree to allow you to continue at UCLA,” she said, “but you’ll have to move into the dorm by next semester. Otherwise, I might not be able to afford to send you to law school.”


“Now you’re threatening me!”


“I’m attempting to explain the facts of life to you,” Lily said. “I earn a modest living, Shana. The price of education is astronomical. I’ve been saving for your future since the day you were born. I’d work a second job if necessary. I simply cannot support your father.”


The line was silent.


“I love you,” Lily told her, wishing such a negative discussion hadn’t been necessary. “Everything will work out. It won’t be so bad living in the dorm. You’ll have fun, get to spend more time with your friends. Who knows? Maybe you won’t need the added expense of keeping a car.”


“Great,” Shana snapped. “Thanks a lot, Mom. This is just what I needed to start my day. First I have to move. Now I have to give up my car. Everyone has a car in L.A. How will I get around?”


“You’ll be living on campus.” Lily paused. She should have never mentioned the car. The car was a sore spot. “Your father doesn’t have a car, and he seems to be making out just fine.”


Shana knew she was busted. When her mother had tapped into her savings to buy her a brand-new Mustang convertible for a high school graduation gift, she had made her promise that she wouldn’t allow anyone else to drive it. “What am I supposed to do? Dad needs a car to sell real estate. Either he drives me where I want to go, or I catch a ride with one of my friends. What’s the big deal?”


Negotiate, Lily told herself, taking in a deep breath. Her daughter was a formidable young woman. Already she argued like an attorney. When given the chance, however, she could be as manipulative as her father. “I might be able to increase your allowance so you’ll have more money to spend on entertainment and clothes.”


A small voice said, “I have to go.”


“Family problems?” Kingsley asked, overhearing the tail end of Lily’s conversation.


She slipped her cell phone back into her purse, giving him a look that said he should mind his own business. No matter how attractive he was, the attorney annoyed her. Maybe he annoyed her because he was so good-looking. Just to prove her point, a couple walked by. The man glanced at Lily and immediately looked away. The woman smiled flirtatiously at Kingsley. He was used to women drooling over him. He loved it, encouraged it. “No sign of Orso yet?”


“Nope.”


“As soon as he shows, ask him to postpone the arraignment until three o’clock this afternoon,” Lily told him, her face locked in a grimace. “I need to go to the hospital.”


The young prosecutor was bewildered. “Why can’t we go ahead with the arraignment at ten like we planned? I got here at six o’clock this morning to work on the complaint. I even had Brennan go over it with me last night to make certain everything was perfect.”


Lily struck her forehead with the back of her hand. “Think,” she shot out. “Attempted murder is not first-degree murder. We can plead special circumstances and ask for the death penalty if Betsy died during the night. Then Middleton might be looking at something far more frightening than a prison sentence.”
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Lily steered her black Audi into the parking lot of Saint Francis Hospital. She was thankful that the hospital was only a five-minute drive from the courthouse. Part of the luxury of living in a small city like Santa Barbara was the fact that everything was close, and, in most instances, a person didn’t have to worry about getting stuck in traffic. Weekends were occasionally a problem, but most of the traffic snarled on the 101 Freeway or on State Street, the city’s main drag. People from Los Angeles and the surrounding communities headed north during the summer months to escape the heat and enjoy the lovely beaches. When the mercury inched its way past eighty in Santa Barbara and people started perspiring and complaining, the temperature in Los Angeles and the San Fernando Valley generally rose over the hundred mark. On her drive to the office that morning, Lily had heard that it was supposed to hit 105 in downtown L.A.


“I’m here to see Dr. Logan,” she told an elderly volunteer working the front desk.


“Is he expecting you?”


“Yes,” Lily said, giving the woman her name.


When she stepped off the elevator onto the second floor, a handsome man in a white coat rushed over to greet her. “Christopher Logan,” he said, shaking her hand. “You could have waited for me in the lobby. Didn’t Mrs. McKinley tell you?”


“No,” Lily said, her face flushing. They had talked on the phone at least a dozen times. His voice was familiar, yet she had not anticipated him being so small. Wearing a blue shirt under his starched white jacket, Dr. Logan had neatly trimmed dark hair, perfectly shaped facial features, and he possessed the kind of squeaky-clean look that one would expect for a person in his profession. Lily found herself checking her fingernails, fearful there might be a speck of dirt under them. When the doctor gazed up at her, he blinked several times. She wasn’t the only one doing a double take. She doubted if the diminutive Dr. Logan had envisioned himself talking to a freckle-faced giraffe during their numerous phone conversations.


“Betsy isn’t here,” he told her. “She’s been moved to the transitional care unit.”


Middleton’s arraignment had been postponed until three o’clock that afternoon, but Lily had two additional court appearances to make, one at ten-thirty and another at one. Her watch read nine forty-five. Logan motioned toward an unoccupied waiting room a few feet away, then waited until Lily dropped down on the edge of a chair.


“Before we go over there,” Logan said, sitting across from her, “there’s been a new development. Mr. Middleton’s attorney called me ten minutes ago. He instructed me that Betsy was not to be removed from life support under any circumstances. I found this peculiar, as we’ve been working closely with the parents since the child was admitted last October. Only a few days ago Henry and Carolyn Middleton agreed that Betsy should be removed from the respirator. That’s why I thought you should come here, since we were about to proceed with their request.”


Lily’s first assumption was that Logan and the hospital were eager to harvest the girl’s organs. Then she changed her mind, doubting if a child whose body had been flooded with strychnine would have anything worth salvaging. “Can she breathe without the respirator?”


“No,” he said, shaking his head.


“What about brain activity?”


“Slight,” Logan said, clearing his throat.


They were staring directly into each other’s eyes. Lily felt an urge to look away, but the nature of their conversation demanded a degree of intimacy. “How slight?”


“Almost nonexistent.”


Logan was kind, intelligent, and, from Lily’s previous contacts with him, highly cooperative. Extracting information from doctors, however, was never easy. She considered it along the lines of pulling teeth. “Is the child in pain?”


“I don’t think so,” he answered.


Generally when a patient was in the terminal stages of an illness, physicians attempted to comfort the family by convincing them their loved one could no longer experience pain. “How can you make such a vague statement?” Lily blurted out. “I’m not a family member, someone you have to placate. Is she in pain or not?”


Logan was a calm man, accustomed to dealing with difficult situations. His body language remained the same: his palms rested lightly on his knees, his forehead was unfurrowed, his voice low and steady. “I’d give you a definitive answer if I could,” he said. “Betsy is in what we classify as a level six coma. She doesn’t respond to external stimuli, so there’s no reason to believe she’s in pain.”


Lily stood. “May I see her now?”


“Of course,” Logan said, following her out of the waiting room.


They walked along a path to the rear of the hospital. Lily noticed several small ceramic statues of various animals positioned along the trail. Then they began climbing a steep series of concrete steps. Several times she had to stop and catch her breath. When they reached the top, she saw another structure located between the hospital and the extended-care facility. “What’s in that building?”


“The nuns stay there.”


“Is it a convent?”


“No,” Logan replied. “It’s just a place for them to rest.” A question mark appeared on his face. “I guess a few of them might reside there.”


Lily realized she was letting herself become sidetracked, possibly due to the hectic pace of the morning. “Is there any chance Betsy could recover?”


“Outside of a miracle,” Logan answered, “I don’t think it’s possible.”


Once they passed through the doors to the nursing facility, a middle-aged nun swished by wearing a white cotton habit. Lily glanced in a room and spotted another nun working over an elderly patient. The facility must be staffed by a specific religious order, she decided, probably one dedicated to the care of the terminally ill. No phones jangled, no televisions blasted, no orderlies pushed metal carts down the tiled corridors. The silence alone was ominous. The sisters seemed to drift from room to room on a cushion of air, their movements completely soundless. Patients were not moved to this transitional unit simply because their insurance would no longer pick up the tab.


Betsy Middleton had reached the last stop on the train.


The building was long and narrow, with the majority of the rooms on the ocean side. Even from the hallway Lily could see the entire coastline through one of the patients’ windows. She had seen pictures of monasteries in Tibet perched on the edge of windswept cliffs. This particular facility might not be as removed from civilization, but she imagined there was a similar feeling of stillness and isolation. She felt as if she were floating just slightly below the clouds.


Dr. Logan reached over the counter and retrieved Betsy’s chart, then motioned for Lily to follow him. “We don’t usually admit children over here,” he told her, stopping in front of a room. “In this instance our administrator made an exception.”


Lily stared through the window at Betsy Middleton. The girl was in a crib, tubes and wires snaking out between the bars. A hard ball of rage formed in her stomach. Because of the pending criminal charges, Henry Middleton would never allow his daughter to be removed from life support. He wasn’t a stupid man. He knew they could charge him with murder. Far more was at stake than merely convicting a criminal. While the wheels of justice slowly turned, a precious soul was trapped in limbo.


The small mound beneath the covers no longer looked like an eight-year-old girl. Even though they were feeding her through a shunt in her abdomen, Betsy’s body was wasted and her limbs had atrophied. She was curled up in the fetal position and couldn’t weigh more than a large infant. Her hair was blonde with reddish highlights, almost the same color Shana’s had been at that age.


“One of the saddest things about this case,” Logan said, their shoulders touching, “is Betsy was only mildly impaired. I concur with the diagnosis of Aicardi syndrome, yet from all appearances, her corpus callosum is almost completely intact. The last test they gave her at the special school she attended listed her IQ in the mid-sixties.”


“What you’re saying, then,” Lily said, acid bubbling back in her throat, “is she had a chance to live a fairly normal life?”


“More or less,” he replied. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m not saying she could have graduated from college. Before she developed the lesion on her right eye, however, her vision problems were minimal.”


“I thought she had a hole in her retina.”


“Left eye,” he said, pointing at his own. “A person can manage fairly well with one eye.”


When Lily faced the glass partition again, she saw a well-groomed woman in her late thirties leaning over the bed, tenderly stroking the girl’s forehead. She must have been in the bathroom before. “You didn’t tell me Mrs. Middleton was here.”


“I didn’t know,” Logan said, shrugging.


Lily understood the sense of helplessness Betsy’s mother

must be experiencing. Six years ago she had stood over Shana,

holding her hand and stroking her forehead. A mother’s concern

for her child was one of the most powerful forces in the universe.

“You said her brain function was only moderately impaired….”


“A lot of people have IQs in the sixties,” he explained. “Many marry and have families. Since Betsy has a genetically inherited disorder, though, I doubt if I would have recommended that she have a child.”


Just then Betsy began convulsing. Her mother shrieked, then frantically depressed the call button. Lily heard something drop on the floor, then realized it was the metal chart. Logan rushed inside the room, along with two nuns who seemed to have materialized out of nowhere. Never in her life had she seen people move that fast. One of the nuns handed the doctor a syringe. He instantly injected the medication into the intravenous tube already inserted into the girl’s arm. As Carolyn Middleton cowered in the corner, the sisters fastened leather straps around the child’s arms, legs, and torso. The seizure was so severe, the crib shook as if the building were collapsing. After five agonizing minutes, the girl’s tortured body finally became still.


Dr. Logan found Lily with her hands pressed against the window, tears streaming down her cheeks. “It’s over,” he said, peeling off his rubber gloves and tossing them into a trash can.


“You mean she’s dead?”


He reached in his pocket to hand her a tissue. “I was referring to the seizure.”


“Bad choice of words,” she told him, dabbing her eyes.


“I’m sorry,” Logan said, bending over to pick up the girl’s chart.


Mrs. Middleton lovingly rearranged her daughter’s head on the pillow, then stepped out of the room. She was wearing black slacks and a white turtleneck sweater, and her brown hair was styled in soft curls around her face. Before the tragedy Lily would have pegged her as a superficial woman, the kind who spent her days shopping or playing tennis at the country club. One look in her eyes made it clear that those days were over.


Lily touched Logan’s arm to let him know she was leaving. He must have misread her, however, thinking she wanted to speak to Betsy’s mother. “This is Lily Forrester, Carolyn,” he said. “She’s the district attorney handling Henry’s case.”


Mrs. Middleton was stunned. “I have nothing to say to you,” she said through gritted teeth. She took a step inside Betsy’s room, then returned to where Lily and Logan were standing. “How could you possibly arrest my husband? Henry’s a decent, God-fearing man. He adores Betsy, just like he does all of our children.”


“I’m terribly sorry, Mrs. Middleton,” Lily said. “I understand how difficult this must be for you. My daughter was the victim of a violent crime several years back.”


Carolyn Middleton refused to be consoled. “You don’t understand anything,” she said, her once lovely face twisted in a grimace. “What you just saw isn’t new to me.” She stopped and sucked in a breath. “I’ve had eight years of this hell. Betsy’s been sick all her life.”


Dr. Logan opened Betsy’s chart to make the necessary notations. Lily shifted her weight but kept her eyes on Carolyn. “Why did you change your mind?”


“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” the other woman said, fingering her pearl necklace.


“Dr. Logan indicated that both you and your husband were prepared to have Betsy removed from the respirator,” Lily told her. “Then a few hours ago, your attorney called and rescinded that order. Was this a mutual decision?”


“I don’t have to answer your questions,” Mrs. Middleton said, dropping her hands to her sides. “Henry told me not to talk to anyone unless Mr. Fowler was present.”


Lily thought she was hearing things. “Did you say Fowler? Richard Fowler?”


“Yes,” she said, digging in her purse and handing her a business card.


How could Richard have agreed to represent someone as contemptible as Henry Middleton? Now she knew why she had seen him at the courthouse that morning.


Carolyn said, “Henry didn’t do it.”


“I appreciate how you must feel,” Lily told her. “I’m only the prosecutor, Mrs. Middleton. Your husband’s guilt or innocence will be determined by a jury.” It was obvious that Carolyn Middleton needed Henry and was prepared to defend him. Without her husband the woman would disintegrate. The nice clothes, the carefully applied makeup, the regal way she carried herself. Henry had manufactured her just like he manufactured furniture.


Lily waited until she shuffled off down the corridor, then turned back to Logan. “How long can Betsy last this way?”


“She’s been in a coma for almost a year. I’ve heard of patients who’ve survived for as long as ten years, even longer.” He disappeared into the room, checking the flow on the IV, then quickly returned to conclude his conversation. “If there’s anything I can do, please feel free to call me.”


“Anything?” she asked, saying more with her eyes than she could with words. She watched as Logan’s face paled, the meaning behind her statement striking home. “Do you have children, Dr. Logan?”


“Call me Chris,” he said. “And to answer your question, I’m not married.”


“Let’s say you did have a child,” Lily continued. “Would you want her to continue in this state? My office can file the necessary paperwork tomorrow, but for all I know, the court could take up to a year to render a ruling. Without the parents’ cooperation, we may never get the authorities to step in and give us approval to remove her from life support.”


Tearing off a piece of paper from Betsy’s medical chart, the doctor scribbled something and then pressed it into Lily’s hand. “This is my home phone number,” he told her. “From now on, I think it might be better if we discussed Betsy’s situation outside of the hospital. If you can’t reach me at home, have the hospital page me.”





4



At three o’clock Lily stood outside the dark wood doors of the courtroom, intentionally staging her entry. She had been late to her ten-thirty hearing. Knowing she wouldn’t have the strength to face Richard Fowler on an empty stomach, she’d managed to choke down half of a tuna sandwich. Her eyes were swollen and irritated, her lipstick was gone, and her formerly crisp linen jacket hung limply on her shoulders. She anxiously checked her watch, wishing she had time to make herself look presentable. The corridors were empty, so she assumed Richard and his client were already inside. Finally she thrust her shoulders back, shoved open the doors, and strode straight to the counsel table.


Once she was seated, she retrieved Middleton’s file from her briefcase, keeping her eyes trained on the front of the room. A distinctive scent drifted past her nostrils, a hint of lime. Even Richard’s cologne was the same. Out of the corner of her eye she caught a glimpse of his profile. Being in the same room with him made it difficult to concentrate, let alone the fact that he was Middleton’s attorney.


At forty-eight, Henry Middleton reminded Lily of a toad. She estimated his height at five-six, maybe an inch or two taller, but unlike the perfectly proportioned Dr. Logan, Middleton was almost as wide as he was tall. His hair was slicked back off his forehead, his neck almost nonexistent, his face small in comparison to his bulky torso, and his skin was oily and blotched. She signaled the bailiff so he could notify Judge Orso that she was ready to proceed.


Richard suddenly appeared beside her. “I didn’t know until you walked in that you were assigned to this case.”


“Bullshit,” she said, refusing to look at him. “I’ve been involved since the onset.”


Richard shook his head. “But I haven’t,” he told her. “Middleton hired me yesterday. That’s why you saw me at such an ungodly hour this morning. I read about the crime in the papers, but since no arrests were ever made, I’d forgotten most of the particulars. I drove down here at five this morning to review the police reports and interview my client. I was hurt when you didn’t stop and talk to me.”


Lily started to mention his phone call to the hospital, then heard the bailiff calling the court to order. “All rise,” he said. “Division Fourteen of the Superior Court is now in session, Judge William Orso presiding.”


The judge swept into the room in a swirl of black robes. At seventy-three, Orso had beady black eyes, a hawkish nose, and a receding hairline. Seeing him glaring at them over the top of his bifocals, Richard returned to his position on the opposite side of the room.


The arraignment went swiftly. As soon as both parties agreed on a date for the preliminary hearing, Richard asked the judge to render a ruling regarding bail.


“The state’s position, Ms. Forrester,” Orso said, stifling a yawn.


“Your Honor,” she said, “the defendant is charged with poisoning his daughter for monetary reward. Surely such a heinous crime merits that he be held without bail. Although the child is presently at Saint Francis Hospital, the court has an obligation to protect her from another attempt on her life.”


“There’s nothing to justify Ms. Forrester’s position,” Richard said, his words carefully enunciated. “My client is a highly respected member of the community. He has no prior criminal history. In addition, the crime occurred almost a year ago. Mr. Middleton would have absconded by now if he possessed such intentions.” He paused, then added, “For these reasons we respectfully ask the court to release the defendant on his own recognizance.”


Lily rose to her feet, her voice booming out over the courtroom. “The defendant didn’t flee immediately after the crime because he had no reason to flee,” she said, gesturing toward Middleton. “Even though Mr. Fowler made it a point to emphasize that his client doesn’t have a criminal record, this is not an ordinary crime and Mr. Middleton is far from the average offender.”


Judge Orso addressed Lily directly. “Can you substantiate that the defendant poses a threat to the victim, Counselor?”


Richard had caused her to become so addled that she’d already tripped over her own feet. Any argument she made to convince the judge that Middleton might harm Betsy would be refuted by his phone call that morning insisting that she be kept on life support. All Middleton had to do was instruct the hospital to pull the plug if he wanted his daughter dead. “Can you answer the question, Ms. Forrester?”


“No, Your Honor,” she said.


“Bail is set at five hundred thousand dollars,” the judge said, tapping his gavel and disappearing from the bench.


Once the courtroom had cleared, an attractive, large-boned woman with rich mahogany skin and shoulder-length black hair slipped into the empty chair next to Lily. “How did it go?”


“Don’t ask,” Lily said, scowling. “Middleton’s probably writing a check right now.”


“You didn’t think Orso was really going to hold him without bail, did you?”


Lily rolled her head around to release the tension. “We’ve got to find a way to have the IRS freeze his assets.”


“Maybe you should have thought of that yesterday,” Lenora Wells said, arching an eyebrow. Formerly a homicide detective with the Los Angeles police department, she was now the chief investigator for the Santa Barbara D.A.’s office. Due to the fact that they were close in age and both divorced, the two women had struck up a friendship.


“Weren’t you scheduled to interview witnesses on that child-molest case this afternoon?”


“Done,” Wells told her. “I just stopped by to see how things were going.” She picked up a file folder and began fanning herself. “Everyone says you don’t need air conditioning in this city. What’s wrong with these people? Are they nuts?”


“It’s only a heat wave,” Lily told her. “The weather report says it’s supposed to cool down by tomorrow. Someone said it might even rain. Maybe that’s why it’s so humid.”


“Where’s Matt?”


Lily acted as if she hadn’t heard the woman’s question. Once she’d learned that Richard Fowler had signed on as Middleton’s attorney, she’d stopped by the office of the elected D.A., Allan Brennan, telling him she couldn’t work with an unreliable and incompetent attorney on such a complex case. Brennan had been thrilled to have her on board, but he refused to give her preferential treatment or allow her to think she could take over the agency. Either tolerate Kingsley, he’d told her, or she would have to try the Middleton case alone. Brennan had also pointed out that even though Kingsley was inexperienced, he was far from ignorant, since he held a law degree from Harvard.


“Hey,” Wells said, “what’s with you? Am I talking to myself? I just asked you a question. You act like you’re in another world or something.”


Lily rubbed her forehead. “Matt’s going over some reports at the crime lab.”


“I see,” Wells answered, tilting her head to one side. “You two didn’t butt heads again, did you? Usually one of my investigators does the legwork, not the trial attorney.”


“Look,” Lily said, grabbing her briefcase from the floor and slapping it down on top of the table, “when I ask a person to do something, I expect him to do it. This kid turns around and hands off everything to someone else.”


Wells rubbed the side of her face. “Isn’t there a word for what you just mentioned?” she said. “You know, like delegating authority.”


“You’re impossible,” Lily told her. “And Kingsley’s a spoiled brat.”


“Oh, yeah,” the other woman said, swinging a leg back and forth under the table. “Matt’s not exactly a kid, you know. He’s almost thirty. Are you certain you don’t have a crush on him?”


“Don’t be asinine,” Lily said, annoyed that her friend would even mention something so ridiculous. “I’m forty-two, Lenora. When I start chasing young guys like Kingsley, do me a favor and shoot me. He still lives at home with his parents. He doesn’t even write checks. He has an accountant who pays all his bills for him.”


“My Julian might live at home until he’s forty,” Wells told her, tapping her fingernails on the table. “That wouldn’t necessarily make him a spoiled brat. My sister still lives with my mother and she has three kids.”


“We’re not in the same ballpark,” Lily told her. “Matt’s parents own a seven-million-dollar estate. He only decided to enroll in law school after he was thrown from his horse and had to stop playing polo. One of these days I’m going to call Harvard and make certain he didn’t print that diploma on his computer. Either that, or his daddy could have given it to him as a Christmas present. A big endowment goes a long way.”


“Money talks.”


“He hands off assignments like he hands over his dirty underwear to the maid,” Lily continued. “Now, do you still feel sorry for him?”


“Humph,” the investigator said. “Guess you won this argument hands down.” She smiled, causing two deep dimples to appear in her cheeks. “Let’s not call him a spoiled brat, though. I prefer the term ‘rich little prick.’ It’s far more demeaning, don’t you think?”


Lily felt the warmth of a person’s hand on her shoulder. She knew instantly that it was Richard. She stood, then braced herself against the counsel table. Her friend waited for an introduction, then decided to handle the situation herself.


“Lenora Wells,” she said, certain they’d met before. “I’m in charge of the investigative unit.”


“Richard Fowler,” he said, shaking her hand.


In heels, Lily stood almost six feet. Fowler had to be at least six-five, Wells decided, staring up at his face. But his height seemed incidental to his overall appeal. His dark eyes danced with mischief, a sharp contrast against his fair skin. Nice lips, she thought, not too thin. Although his hair was sprinkled with gray, he had a youthful physique and moved like a highly trained athlete. As an African American, Lenora found Santa Barbara slightly too vanilla. The majority of the men strutted around in moth-eaten cashmere sweaters or their ten-year-old Brooks Brothers suits. She appreciated a man who knew how to dress. Fowler’s pinstripe suit was beautifully tailored, the cuffs of his shirt were emblazoned with his initials, and the leather on his belt was the same exact shade as his shoes. She placed her hand on the side of her neck. Kingsley might be good-looking enough to get her juices flowing, but this was a man. “Didn’t you used to be a D.A. in Ventura several years back?”


“Yes,” he said. “Lily and I used to work together.”


Wells fell silent.


“Are you finished here?” Richard asked Lily. “I’d like to buy you a drink.”


Lily checked the time. She’d told Kingsley to report to her office at five to brief him on the events of the day. “I can’t,” she said. “I have to meet someone in my office.”


“I see,” he said, disappointment etched on his face. “I could take a walk and come back. That is, if you’re not going to be tied up that long.”


Lily faced the table, tossing papers and files into her briefcase. Instead of jumping at the chance to be with him, part of her wished he would simply disappear.


“Tell me who you have to meet,” Wells said. “I’ll take care of it for you.”


“No, no,” Lily said, strands of hair tumbling onto her forehead. “I have to meet Matt.”


“Excuse us,” Wells told Richard. She cupped her hand over her mouth as she whispered to Lily. “Matt can wait until tomorrow, sugar. You can’t let this man just stand here. I bet you haven’t been out of the house in weeks.”


Lily squeezed her forearm. Still, Lenora didn’t get the message. All she knew was a handsome man was offering to buy her friend a drink. She had no idea she was speaking with Henry Middleton’s attorney, let alone Lily’s former lover.


“Everything’s under control,” Wells said, her throaty voice echoing in the empty courtroom. When Lily glared at her, the woman placed her hand on her back and pushed her, almost causing her to fall into Richard’s arms. “You guys go on now.”


“Fine,” Lily said, her teeth clenched. “I’ll meet you in front of the building.”


As soon as Richard left the courtroom, Lily opened her purse and pulled out her brush, running it quickly through her hair. Then she yanked out her lipstick, her car keys, a small container of breath spray.


“If you want to primp,” her friend said, watching as Lily tried to apply lipstick without a mirror, “there’s a bathroom right down the hall. And why is your hand shaking?”


“Tell Kingsley that Middleton made bail, okay?” she said. “I’ll go over the lab reports with him in the morning. I’ve already read them anyway. I only wanted to get him out of my hair for a few hours.” She jerked her head around. “I look awful, don’t I?”


“Here,” the investigator said, using her finger to wipe a smudge of lipstick off the side of Lily’s mouth. “What’s the deal with this guy? I’ve never seen you so… “


Before Wells could finish her sentence, Lily had swept all her personal items back into her purse and raced out of the courtroom.


RICHARD FOWLER stood on the sidewalk, inhaling the freshly mowed grass, the salty scent of the ocean, admiring the magnificent Spanish architecture of the historical courthouse. When Lily came bounding down the steps, the people milling around her disappeared. Time stood still for her, he told himself. Not everyone might agree, but in his eyes she was as lovely and captivating as ever. She reminded him of a female Einstein, not strictly on the merits of her intellect, but also due to her personality and mannerisms. She lived so completely inside her thoughts that it shouldn’t have surprised him that she failed to notice him that morning. Her ability to focus on her work was mind-boggling, though, and he had been pleased when he’d heard she’d taken a position as a prosecutor again.


“Where are you parked?” she asked, shielding her eyes from the sun.


“Down the street,” he said. “We could walk somewhere. There’s a nice little bar about three blocks away. I haven’t been there in a few years, but I’m certain it’s still there.”


“I don’t want to go to a bar,” Lily said crisply. “Get your car and follow me.”


A troubled expression appeared on his face. “I don’t have that much time. I’m supposed to see Greg tonight. And the traffic—”


Lily felt her stomach churning. Was she nothing more than an old acquaintance, someone to share a drink with before embarking on a long drive? “Maybe we should just forget it, then,” she said, taking off down the sidewalk.


Richard was flabbergasted. How could she walk away twice in one day? He turned around in a small circle, trying to decide what to do, then had to jog to catch up with her. “You’ve been living in Santa Barbara for months now,” he said. “If anyone should be hurt, it’s me. Why haven’t you called? It’s not as if Ventura is in another state.”


Lily stared down at the cracks in the sidewalk.


“When we last saw each other,” he continued, “you said the door was open, that there was still a chance for us. Then you never returned my phone calls.”


Lily slowly raised her head. “Why did you agree to represent Middleton?”


His voice was low, seductive. “Maybe because I knew it would give me a chance to see you.”


“Then you did know I was prosecuting the case,” she said, thinking he had lied to her. “You sandbagged me. You should be ashamed of yourself.”


“Give me a chance to explain,” he pleaded. “Just because I was aware you’d accepted a position here doesn’t mean I knew you’d be prosecuting Middleton. It was a fluke, Lily. I have another case that falls in this jurisdiction. When Middleton started waving money in my face, it only made sense to take him on as a client.”


“What kind of case?”


“Possession with intent to distribute.”


“Now you’re not only defending someone like Middleton,” Lily said, incredulous, “you’re representing drug dealers, too. Weren’t you planning to run for judge?”


“That was years ago,” he said, frowning. “Things don’t always turn out the way we want in life.”


He was tossing the ball back in her court, making her feel guilty. She had enough guilt for the entire state. In addition, he was the one who had ended their relationship, abandoning her when she’d needed him the most. “You shouldn’t have asked me to go for a drink if you were in such a hurry to get home. God, Richard, we haven’t seen each other in years. You could have snagged Clinton Silverstein if you wanted a drinking partner. Haven’t you heard? He transferred to our office seven months ago.”


“I wasn’t looking for a drinking partner,” he said, pulling her onto the grass so people wouldn’t overhear their conversation. “My associate could have handled both of these cases, Lily. I’m here because of you. It’s the craziest thing. A few weeks ago I started having dreams about you. Since then I’ve been having trouble concentrating on my work.”


“Really?” she said, smiling coyly. “Good dreams or bad?”


He laughed. “Would I stand here and let you rake me over the coals if they were bad?”


A pleased look appeared on her face. “We could take a walk on the beach. Since you’re in a hurry, it’s better if we go in separate cars.”


“Sounds like a plan.”


“I’ll meet you in the parking lot of the Miramar Hotel,” Lily tossed out over her shoulder. “You know, the place with the blue roof that runs parallel to the 101 freeway.”


•  •  •


THE SUN was setting and the sky was awash with rainbow colors—blue, pink, rose, aqua. Richard and Lily left their cars in the parking lot of the hotel, then walked across the railroad tracks to the beach. Once they reached the sand, she removed her heels, carrying them as they walked. “The heat wave must have broken,” she said, rubbing her arms. Several hundred yards offshore, they could see a line of surfers waiting on their boards for the next big wave.


“You’re chilled,” Richard said, noticing her shivering. He removed his jacket and tried to hand it to her. “Put this on.”


“I’m fine,” she said, pulling her green linen blazer tightly around her body. “But it’s nice of you to offer.”


“I insist.”


Lily smiled, slipping her arms into the sleeves. Now that he had removed his jacket, she spotted a small roll around his midsection. Instead of finding the extra weight unattractive, she thought it made him even more appealing. Men with bulging muscles and washboard stomachs might look good in magazines, but she’d never been attracted to them. Placing her hands in the pockets of his jacket, she touched his car keys, his wallet, his sunglasses case. Once again she inhaled the scent of lime. She felt momentarily secure, his jacket her cloak of protection.


They trudged through the sand in silence, then Lily suddenly stopped, gazing out at the frothy whitecaps. Her heart was pounding as hard as the waves. She wanted to feel his arms around her, run her hands through his hair. They shared too many painful memories, though, and she couldn’t afford to get caught up in an emotional nightmare. When the judge had granted Middleton bail, she’d almost lost it. After all these years she was still battling. She wanted to believe that the system could dispense justice, that good would triumph over evil, that the innocent would no longer have to suffer. As long as a child like Betsy Middleton spent her days in the twilight zone of respirators, unable to communicate or experience even a brief moment of pleasure, her frail body wracked by seizures, Lily knew she could not rest. Richard may have dreamt about her, but instead of riding in on a white horse to rescue her, he’d shown up as her adversary.


“Do you remember the first night we were together?” he asked as a flock of seagulls swooped past them.


“How could I forget?” Lily’s coworkers had all gathered at the Elephant Bar in Ventura to celebrate her promotion to chief of the sex crimes division, a position Richard had held before her. “I don’t know what possessed me to start chugging down shooters of tequila. I don’t even like tequila.”


“Maybe if you hadn’t been intoxicated,” he said, giving her a knowing glance, “you would have never gone home with me.”


“True,” Lily said, impressed with the simplicity of his analysis. In her opinion, Richard Fowler possessed two terrific attributes. He was a brilliant attorney, and he understood the opposite sex. Of course, this sounded strange for a man whose wife had left him for another woman.


“Weren’t you celebrating something other than your promotion?” he asked, attempting to reconstruct the details of that night. “It was your birthday, right?”


“Yes,” she answered. “No one remembered but my mother. Maybe that’s why I decided to get smashed.”


“I didn’t know it was your birthday,” Richard said wistfully. “If I had, I would have flown you to the moon.”


Lily bent over and picked up a piece of driftwood. “You did fly me to the moon,” she said, recalling their torrid lovemaking. The alcohol had lowered her inhibitions, but it was Richard himself who had brought her out of her shell, taught her that sex could be a delightful experience. “The only problem is, John found out and asked me to move out. I would have never been in that house alone with Shana if—”


Richard’s back stiffened. “What did he see? All we were doing was saying goodbye in the parking lot. Does that mean I’m responsible for what happened?”


“Of course not,” she said, tossing the driftwood into the water, “but I’d never had an affair before. Actions have consequences. Maybe the terrible things that happened were a form of punishment.”


“Your marriage was over, Lily,” he said. “Your husband was already dipping his wand at the office.”


“I guess having an affair could be classified as one of my lesser sins,” she said, her voice low and pensive. “Some of the things I’ve done are so despicable I feel as if I can’t stand up under the weight of them, like I’m carrying around this three-hundred-pound sack of bricks.”


“Life has kicked us both below the belt,” Richard said, his voice rising several octaves. “Because I accidentally walked in and caught Judge Fisher snorting cocaine in his chambers, Butler demoted me. The same week I came home and found half the furniture had been moved out of my house, along with a note from Claire that said she was divorcing me.”


“Butler’s a bastard,” Lily said, referring to the Ventura County district attorney. “You should have gone public with the cocaine allegation. Then both Fisher and Butler could have flushed their careers down the toilet. No one who snorts cocaine should sit on the bench. To this day, I don’t understand why you let them railroad you.”


“I didn’t stand a chance,” Richard said. “It was Butler’s word against mine.”


She removed his jacket and handed it back to him. “You should have a fairly easy drive if you leave now.”


When they reached her Audi, Lily discovered it had a flat tire. Richard offered to change it, but she didn’t want to impose on him. “I’ll call Triple A,” she said. “I could even walk home and come back for the car tomorrow. My place is only a few blocks away.”


“Don’t be silly,” he said, opening the door to his car for her. “I’ll drive you home. Then I’ll get a chance to see your new house.”


NESTLED IN an area of exclusive estates, the house was a sprawling Tudor with magnificent grounds. Practically every specimen of tree, shrub, and flower had been artistically arranged around a manicured expanse of greenery. Orange, lime, and lemon trees, their leafy branches heavy with ripe fruit, filled the air with their fragrant aroma. A waterfall had been constructed adjacent to the backyard patio, and birds gathered daily to bathe in the reflecting pool.


Once they pulled into the driveway, Lily climbed out of the passenger seat of Richard’s blue Lexus, then walked around to speak to him through the driver’s window. “Thanks for the ride,” she said. “I’m glad we got to talk. Since you’re representing Middleton, we’ll have to maintain our distance from now on.”


“Who do you think you’re talking to?” Richard said, opening the car door and forcing her to step aside. “I told you I only took his case so I could spend time with you. We’ll just have to be careful, keep a low profile.”


Before she knew it, he was standing at the door. She’d forgotten how strong-willed he was, how he couldn’t take no for an answer.


“This place is fabulous,” he said. “Aren’t you going to invite me in for that drink?”


“Please, Richard,” she said, her face flushing, “we’re going to be seeing each other every day once the trial begins.”


He extended his hand. “Give me the key.”


“Damn you,” she said, “don’t you know how much an estate like this is worth? I’m only leasing the guest house. Even that’s a stretch on my budget.”


“Oh,” he said, realizing he had embarrassed her. “Then let’s go to the guest house.”


Lily was too tired to resist. She led him down a winding path to a small stone cottage located on the back portion of the property, surrounded by rosebushes. Bugs swarmed around the exterior light fixture. Richard swatted them away as she dug in her purse for the key, finally unlocking the door and motioning for him to come inside. “I don’t think you have to worry about anyone bothering you here,” he said. “Looks like you’ve found yourself a nice little hideaway.”


He pulled her into his arms as she was reaching for the light switch.


Lily twisted away. “I enjoyed seeing you, but I don’t think we should take it any further.”


Richard slapped his arms against his thighs in frustration. On the drive to Santa Barbara that morning, he had fantasized that they would pick up where they left off. During the early days of their affair, Lily had been like a young girl experiencing sex for the first time. He could still hear her delightful giggle, feel her amazingly soft skin, imagine her breasts pressed against his naked chest. They’d made love on the sofa in his living room, their long legs sticking off the end. Their passion for each other had been insatiable; they’d even had sex at the D.A.’s office in an interview room, undaunted by the fact that they were placing both of their reputations on the line.


The guest cottage was charming, almost a scaled-down model of the main house. Spacious and tastefully decorated, the living room contained an overstuffed floral print sofa and two side chairs upholstered in a lime green fabric, one with a matching ottoman. Satin throw pillows were tossed here and there, and a crystal vase filled with fresh flowers was set on one of the end tables. An enormous carved bookcase with beveled glass doors took up an entire wall, and there was a small kitchen, large enough for a table and two chairs.


“I—I don’t really need much,” Lily stammered, her hands behind her back at the door.


Although the cottage was attractively decorated, Richard felt an overwhelming sense of despair. He spotted dozens of pictures of Shana on the walls, beginning at infancy and working their way to what must be a fairly recent shot. The image Lily presented in public differed greatly from the person who resided within these walls. She was still punishing herself, coming home alone every night, depriving herself of any chance of finding happiness.


“Can I use your bathroom?” Lily pointed toward the door.


After he had relieved himself, Richard shook his fists in the air. He blamed himself for staying away this long, for not helping her. Now that he’d seen her, he realized he had to take action, but he also knew he had to do it without frightening her. When he exited the bathroom, she was standing in front of a mirror in the living area, staring at her reflection. “You’re beautiful.”


“Not hardly,” Lily said, patting down her windblown hair. She hung up her jacket in the closet. Underneath, she was wearing a beige blouse and a matching skirt. The fabric of her blouse was thin, a silk and cotton blend. Without her jacket, her breasts were visible through her lightweight nylon bra. Because of her shape, finding clothes was difficult. If the skirt wasn’t several inches too large in the waist, then it pulled across her hips. She solved the problem by wearing long jackets, unaware how provocative she looked without them.


“I wanted to buy a house,” she told him, “but the real estate is too expensive.”


“I grew up here, remember?” Richard said. “Of course, the market has skyrocketed since those days. The beach you took me to tonight is where I taught Greg how to surf. My parents’ house was over by the railroad tracks.” He paused, fond memories surfacing. “The train used to wake me up every morning. Small price to pay for living near the beach, don’t you think? I was never late to school.”


“How is your mother?”


“She’s gone, Lily,” he replied. “Mother passed away around this time last year. I guess you could say both of my parents are still residents of Santa Barbara, though, for whatever that’s worth.”


“I don’t understand.”


“They’re buried in that beautiful cemetery behind the music academy,” Richard told her. “Before Middleton’s arraignment I drove over and visited their graves. My father purchased the family plots twenty years ago, or I wouldn’t have been able to bury my mother next to him. Trust me, even the underground real estate is expensive up here. Of course, most cemeteries don’t overlook the ocean.”


“Your father was a doctor, wasn’t he?”


“A surgeon,” he said, rubbing his forehead.


“I’m sorry to hear about your mother.”


“She had a good life, Lily.”


“Have you ever thought of moving back?”


“Not really,” Richard said. “I’m still living in the same house in Ventura. I added a second story, though. It came out pretty nice.”


Lily felt some of her uneasiness abating. “I’d offer you a drink,” she said, “but all I have is Diet Coke.”


“I’m driving anyway,” he said, trailing his fingers over the top of the sofa. “Where’s Shana?”


“She moved back in with John.”


“I thought you said she was in college.”


“She is,” Lily told him, walking over to the kitchen to prepare their drinks. “Most kids would give their right arm to attend the university here.”


“And Shana?”


“She insisted on going to UCLA.” She paused, the subject of her daughter obviously a painful one. “I might not be able to afford a house in Santa Barbara, but I could have bought something in Goleta, Summerland, maybe even Carpenteria.”


“What happened?”


“Once Shana was accepted at UCLA,” Lily continued, “John talked her into sharing a duplex with him in North Hollywood. Don’t get me wrong, I understand why she didn’t want to go to college here. She wants to go to law school, so in that respect we both know UCLA is a better choice.”


“Santa Barbara is a party school, Lily,” Richard told her. “Not only that, kids are supposed to move out when they go to college. That’s how they mature.”


“Didn’t you hear me?” she said, raising her voice. “She’s living with John!”


“Well,” he said, chuckling, “from what I know about the man, that’s about the same as living with a bunch of college kids.”


Lily stopped, sucking in a deep breath. John’s irresponsibility might seem comical to Richard, but she certainly didn’t think it was funny. “At the very least, I expected her to spend the weekend with me from time to time. She’s only visited me once since the day I moved in.”


Richard saw another photo of Shana on the end table. He picked it up, having forgotten how much the girl resembled her mother. Now that she was older, people might even mistake the two women for twins. “Wow,” he said, “you’ve got so many pictures of Shana in this place, I bet I could swipe one for Greg and you wouldn’t even notice.”


“I guess I went overboard,” Lily said, taking his remark as criticism. “I don’t entertain here, Richard. Looking at her pictures makes me feel good.”


“I was just kidding,” he said. “Setting aside her preference for universities,” he said, “why would she decide to live with her father? I thought the two of you were inseparable.”


Lily’s shoulders dropped. “Same story, you know. John acts like her houseboy. Since I work long hours, she decided to move back in with old reliable.” She paused, then changed the subject. “How’s Greg? Is he going to be upset that you’re late? Do you want to use my phone and call him?”


“Let’s skip the kid talk for tonight,” he said, focusing on a spot over her head. “We can always play catch-up another day.”


They took a seat on the sofa, both dropping down in almost the same spot. Lily felt his thigh brush up against her own. The chemistry between them was so powerful, she found herself undressing him in her mind. She coughed a few times to cover her embarrassment, similar to the way a man occasionally tossed his jacket over his lap to conceal an unexpected erection. In her eyes, Richard was everything a woman could ever want. His shoulders were naturally broad, his legs long and muscular. His buttocks weren’t flat like some men.
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