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Chapter 1


Panic Attack





Tuesday, November 12 at 3:37 p.m. 

I can’t breathe.

My chest tightened, an invisible vise squeezed tighter with each passing second. The familiar café sounds faded away, replaced by the thunder of my own heartbeat in my ears. My vision blurred, the edges darkening as if a heavy curtain was slowly falling around me.

Panic clawed its way up my throat, threatening to escape in a scream I couldn’t release. My hands trembled, and I gripped the edge of the kitchen sink. The world seemed to tilt and spin, and I felt like I was falling despite standing still.

I tried to remember what my therapist had taught me. 

Breathe. Count. Ground yourself. 

But I couldn’t breathe.

The smell of coffee, usually so comforting, overwhelmed me. 

I closed my eyes to regain control. But behind my eyelids, images flashed. 

Me running. 

Him pursuing.

“Joss.”

Was someone saying my name?

My eyes popped open and my vision blurred. Then it cleared. 

My fellow barista Briana Jones stood next to me with concern in her eyes. “Are you alright? You don’t look so good.”

The memory of the phone call I’d received this morning flashed through my mind. “Ms. Miller, this is the Prosecutor’s Office. Chief Prosecutor Rutledge needs you to report to the Charleston County Courthouse next Monday at 10:00 a.m.” The words echoed in my head, making my stomach churn.

I didn’t like to burden people with my issues, so out of habit I plastered a smile on my face. “I haven’t been getting a lot of sleep. Is there a crowd up front?”

Briana shook her head, her eyes searched my face. She’d known me for about two years as a co-worker, neighbor and a friend. Briana also valued privacy and gave me an understanding look. “No, it’s still quiet. Fay was looking for you. She’s next door in the center.”

“Great. I could use a break. Are you okay working the counter?”

“Of course. And, Joss,” Briana touched my arm. “You can talk to me. I know it has to be hard to be here sometimes. I don’t know how you do it.”

I took a deep cleansing breath. “I’m fine. Really.” Yep, Briana knew me too well. So did my boss. I moved quickly toward the front of the café, skirting around the counter toward the left. Everyone wanted to keep things normal for me, and I was grateful for their thoughtfulness.

I’d hoped my memories of the attack this past summer here at the café would fade away. But they lingered like a heavy weight on my mind. Most days, I was fine. But today started out differently.

Cast all your anxiety on him, because he cares for you (1 Peter 5:7). 

My next door neighbor, Eugeena Patterson-Jones shared that verse with me. I’d written it down and placed it on my bedroom mirror. 

I repeated it as I left behind the scent of coffee and soft jazz to step over the threshold into the new center. In just a few months, Sugar Creek Café had merged with the neighboring building, a former craft store. Brand new double glass doors now led from inside the café to the Rebecca Montgomery Art Center. My boss Fay Everett and I had been involved in the plans for the new space, which expanded the café. Fay had tapped into her artistic side painting a colorful mural on the back wall. Not an artist myself, I had fun joining in.

 It had been a kind of therapy that I needed. It was hard to think about, but over a year ago, I found the body of Maggie Nelson, the owner of the Crafty Corner. And then, this past summer, I managed to escape with my life from a crazed man. Both experiences had affected me more than I liked to admit. Through prayer and talking to my therapist, I was determined to move past my moments of PTSD.

The glass door swung shut behind me and I paused, facing the large open windows. The sun shone bright and I welcomed the warmth on my face. That and the quiet open area grounded me. Even though I’d been in this space multiple times, I still stared in amazement at the no longer recognizable former craft store. 

I vaguely remembered the shelves with colorful yarn, spools of fabric and floral arrangements. Fresh paint and sawdust lingered in the air as workers continued construction inside the classrooms. In the corner were boxes of chairs and tables ready to be assembled.

I studied the tree in the center of the mural Fay had painted on the back wall. Its trunk was formed from stacks of colorful books, each spine a different hue, creating a rainbow effect that seemed to shimmer in the light. At the base of the tree, the roots spread out across the lower part of the wall. At the ends of each root were pencils, pens, and paintbrushes, stretching outward as if seeking new areas to create.

I glanced over at the framed photo of Rebecca that would greet visitors when they entered the center. She’d left a legacy of murals all across Charleston before her tragic death. The center was a fitting tribute to her memory.

“Joss! Get over here, girl!” Fay’s voice cut through my thoughts. 

I looked over to see my boss beckoning me, her grin wide. Fay had been all smiles the past few months. This project was special to her since she’d been friends with Rebecca. With the expansion also came the end of the dreaded development project that had threatened the café and neighboring businesses for months. 

I could tell that weight had been lifted off my boss as well as the other business owners. Many people in Sugar Creek had contributed their time to the center. I’d spent time yesterday afternoon organizing books donated by the bookstore a few doors down. Books from my childhood like Charlotte’s Web and Roll of Thunder, Hear My Cry were available for a new generation of readers.

As I made my way over, I couldn’t help but notice the stunning woman standing next to Fay. She wore her auburn hair up in a ponytail and had high cheek bones. Her model thin shape was perfectly clad with a long gray hoodie over dark leggings. With sneakers, she stood as tall as Fay who was around 5’8. Long lashes framed doe brown eyes that warily assessed my approach.

There was something about her that seemed sad, like she was carrying a burden she couldn’t quite shake. Despite her height, she stood hunched with her arms folded. I was pretty sure I’d seen her before. That wasn’t unusual since most Sugar Creek residents visited the café. 

“Joss, I want to introduce you to a potential volunteer,” Fay said, placing a hand on the woman’s shoulder. “This is Lily Hartman. She would be a great asset to helping us run music classes for kids here at the center.” Fay turned to the woman. “Lily, this is Joss Miller, our resident barista extraordinaire and true crime podcaster.”

 Lily’s eyes widened slightly at the mention of true crime. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Joss. Fay’s told me so much about you and your work at the café. I love the Cold Justice podcast. I can’t wait for the next season.”

“Great to meet you too, Lily. I’m still fresh off the last season and haven’t thought about what to do next.”

I had a list of cases that I’d pulled together, but the first two seasons had affected my mental health. If I continued the podcast, I needed to choose wisely. I wasn’t quite sure how to do that since I dealt with cold cases involving murder.

“Lily has some cool ideas.” Fay clasped her hands together. “And Joss also coordinates Friday Night Jams. It was her idea for us to start doing them more than once a month.”

“I enjoy working with the talent.” I peered at Lily’s face more closely. “You know what, I remember you from some place. Are you a singer?”

A shadow passed over Lily’s face, and I immediately regretted asking. 

“Yes, I sing,” she said softly. “…but I have been away for a while.”

An awkward quiet settled on us.

I wanted to ask why, but I felt Fay’s stare before I glanced at my boss and caught her slight head shake.

Lily must have seen it too. She grimaced. “It’s fine, Fay. Everybody is going to be asking questions, especially when I start showing my face more regularly.”

Questions? About what?

Lily took a deep breath, her face devoid of emotion. “Most people still think I’m responsible for my husband’s death.”
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Lily’s words hung in the air, heavy and unexpected. I opened my mouth, but before I could speak, Lily’s composure crumbled. Her eyes welled up with tears, and she pressed a hand to her mouth. “I’m sorry,” she choked out. “Fay, forgive me. I know you had good intentions, but I can’t do this right now.”

Fay reached out, but Lily turned and hurried toward the double doors.

Stunned by the women’s abrupt exit, I faced Fay. “What was that about?”

Fay rubbed her temples. “I shouldn’t have pushed her. She’s been through so much.”

My mind raced with questions. “What did she mean about people thinking she’s responsible for her husband’s death? Who was her husband?”

Fay held up her hands and shook her head. “Let’s talk later, I’ve been neglecting the café long enough today. And it’s just Briana in there right now.”

I followed Fay through the double doors, my mind on something other than my earlier anxiety attack. Sure enough, the café had filled up and Briana looked at us with relief as we returned behind the counter.

We worked together to take care of the patrons until I flipped the sign on the door to Closed. I’d almost forgotten about Lily until Briana asked, “What were you and Fay talking to Lily Hartman about? I haven’t seen her in ages.”

I glanced over at Briana as I replenished the sugar packets on the condiment counter. “You know her?”

“Yeah. I know it’s been awhile, but I’m surprised you don’t remember her. She had changed her hair, and she wasn’t wearing makeup. She used to come to Friday Night Jams. In fact, she sang with Indigo Soul before I stepped in. Lily has always been good at reinventing herself, I heard.”

I liked to call Briana our Beyoncé of Sugar Creek. When she wasn’t working at the café, she was on the road singing solo or with a local favorite, the rhythm and blues band, Indigo Soul.

I slapped my hand over my forehead. “That’s where I remembered her from. Wow, that was a few years ago, but I knew there was something about her that looked familiar. What happened? She kind of mentioned her husband before she hightailed it out of here.”

Briana tilted her head. “That’s what happened, girl. Actually, she stopped with the band when they got married. Let’s just say there was some drama with a certain band member. Anyhow, she and her husband had only been married about a year when he died.”

I held my hand over my chest. “Oh my! They were still newlyweds. I can’t imagine. Who was her husband?”

Briana eyed me. “C’mon, Joss. You’re the queen of true crime. I know you remember the choir director who was found dead on Christmas Eve last year?”

My eyes widened as the pieces clicked into place. “Vince Hartman? Lily is Vince Hartman’s widow?”

Fay’s voice pierced our conversation. “What are you two talking about?”

We were gossiping. I exchanged glances with Briana, suddenly feeling sheepish. I lifted my shoulders. “Briana was telling me about Lily. I’m sorry. I know she’s your friend, but she left after dropping that bomb statement. And I was curious.”

Fay leaned against the counter and crossed her arms. “I know, and I left you hanging. It was a terrible situation. Folks loved Vince. He was easy on the eyes and had a voice that could take you into worship. When he died... Well, people wanted someone to blame. Lily became the target of a lot of ugly speculation.”

I felt a familiar tug in my gut. “But she was never charged, right? I remember the case was never solved.”

“No charges,” Fay confirmed. “But accusations can be as damaging as a conviction. Lily has been suffering from depression. Who can blame her? Her mother was the music teacher back when I used to teach art. She reached out to me, desperate to get Lily back into the land of the living.”

Briana shook her head. “Don’t you think her being at the center will stir up a lot of old gossip?”

Fay’s expression hardened. “Lily deserves a chance to rebuild her life. She’s an incredible singer and an accomplished pianist. The kids will be lucky to learn from her.”

Briana turned away as if she’d been scolded. “I hope it turns out good for everyone involved. I’m going to grab my stuff.”

After Briana walked away, I turned to Fay. “Maybe if someone tried to clear Lily’s name, she could get her life back too.”

“Joss,” Fay warned. “I know that look. Whatever you’re thinking, be careful.”

I met Fay’s gaze, seeing the concern there. “Don’t worry. I haven’t been thinking about the podcast.”

Fay’s eyes softened. “How are you doing, Joss? You know you and Lily have a lot in common.” 

I eyed my boss. “What’s that?”

Fay reached out and touched my arm. “You both hide your pain. Or you think you’re hiding it, but it’s all over your face.”

I stepped away from Fay’s touch. “I’m not in pain. Everything is fine with me.”

Fay sighed, “That’s not what I meant—” 

Before Fay could finish her words, a loud knock echoed from the front of the café.

We both spun around to see who was at the café door after closing.








  
  

Chapter 2


Anxiety Reigns





Tuesday, November 12 at 6:27 p.m. 

Briana swept past us with a puzzled expression. “What’s wrong with y’all? It’s just Joss’s man coming to pick her up. I was just about to ask you if you needed a ride home.” Briana’s eyes narrowed, “Looks like you have no intentions of going home.”

I laughed while my heartbeat slowed. “He’s going to take me to look at cars tomorrow. I’m going to take your advice and visit Carlson Auto. I really hate to give up my ole’ girl, but she’s no longer trustworthy.”

My boss pouted. “Girl, life ain’t the same once you get a car note. That’s good Andre is going with you. You’re gonna need  someone who can finagle the price. I’m glad Joe came with me.” 

Fay purchased a car a month ago. My boss opted for a brand new Toyota Camry. I received a decent enough paycheck, but I planned on perusing the used car lot.

Briana opened the door to let in Andre. “Hey, detective.”

Detective Andre Baez smiled at Briana. “Hey, Briana. Good to see you. You’ve been on the road for a while.”

Briana grinned. “Yes, the band had a lot of gigs up and down the east coast the past few months. I’m hoping with the holidays coming up, we can slow down a bit. It’s good to not be sleeping in hotels for a change.” Briana waved, “I’m heading home to put my feet up. Good night, y’all.”

“Andre, I’ll be right there.” I sprinted to the back to grab my bag from my locker. But then I stopped and glanced at the back door. Of course it was shut tight and Briana had taken the trash out earlier. Still I stared as if I expected the door to be open.

Like it was that night a few months ago when someone had broken in and attacked me, I shivered as the memory rolled through me like a sharp breeze. 

I need to get out of here. 

My fingers trembled as I fumbled with the locker latch. I tried to slow my breathing while I reached for my bag. It was heavy with a ton of items I thought I might need for the overnight stay with Andre. Somehow the weight grounded me as I swung the bag onto my shoulder. 

By the time I returned to the front of the café, Andre was standing at the counter talking to Fay. They both turned to look at me with concern in their eyes. I groaned inwardly, knowing I had probably been the subject of their conversation. I had no doubt Andre had asked Fay about me or, knowing my boss, she might’ve volunteered information. Their concern both comforted and bothered me. 

I smiled. “Fay, you sure you don’t need my help tomorrow?”

Fay waved me away. “I’ll be fine. Wednesdays are your usual day off. I hope you all find something. Having decent transportation is a must.”

I hooked my arm into Andre’s and giggled. “I agree, but having a handsome chauffeur doesn’t hurt either.”

Andre grinned down at me. “You know I’m here for whatever you need, babe.”

My cheeks grew warm and I couldn’t help but stare into his eyes.

“Y’all need to go cause it looks like you need a room.” Fay’s sharp voice interrupted my being mesmerized by the man I’d known over a year now.

Not even the least bit embarrassed, I followed Andre out to his car. Raised by a strict mama and growing up with three sisters, Andre was a true gentleman. Whenever he opened doors for me, it never failed to make me feel special. 

As I settled into the passenger seat, the familiar scent of his car – a mix of leather and his cologne – enveloped me. I felt calm and at ease as Andre slid into the driver’s seat. I always thought guys leaned back too far in the driver’s seat. But Andre made it look good – and sexy as he gripped the steering wheel and started the engine. It must be time for my monthly friend to visit. My emotions were all over the place today.

A familiar song filled the car as Andre coasted out of the parking lot. I hadn’t realized how much my feet hurt until my body melted into the bucket seat. Being on my feet all day left me feeling tired, but lately I felt extra exhausted. I knew it was a lack of sleep. The dreams were back, not that they ever really left. Thoughts crowded my mind, and I didn’t hear Andre talking to me.

I felt him peering at me and jerked. The concern in his brown eyes was so palpable, my cheeks felt flushed. Thankfully, the dashboard lights didn’t illuminate the inside of the car well. “Sorry, I’m pretty tired. What did you say?”

Andre braked for a red light before studying me. “I was asking about food. What do you want to eat tonight?”

“Oh,” I said, feeling ashamed. Andre probably had a hard day at work too. Being a homicide detective wasn’t easy, and he’d been using his free time to help me. I blew out a breath. “Whatever you want is fine with me.”

Andre cocked an eyebrow. “Okay. This sounds like a test.”

I laughed and patted his arm. “I promise it’s not a test. I trust you.” And I did. We’d been dating long enough that Andre knew what I liked. He hadn’t steered me wrong so far. And I was hungry. I’d downed too much coffee and not enough nourishing foods.

In the comfortable silence, I nodded off. Andre was the first man I’d been with where quiet moments didn’t feel awkward. I liked that. I didn’t have to fill the silence; I could sit with him for long stretches of time enjoying his company.

My lids lazily slid open and a warmth crept up my chest when I saw the restaurant Andre had selected. “You did good.”

“I figured I couldn’t go wrong with Chinese.”

It occurred to me that I still had on my Sugar Creek Café uniform. I sat up looking at the other cars in the parking lot. “Are we going to eat inside?”

Andre pulled out his phone. “We can order on the app and pick up the food.”

I lifted my finger. “That sounds like a plan.”

I watched as he pressed a familiar app. After a few moments of him arched over the phone in concentration, he turned and looked at me. “Ordered. I’ll wait ten minutes before I go in to pick it up.”

“Oh, so it’s a surprise.” I teased.

He gave me a lopsided grin. “You did say you trusted me. I ordered your usual.” 

I crossed my arms and pretended to frown. “I didn’t realize I was so predictable.”

He shook his head. “Not at all. In fact, there are plenty of things I don’t know about you. Like what’s bothering you. Is everything okay?”

Wow, he does know me too well.

I hesitated for a moment, debating what to share. I don’t know why, but I opted to remove myself as the topic for discussion and instead, I blabbered. “I met Lily Hartman today.”

Andre’s eyebrows shot up. “Vince Hartman’s widow?”

And just like that I’d wiggled myself right back into the conversation. “Yeah. Do you know the case?”

He nodded, “I know the detectives on the case.  It appeared to be a one car accident.”

I interrupted, “But something weird came up?”

Andre lifted an eyebrow. “I see you’re interested, but yeah. There were skid marks and from further examination of Mr. Hartman’s vehicle, it had been hit.”

“So someone ran him off the road?”

“That’s the consensus.” Andre replied. “So I take it Mrs. Hartman doesn’t visit the café regularly since she’s a sudden interest.”

“She used to. Even participated in Friday Night Jams. According to Fay, she’s been staying to herself. Apparently, Lily’s mother talked to Fay about getting her involved in the center. I don’t think she’s ready though. It sounds like she’s self-conscious about people blaming her for her husband’s death.”

Andre glanced at me. “As you know, when a death appears to be foul play, they will look at the spouse. In this case, there was also an ex-wife too.”

I lifted my eyebrow. “Really? I didn’t know that. That explains why they’d only been married about a year. So Lily was the second wife.”

He nodded. “That’s what I’ve been told. If the divorce wasn’t amicable and the ex-wife felt she’d been tossed aside for a younger woman…”

I sat up in the seat. “Then the ex-wife could be a suspect. Did they check her out?”

Andre nodded. “I’m sure they did. Is there a reason why you’re interested in the Vince Hartman case?”

I shook my head. “I’m curious. I’d heard about it, but I guess I didn’t really pay attention to it. Around this time last year, I was still getting over the aftereffects of my first podcast season.”

Andre reached for my hand. “And you’re still probably feeling overwhelmed from the last one. Look, I know you, Joss Miller. Once you start asking questions, your interest will only grow. I’m about to head in to grab our order.”

 I turned up my nose as I watched him slide out of the car and head toward the restaurant. I wanted to be annoyed. Andre had a way of subtly pushing his concerns. Without explicitly saying so, he was warning me that I shouldn’t show too much interest. I placed my head back against the headrest knowing he was right. When I started digging into a true crime, the discovery of truth had been coming back to bite me.

Andre returned quickly and handed me the brown bag. The tangy, aromatic scents wafting from the bag comforted my senses until my mind shifted back to Lily and her deceased husband. As Andre drove away, I wondered. How far was I intending to dive into my new interest?
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Andre pulled into his driveway. We tried not to make overnight stays a habit, but it would be easier to head to the dealership in the morning if I spent the night at his place. It worried me sometimes that we were at this weird crossroads in our relationship. 

In my early twenties, I’d moved in with my past boyfriends despite my mom’s objections to my “shacking.” Once I had to move out due to the demise of a relationship, Clarice Miller had no problem telling her only daughter, ‘I told you so.’

I would never admit to her that I often thought I was in love but really had been caught up in the romance and passion. When I moved in with my biological grandmother two years ago, I chose not to date for a long time. Something about entering my late twenties made me more cautious about moving forward intimately with a man. So far, Andre honored the celibacy rules between us, but that wasn’t always easy. 

Especially when we were alone.

The first time I saw him with his shirt off, I had to pray hard. And there was a time or two, okay probably a lot more, when Andre’s hands eased under my shirt, unclasping my bra. Neither of us were virgins, so we had lots of awkward moments. I really didn’t know how long we could keep it up. And maybe in some ways, I hadn’t expected us to be together this long either.

Until something changed, like something more permanent, I would see where God led us.

Andre’s bachelor pad was clean and comfortable. The same leather he liked in his car was also featured throughout his living room. The soft leather sectional was easy to re-arrange for watching television and relaxing. I pulled off my shoes and left them by the door. The open concept floorplan had wall-to-wall plush beige carpeting in the living room. I shuffled across the area in my socks until I reached the oak wood flooring that covered the rest of the space into the large kitchen.

After consuming a few meals over at his place, I soon realized why Andre had such a large kitchen. He loved to cook and would often do so after a long day at work. He’d told me slicing vegetables or hearing the sizzle of meat in a skillet eased the tension from his body. He must have had an extraordinarily hard day to suggest takeout.

I placed the bag on the oblong dining table while Andre grabbed some plates. “I have some freshly brewed iced tea.”

“That sounds great.” I pulled the Styrofoam containers out of the bag. “Wow, they always fill these up so much. You can eat for days out of this.”

He filled glasses with ice from his ice maker. Andre managed to hold the plates, two glasses and the pitcher of iced tea.

“Let me help you with that.” We both chuckled as I took the pitcher from his hand and set it on the table.

Andre spun around. “We need utensils.”

I grabbed his arm. “We will be fine with the plastic ones. Sit down. I want to hear about your day.”

He smiled at me and stared into my eyes. The warmth in his gaze made me blush. The one thing I always felt with this man was safe. “You’re right, let’s eat. And you don’t want to hear about my day. ”

I pulled out a seat and sat down. “Were you called to a crime scene today?”

He nodded instead of answering. I watched as he piled fried rice onto his plate. Andre carefully shared his work with me sometimes, but most of the time he kept it to himself.

Knowing that I had my own issues I’d rather not discuss, I fixed my plate. We ate in silence with only the sounds of a dog barking a few yards down. I would miss my feline roommate tonight. My grandmother had three cats and the female cat of the house, Minnie, often kept me company.

“Have you given anymore thought to getting a dog?”

He looked up at me, surprised. “Where did that come from?”

“Hearing the dog barking outside.”

He nodded. “That would be one of Mr. Winters’ dogs. He actually works at the animal shelter and all three of his dogs are rescues.” 

“Three?” I listened more carefully. “Yeah, I can hear distinctive barks.”

Andre frowned, “I would love to have a dog. I have plenty of yard space in the back for one, but my hours are crazy. I figured one day, you know, when I have a family, then I’ll get a dog.”

I croaked, “Family. Yeah, that makes sense.” We’d tossed the subject around. I knew both of us liked kids and animals. Those were green flags. But marriage…

I paused, confused. Andre was still talking, but I had drifted. “Did you say something about Thanksgiving? You’re going to Charlotte to be with your family, right?”

Andre shook his head. “No, I was saying Mama and my sisters wanted to come here this year instead and...” he trailed off, looking slightly sheepish. “Well, they figured it would be easier for all of them to meet you here in Charleston.”

“Meet me?” My voice came out higher than I intended. 

Andre quickly added, “Hey, no pressure, Joss. They’re excited, that’s all. I’m the only male in the family, so there is no such thing as a private life where my sisters are concerned.”

I tried to smile, but anxiety had already crept in. I’d briefly met Andre’s mom and one sister. I knew two of his more vocal sisters would come prepared to interrogate me. At least that’s what Andre teased all the time. 

After we finished dinner and I’d cleaned up the table, Andre headed upstairs to his bedroom to take a shower. I headed toward the hallway bath with my overnight bag. Since I spent the night on occasion, and Andre was opening his home for family to come visit, he’d invested in furnishing the other two bedrooms in his townhome. The room across from the hall bath served as part workout room and part bedroom. After washing up and fixing my hair for the night, I headed down the hallway to the other bedroom. I’d helped Andre decorate this bedroom. Out of all the rooms in the house, it had more of a feminine touch. I imagined his mother or sisters, whoever was coming up for Thanksgiving, would be pleased with the progress on Andre’s bachelor pad.

Just as I placed the silk bonnet over my hair, there was a knock at the door. I still had on my fluffy pink robe, so I felt I was presentable enough. “Come in.”

Andre stood in the doorway dressed in a white t-shirt and gray lounge pants. “You mind if we talk a minute?”

“Sure.” I sat down on the bed and while I shouldn’t have, I invited him to sit next to me. He came over and took my hand, his thumb tracing gentle circles on my skin. “How are you really doing? And don’t say ‘fine.’ I know you better than that.”

“Do I look that bad?”

He chuckled. “I can tell something is worrying you. Have you been sleeping?”

Knots curled in my stomach and I was pretty sure they weren’t from dinner. I took a breath. “I’m f… managing. The doctor gave me some medicine that helps me sleep.” I closed my eyes, not realizing a tidal wave of tears were ready to flow. “It stopped the nightmares for a while, but with the grand jury coming up…”

Andre squeezed my hand. “You’re going to be fine. You’ve met Rutledge. He’s a really good prosecutor and he knows how to win cases. Caleb Davenport is going to stay behind bars a long time.”

I knew Andre was right. I’d met Charleston’s Chief Prosecutor Michael Rutledge on at least two occasions. He was a handsome white man with graying hair around the sides. Rutledge also was the father of three daughters, all whose pictures sat on his desk. He was appalled and sympathetic to what I’d gone through. I had no doubt he would put Caleb away where he belonged. I just wanted to put it behind me forever.

I opened my eyes, appreciating that Andre held my hand. I leaned closer into him relishing his warm body next to mine.

He placed his arm around me pulling me close. “Would it help if I walk you through what to expect?”

I nodded, “Yeah. Rutledge tried to explain it to me, but it all feels daunting. I’ve never been through something like this before. Never even been selected for a jury.”

Andre shook with laughter. “Being on a jury is definitely an experience.” He straightened, growing more serious. Okay, first off, remember that this isn’t a trial. The grand jury’s job is to decide if there’s enough evidence to bring formal charges against Caleb,” he explained. “We already know the evidence is pretty solid.”

“So, I won’t have to face him, right?” My voice sounded small, like I’d reverted back to a much younger version of myself.

Andre shook his head. “No, Caleb won’t be there. It will be you, the jurors, the prosecutor, and maybe a court reporter. No judge, no defense attorney.”

I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding.

Andre continued, his hand rubbing up and down my arm. “The prosecutor will ask you questions about what happened that night at the café. Just tell the truth, exactly as you remember it. And that’s all there is to it.”

A jolt seized my chest and I stiffened. “But what if I can’t remember everything?” The memories of that night were sometimes a blur of terror and adrenaline. 

I don’t want to remember.

“That’s okay,” Andre reassured me. “Just be honest about what you do remember. If you’re not sure about something, it’s fine to say so. Just be honest. The jurors need to understand what happened to you.”

“How long will it take?” I asked, dreading the thought of reliving that night in front of strangers.

“It varies, but probably no more than an hour or two.” He patted my shoulders. “You should probably get to bed. I know you’re tired. If you need me, I will be right upstairs.” 

I lifted my face to him and he bent to kiss me. It was a long, slow kiss that had me hot and bothered under the fluffy robe. We parted and stared into each other’s eyes. I wanted to ask him to stay or if maybe I could go upstairs with him.

I had a feeling he was thinking the same so he pulled back and stood from the bed. Andre cleared his throat. “Your testimony is crucial in making sure Caleb faces justice, not only for attacking you, but possibly for Rebecca too.”

“Thanks.” I managed a weak smile. “Good night, Andre.”

His eyes lingered on me awhile longer. “Good night, babe.” 

Grateful that he closed the door before he saw my face glow in the dark. My cheeks, as well as other parts, were awfully warm.

I turned the covers back and then bent down beside the bed to pray. My prayer had been consistent. Lord, help me to put that night behind me and keep going on with my life. I climbed under the covers and smiled. God had already answered one long-time prayer. 

I’d fallen in love with the right man.
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