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COLD SWEAT


REKINDLING THE FIRE

Mia Fisher was at wits end. She’d been holding the fort for everyone and the weight was beginning to bury her. It wasn’t that her husband was temporarily housed in DC fighting a good fight but that he’d skipped the coming home part of his promise to her. Done with being the one who picked up the slack, she was re-arranging her priorities and he’d fallen to the bottom of the list.

Nate Fisher realizes how much he’s left on his wife’s shoulders when she tells him their marriage isn’t working for her anymore. What did he expect? He hadn’t been home in months. In a desperate attempt to win her back, he headed to her family’s farm for the weekend and the hometown he’d sworn he’d left behind forever.

He was willing to do anything to rekindle the fire. He just hoped it wasn’t too late.
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CHAPTER ONE

Mia Fisher sat in her office at the law firm Woodley and Fisher, at a loss as to what to do. She glanced again at her phone, wondering why her husband wasn’t getting back to her. She’d made her mid-week call on Wednesday, but Nate had been unavailable. She wished she hadn’t had it on speaker-phone or had handled the strange woman’s voice that had answered better. The kids now knew something was up, and like her they had had a moment of unease before she clicked it off speaker and put the phone to her ear. David, her oldest had given her a strange look. Liam had mimicked his brother’s reaction. Gratefully, Eugenia wasn’t old enough to sense something might be wrong.

She swiveled away from the hutch of her U-shaped desk, unable to concentrate on the open file, and sat at the flat surface of her credenza, looking out the window, restless, anxious…

All but jumping out of her seat, maneuvering around the boxes of evidentiary material delivered yesterday for an upcoming trail, she wandered out to the partners’ lounge, needing another cup of coffee to get her kick-started. Sleep had become a missing ingredient in her life, and her fuel had become caffeine by the gallon.

As she stepped into the room, she found Em, holding Ruby, her nine-week-old daughter and a smile forced itself out. Nothing like a baby to change one’s mood. She went over and sat beside them, leaned in to take a better look. The smell was heaven, baby powder and innocence. She had a thatch of dark hair inherited from her father, and big hazel eyes like her mother that already looked at the world with curiosity.

Touching the soft cheek, Mia sighed. “She’s getting so big.”

“Isn’t she? I can’t bear to drop her off yet. I hope you don’t mind.”

Em had recently married her college best friend after a tumultuous whirlwind courtship that almost didn’t happen. It was Ruby Katsaros who had brought them together. Or maybe it had been Teddy, Nick’s son from a previous marriage who had gotten the job done.

“Of course I don’t. This was just what I needed. And I know what separation anxiety feels like.”

This was Em’s first week back after her maternity leave, and the new mother was feeling what she’d felt all those years ago when dropping David off at day care. Did the guilt and regret ever go away? She’d put in so many hours at work the first few years of his life, after opening the doors of Woodley and Fisher and she’d missed a lot of milestones. She knew in her heart she couldn’t have done it any other way. She loved her job and it had become part of who she was, but this part of it was always wrenching.

Em looked up at her with her trademark winsome smile. “I’m so glad she’ll just be downstairs and I can pop in between clients.”

The firm had opened a day care one floor down a couple of months ago, as a perk for the women who worked here. Some of the other businesses in the building had asked in, so it had become a full-fledged center, another win for them financially. She wished she’d had something like this for David and Liam when they were young. By the time Genie came along, she could well afford a nanny and went that route, but having them steps away…

Jelani stepped through the door holding a box of Perfect Muffins. The name of the bakery said it all, and all you had to do was taste one to know there was truth in their advertising. One of the partners stopped by regularly before coming in for the day and treated everyone to a mouth-watering morsel. She wished the box had whetted her appetite but that had gone the way of sleep.

Jelani rushed over, dropped the box on the table and asked, “Can I hold her please?”

Jelani and her new husband, Alec Cleland, were working on the baby making full time. She’d been in search of Mr. Right for years and had finally found him. Nate had been the one to formally introduce them, Alec being his second-in-command at the FBI satellite office in Boston, but there’d been a slight problem at the beginning. Jelani had hated his guts.

Em handed the bundle over into warm and supportive arms and as Jelani began to coo at the infant. The new mother went for the newly brewed pot on the drip machine.

“Thanks. I’ve yet to have my one cup of coffee and I’m dragging. She’s great but hasn’t gotten the sleep pattern down quite yet. Even though Nick and I take turns, we’re zombies in the morning.”

Mia smiled. “I remember those days like it was yesterday.” Then laughed. “And yet forgot all about them before Liam and Genie were born.”

Nate was around back then, for David anyway, and they’d taken turns just like Em and Nick. Wistfulness washed over her when she thought about those early days, when they’d been so happy together, newly married, then newly parented. It only took a couple of years for that to change. Their kids had taken a lot of time and attention away from them as a couple and his job had only added to the distractions.

When Arianna, the other co-founding mother came in, she was drawn to Ruby like a magnet to steel. She’d been unable to have children due to a genetic problem with her eggs and had broken up with her husband, Evan, over it. Last September, twenty years later, they got back together, and were proud parents to an eight-year-old boy they’d adopted and Evan’s ten-year-old twin nieces who’d lost their mother to cancer the year before. There wasn’t a day that went by that she didn’t have a smile on her face. The women of the firm no longer had to tiptoe around the topics of men, marriage, and pregnancies.

“She’s so precious. But I have to say, after hearing you guys complain about lack of sleep, I’m kind of glad I got my feet wet with older kids.”

She glanced around the room. “Speaking of older kids, where’s Nell?”

Mia knew she wasn’t referring to Nell as the older kid, but her daughter Chloe. She took a sip of her coffee and said, “Court house. We came in together about an hour ago. She needed to pick up some files for the mediation she’s handling.”

Arianna glanced up at her. “Why the hell were you here so early?”

“Couldn’t sleep. I was ready to go by the time Katie got to the house, so I came in.”

“Don’t take this the wrong way, sweetie, but you look like hell.”

She saw that for herself in the mirror this morning but try as she might, the make-up hadn’t done a damn thing to help her.

She arched her eyebrows and asked, “Is there a right way to take that?”

“No, I guess there isn’t. Why aren’t you sleeping?”

She shrugged her shoulders, as if it was no big deal even though it was becoming a bigger deal with each day that went by.

“I have a lot on my mind and I can’t seem to get rid of it when I close my eyes.”

Em sighed. “And then there’s me, who drifts off so easily I have to wake Nick up to make sure I don’t fall asleep while I’m breastfeeding. Besides, if I’ve got to suffer, I think it only fair that he does, too.”

Jelani piped up, “I see your point. I’ll have to remember that when I’m in the throes of sleeplessness. Oh, and by the way, Alec and I are…pregnant.”

She was doing a tiptoe dance, but it took a few seconds for what she said to penetrate, she’d said it so causally, as if she wasn’t waiting half her life for it.

Em was the first to come out of her stupor.

“What? Oh, my God. Jelani. That’s…” She dropped the rest of the sentiment when she went over to hug her.

“I wanted to shout it out but thought my whooping might scare Ruby.”

Mia and Arianna were the next to throw their congratulations and hugs her way. There were broad smiles on everyone’s faces.

Jelani was looking down at the baby and sighed. “Just think, in less than nine months I’ll have one of these of my own.” Glancing back up, her eyes shimmering, she said, “I told Nell last night. I wanted to make sure she was okay with it.”

Nell was hoping for a second child, one her husband Jack could be part of from the beginning. He’d opted out the first time around and it took some time for those wounds to heal.

“How’d she take it?”

“She cried, but it was a happy-for-me cry. She told me she’d have to work extra hard to catch up. She sounded like she looked forward to that part of the process.”

Arianna chuckled. “I guess he’s still an eleven.”

Nell had once told them that on a scale of one to ten, Jack was off the chart.

Jelani murmured, as if to herself, “Funny how we all got our eleven.”

Mia had stepped outside of the circle, watching, thinking.

She was the first one who’d found her mate, and he’d been with them all during the successful journey they made from fledgling firm to most sought after. Today, she wasn’t feeling the love. Was she caught up in the end of a cycle? Where her friends were just getting started, she was in the final stages of marriage and family.

She felt a shiver of fear shoot through her.

Em asked, “Are you going to tell Cami?”

“Of course, but I didn’t want to wait until Monday when you’d all be here to spring it.” She pressed her lips together. “I’d like to keep it quiet for the first few days, see the doctor, make sure everything’s okay.”

“Can we tell the guys?”

“I’d just as soon wait on that as well. Alec isn’t happy about it, but he’s agreed to hold off until after the appointment. I’m calling as soon as the office opens.”

Arianna went over to where Mia was standing, placed her hand on Mia’s arm and asked, “Is everything all right?”

Mia’s brain cells weren’t sparking at their usual efficiency and it took a moment for the question to sink in.

“Everything’s fine. Just busy. I’ve got that trial starting Monday and I’ve been studying the jury pool. Later this morning I have to be in immigration court for one of Cami’s clients and I’m scheduled for another early afternoon.”

“The woman from El Salvador?”

“Huh? The trial? No. The date for that is set for September.” She winced inwardly at the thought of Elvira. “Pisses me off the woman fled persecution there only to be sexually assaulted here. I want those bastards put away for life for what they did to her.”

And in her present mood, she’d willingly castrate the three of them for their offenses. Maybe a fourth for good measure.

“Monday is the Jones vs Jones trial.”

She was still working her way through all the material that arrived Monday on the prior arrest of Kerry Jones’ ex-husband. He’d tried to kill her twice, the second time only thirty days after the first assault when the judge had let him go on minimal bail. There was very little that pissed her off more than a dumb ass judge who downplayed domestic violence. It was going to be a tough case, emotionally. The hospital photos would paint a gruesome picture of what Kerry had been through. She was facing a female judge this time and she hoped the photos would move her towards a more appropriate sentence.

She was leaving for the day after her scheduled appointments. She still had to go home and pack, get a list going for Katie…

Arianna had been holding a yellow muffin and took a bite. It looked like it was stuffed with bits of pineapple. Mia waited for her taste buds to wake up…

“Who’s second chair?”

“Lindsay. She wants to get her feet wet on this type of case and I think she’s ready.”

They’d hired half-a dozen attorneys over a year ago, right after Nell’s Supreme Court decision, the calls that flooded into the firm causing no shortage of fourteen-hour days for every member of the firm. Lindsay had been one of them. The junior associate had been given a list of the jury pool and Mia was meeting with her in between court appearances to go over their notes.

If she could just get her mind off Nate and on work…

As if the word Nate was flashing and Arianna had noticed, she asked, “Will Nate be up this weekend?”

Her eyes fluttered closed.

“It doesn’t look like it. I haven’t heard from him…”

“I thought you had a mid-week phone date.”

She opened her eyes to see Arianna fingering some crumbs off her lips.

“Usually. Sometimes he misses them.”

But always made up for it over the next day or two. This time…nothing.

She didn’t think her nerves could be stretched any thinner.

“He’d better be up for my dinner party. I like things to be even.”

She’d gone to last month’s at Em and Nick’s alone, Nate too busy with work to fly up for it.

Too busy or…

Giving her partner an insight to what she was feeling she said, “Maybe I can find someone else to invite.”

Maybe they’d have more in common than she seemed to have with her husband.

Nathaniel Fisher. Her mate of fifteen years, the man she fell in love with in high school, whom she married after law school, had three children with. The first few months he’d been gone, he’d come home every other weekend but had whittled it down to almost nothing, so for all intents and purposes, she’d become a widow to his work. Or something more harrowing.

Arianna gasped. “What?”

Mia didn’t answer, sat mutely watching Em finish her coffee, rinse her cup out, place it on the rack, and walk over to Jelani, a frown on her face. “Got to take her back, Jelani. I’ve got a client in fifteen minutes and I’ve put this off long enough. At least it’s Friday and I’ll have her to myself for the whole weekend. Except for those times Nick won’t let go of her. There’s something about girls and their daddies that defies logic.”

“I can see Alec with one. He doesn’t care about the sex, which is a good thing, or I’d have to beat him about the head.”

“It’s been amazing watching Nick with her. Here’s this beefy muscular guy with this tiny baby and he’s so gentle…I never knew life could be this good.”

There were tears in her eyes, her hormones obviously still in overdrive.

After wiping them away, she laughed at herself. “Nick’s been really good with me, too.”

“No more Mr. Fix-It?”

“He’s still trying to fix things but not like he used to. We’re finding common ground.”

Common ground.

Mia didn’t know what that was anymore. Since Nate left for DC in September eight months ago, they’d lost whatever bridge connected them. It had diverged and was taking them in different directions.

How different she was determined to find out.

When her phone rang, she snatched it out of her suit coat pocket and looked to see who was calling. The disappointment stung but this was a call she couldn’t ignore. After walking out to the hallway, she swiped. “Hi, Jack. Thanks for getting back to me.”


CHAPTER TWO

The cab was caught up in the Friday evening traffic and Mia sat nervously, biting her nails, as it inched its way towards the apartment complex where he husband was staying temporarily. They’d chosen the unit from a list given them by the FBI and it was where most of the out-of-town participants from the agency had chosen to live. Probably had to do with rents. They were the least offensive of the places they’d toured. She’d been horrified by the exorbitant prices and he’d insisted all he’d need was a one-bedroom for his interim tenure here in the capital. She hadn’t argued.

Being hand-picked to join the FBI task force assisting the special prosecutor, had been a coup, proving that her husband, Nate, was a crackerjack at his job of information systems and analysis, but as a member of the Bureau, he was here as more an undercover agent than above ground operative. He was also a lawyer and knew the law as it applied to his tasks. He’d be interpreting incoming data, collating what was important and handing it over to the legal team, comprised of federal prosecutors, who could access the available information as corroborating evidence for the indictments they promised were coming.

There’d been no question that an independent counsel was needed to weed out the rumors and fake news from the truth. What was coming out of the intelligence community was cause for concern and the president’s predisposition for lying had created a maelstrom of controversy.  There had been several special prosecutors appointed in the last few decades to probe the misconduct of sitting presidents. The founding fathers had thought that the separation of powers would be the checks and balances needed to counteract a man or group who had the propensity for abusing power. When that failed, through flaws in human nature or extreme partisanship, as it was today, there needed to be an alternative way to preserve the union, protect the constitutional rule of law and provide for the common good. Such was the case with Watergate, the premier political scandal of the previous century, when the power of law enforcement was taken out of the hands of the executive branch and placed in the hands of an outside party. After cover-ups, lies and evasions, there was too much of a conflict for the president to remain impartial. The proof was in his refusal to cooperate with the appointed counsel and the subsequent firing of the man by the attorney general, done at the president’s request. It had become known as the Saturday Night Massacre and resulted in the House Judiciary Committee writing three articles of impeachment, Nixon’s resignation, and numerous criminal indictments. The current political climate was fraught with similar underhanded dealings, mainly the accusation by the intelligence community that Russia interfered in the election, with the direct cooperation of the president’s inner circle. The sitting Congress didn’t seem to be taking it as seriously as they should…or some of them had been compromised. All it would have taken was the enemy to have hacked into their personal accounts. If embarrassing information was uncovered, they were sure to use it to intimidate and manipulate. Then there was the influx of Russian money into the RNC’s coffers, which was against the law. It was more than just a rumor floating around. She should know. Her husband had shown her the proof. There was a day, not too long ago, that he’d shared everything with her, but since he’d been chosen as a member of the cybercrime task force, she’d been left out of the loop. It felt more like he’d ripped the bottom off her world and she’d been dropped out.

When he’d first told her about the assignment, she’d been shocked. Not because she didn’t think he could do the job, but because their life had already become an endless stream of empty nights while he traveled the globe. She knew that this would involve a move to DC, a concentrated effort to bring the Russian hackers to light, and another round of single parenting. She’d carried their life on her shoulders for so long, it should be a natural extension of what her role had become. But she was getting tired on both fronts, home and work, and needed a break. When Arianna had been running for governor, Mia was left holding the reins of Woodley and Fisher, no small undertaking for one person. They’d worked so long in tandem, had such a seamless overlay of duties that Woodley and Fisher had become a standout law firm. When Arianna had gone missing, it all fell to her and she was weighed down with the burden. She’d always been adept at juggling, but lately her life had become a series of missed balls and scattered emotion. With Arianna back in the office, the sitting governor deciding to stay in the role, the workplace should have become more equitable again but two of the partners had recently had babies, which meant eight weeks of maternity leave and more overtime for her and the rest of the firm. Covering their cases had added another layer of files, court dates and depositions. And with Nate not around at all…

She glanced out the window to see the lights illuminating the city, missing the intrinsic beauty, thinking about the coming confrontation. She hadn’t seen her husband in almost two months. When they’d first discussed the move, after her first meltdown, he’d promised to come home at least once every four weeks but like everything else FBI, it never went according to plan. When she made her routine phone call mid-week to check in, and to ask if he was coming home, a female answered his cell. It had jarred her. The voice wasn’t familiar, the curt message that Nate was busy, not reassuring. The woman had promised to let Nate know she’d called, but two days later she’d still been waiting for him to get back to her.

Needing to see for herself what was going on, she’d cleared her afternoon schedule, asked the Nanny to stay for the weekend, and bought a plane ticket for a flight down. And she’d done it without telling him. She figured if she just showed up, maybe he’d be forced to take some time for her. There was a shiver of panic as she thought of the alternative, that she might find him otherwise occupied instead. When he’d told her the reason he hadn’t been home was that he was up to his neck in alligators, she’d believed him. Now…she wasn’t sure. Had she been so trusting that she’d become blind to some blatant signs? Or had she just been too busy to notice?

She might be making a life-altering mistake by surprising him. What she found might not be erasable or forgivable. She’d know soon enough, but the wait was interminable. The snarled congestion only added to her nervous agitation.

When the taxi finally pulled into the complex parking lot and up to the building that housed Nate’s unit, she handed over some bills and got out. It was an ordinary building, no bells, no whistles, and she stood there silently, looking up at his window. There were lights on, so she knew he was here.

Was he alone? Would she find… Was there another reason he—

A cold knot formed inside her.

Her uneasiness continued to unnerve her, but she was here now, had made the decision to take him by surprise, and there was no going back. After taking a deep breath, she walked to the outer door, inserted the key and carried her overnight bag up the two flights of stairs, stopping at apartment 218. Laughter was spilling out into the hallway, voices that she recognized, not just the solitary one like she feared, but several, both men’s and women’s. Irritation beat back the fear, and when she opened the door, she felt ice spread to her stomach.

When Nate had turned to see who was at the door, his smile evaporated. He quickly put his drink down and headed over to where she stood. There was shock on his face, adding another layer of annoyance and a thin film of embarrassment.

Unwilling to cross the threshold, afraid of what she might say, she said nothing. Instead, she swung around and went back towards the stairs and the exit. She could hear Nate calling out to her, telling her to wait. It was only when she was out on the pavement that he finally caught up with her, yanked her arm so she had no choice but to face him.

“What are you doing here?”

He was cupping her face now, fingering her hair, tucking it behind her ear. She didn’t let the tenderness sway her.

“I actually don’t fucking know.”

He clasped her fingers, suggested, “Come back in. You know everyone here. Most of my team—"

She yanked her hand free, took a step away from him, the blood-curdling scream all but choking her.

“No thanks. I wouldn’t want to interrupt your fun.”

His hands went to his hips, like when he was about to reprimand the kids over some infraction.

“Mia, we’re just unwinding. It’s been a brutal week.”

It did nothing to pacify her mood.

Her week had been as much of a killer. She was at the beginning of a trial, still covering Cami’s asylum cases, her assistant, Nyla, was taking depositions for another case that needed to be reviewed, and she was getting maybe five hours of sleep a night, if that. The weekend wouldn’t have given her this kind of respite if she had stayed home. She’d be getting the kids back and forth to their activities, soccer, dance, gymnastics, hockey. Where was her opportunity to sit back, relax with her friends and wind down? She had to plan it down to the minute. It was never spontaneous.

“You said you were too busy to come home. I can see now how it would have been a problem.”

His features hardened with her angry retort and he all but growled, “I’ve been working eighteen-hour days, seven days a week. I’m allowed some down time, so tonight we cut out early. Taking a couple of hours is different than a weekend going back and forth from here to Boston.”

There was a testiness in his tone that was contagious.

“What the fucking hell, Nate? I have a job that’s as time consuming as yours and the extra advantage of taking care of three kids. You do remember we have them, don’t you? They take a lot of time and attention. It would be nice if you carved out a little time for us. I think it’s important to… Forget it.”

He went to wrap his arms around her, but she pushed him away and began walking towards the main street to signal for a ride to the airport. He followed close on her heels.

“Mia, come on. Stay. You came down to see me, and I’m glad. Don’t go.”

“Yeah, I came to see you. Why should I be the only one who makes the effort? It won’t happen again.”

It didn’t take long for her to flag down what she wanted. The streets of DC were littered with checkered, yellow and red cabs and one was coming to rescue her.

There should have been relief that she hadn’t found him with another woman. But this was almost as bad. She could have fought for him, if she’d wanted to, but she couldn’t fight the job and it seemed it had become his lover. The tenuous thread that had kept her hanging on had snapped.

She bent to open the door, but before she got in, she turned so he could see the seriousness of her expression, so she knew he heard her words.

“This marriage isn’t working for me anymore, Nate.”

With that, she climbed in and slammed the door, giving the driver her destination. With a flick of the meter, he pulled away from the curb, leaving her husband with his mouth hanging open.

***

Nate continued to stand there, long after the tail lights had disappeared, not believing what had just happened. Why the hell hadn’t she told him she was coming down? He would have handled his downtime differently. He could have savored the anticipation of seeing her. There was no one in the world he loved more than his wife. She was a miracle who’d come into his life at the exact moment he needed her. It was over twenty-five years ago but his passion for her hadn’t lessened, his need hadn’t dissipated. As soon as she appeared in the doorway, his heart had tripped over itself. She had a way of making everything bad in his life good, and there’d been a moment earlier in the day, while he was working one of the most damaging files, when he’d wished that he’d gone home so he could forget about all this for a while and lose himself in her.

The job was pulling at his gut, the stream of conspirators endless. Money laundering, hacking, voter fraud, sexual abuse, and a president in close contact with a known murderer, a known enemy of the state. The media was taking its blessed time covering what was becoming obvious, but they were still into sound bites, ratings more important than the truth just like it had been during the campaign. Even CNN had lost its way with only a handful of reporters pushing back against the lies that tripped so effortlessly from the mouths of the president’s supporters. The FBI and the intelligence community were being bashed on a regular basis, and some politicians were sowing doubts about their integrity and their impartiality. The agency wasn’t perfect, human frailties being what they were, but they were the ones who were working around the clock trying to avert a catastrophe and the weakening of democracy.

His team at been at it for months, collecting the material that would be needed for indictments, several of which were already sealed and waiting for the right time to be opened. At the moment, they were investigating twelve Russians who had hacked into the Democratic National Committee’s emails as well as their presidential candidate’s and released tens of thousands in stolen communication, to sway the election. It was a clear-cut case of foreign intervention in American politics. A female Russian agent would soon be arrested and charged with conspiracy for infiltrating a variety of political organizations, the NRA among them. The president’s campaign manager was behind bars awaiting trial. His personal attorney’s home and office had been raided, resulting in a massive search and seizure of millions of documents, tapes among them. On top of that, highly classified materials were being sent from all over the world, their allies providing SIGINT, intercepted intelligence of their own that would help support the findings. The president had been under surveillance for decades, and the findings were just coming back into the spotlight, having been ignored the first time around.

Nate’s task force was going through all the information with a fine-tooth comb, had worked until early evening, and all the computer face time over the last week had burned them out. They’d needed to blow off some steam, talk about something other than Russians, conspiracy, and treason so he’d invited some of the group over for drinks, had ordered pizzas. They were burning the midnight oil and he was just trying to foster the fellowship, thank them in some small way for their contribution.

Mia had obviously taken it for something else. She’d thought he was having fun.

He croaked out a laugh, then plunged his hands through his hair.

Like that was even possible with what they were uncovering. Lighthearted pleasure was in short supply these days, cynicism growing in leaps and bounds, the long hours and the work load growing meatier every day.

As he stood there, in the parking lot, gaping at the exit, confusion muddled his brain.

What the hell had he done to make her turn away from him like that?

No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t get her image out his mind. She’d lost weight, her face looking gaunt, and those beautiful eyes of hers, shaded in purple smudges, held such sadness. There’d been no greeting, no warmth in her voice when she spoke. He’d felt a ripple of unease slide down his spine when he finally stood and approached her. Needing to feel her in his arms, he’d been stopped in his tracks when the blue irises darkened like a stormy sky. The shooting sparks were unfamiliar. He rarely saw her colored in that mood and in those few seconds it took him to figure out what it was, she’d turned and walked away. He’d called after her, but she never once looked back, her footsteps fading as she descended the stairs to the exit.

When he reached her, he hadn’t expected the rant, the accusations, the potent message.

This marriage isn’t working for me anymore.

Those words had claws and they were tearing him to shreds.

At a loss as to what else to do, he’d returned to the apartment. The jovial mood had been wiped out by the tension left in Mia’s wake, and the team had slithered out soon after. Explicable sorrow slithered in.

Morbid thoughts were running circles in his mind. His wife was pissed at him, so pissed she didn’t want to be married to him anymore. A wave of apprehension swept through him. What if she’d been on a salvage mission and it had failed?

Dread for the future sat heavier than usual on his heart and for the next few hours all he could do was stare at the walls, feeling empty and used up.


CHAPTER THREE

Monday morning, Mia was back in her office, looking out the wall of windows. It was on one of the top floors, giving her a panoramic view of Boston, the tall buildings, the snarling traffic, the pedestrians lining the sidewalk like a trail of ants with a purpose. She loved the energy, the pace and couldn’t think of working anywhere else. When she opened the doors of Woodley and Fisher with her friend and partner, Arianna, they’d chosen well. It was a newly refurbished building in the center of downtown with all the bells and whistles, a huge lobby and waiting area and several offices that would provide plenty of space for expansion. They didn’t know at the time they’d become one of the most prestigious law firms in the city, representing women, immigrants, and the most vulnerable, but over the last decade it had happened. That first year had been tough, non-stop networking, which was Arianna’s strength, along with sixteen-hour days, trying to stay above the water line so they didn’t drown before they got on their feet. It hadn’t been the most auspicious of beginnings, but they’d managed to turn things around so well that by the middle of their second year, they’d had to hire four other attorneys to help them with their workload. They’d chosen well there, too. The women were staunch advocates, brilliant minds and each had their own area of expertise. And they were extremely close, their bond unbreakable. It came from fighting the injustices as one.

Nell Warren Adams had won a Supreme Court case last year that had doubled their clientele. Emilia Spencer Katsaros worked tirelessly for immigrant families that were being torn apart with the new policies put in place by the current administration. Camille Bissonnette Zhernova handled all asylum cases, her reputation so pristine the FBI sought her out as counsel. Jelani Ramirez was their resident immigration expert who worked with DACA applicants and DREAMers. Arianna devoted her time to the women’s issues that had made the firm, harassment, sexual assault, termination for things like pregnancy in the workplace. If not for Mia’s own pregnancy and the slap on her wrist for her audacity by the men in charge, or her affiliation with Arianna, she’d never have taken the risk of going out on her own. The demotion had pissed her off royally, even as she continued burning the midnight oil for the bastards. When her grandmother left her an inheritance, she’d used it as seed money and gone out on her own, Arianna eager to join her. By spreading the money in the right places and with grit and determination, they’d pulled it off.

Last year had been a banner year for them, not only for the firm’s financial bottom line, but in their personal lives, as well. Five out of the six of them had found mates and were adding children to the mix. She’d watched all of them as they struggled with inner demons, fought to find a balance to work and family, and as the only settled member of the firm, she’d picked up the slack when needed.

From day one, she’d followed her father’s dictum. The only place success comes before work is in the dictionary. But she was beginning to think there might be another way to live. She’d let herself become the work horse, like Tobey on the family farm. The one who carried the weight, no matter how heavy. Today the burden seemed unbearable.

At the knock on her door, she turned to see her cohort standing just outside her office. She was a regal beauty, almost queen-like in her comportment, and had blossomed since she’d married her ex-husband last September and there wasn’t a day that went by that there wasn’t a smile on her face. This morning she was bundled up in her winter coat. It didn’t seem spring wanted to come this year.

“Good morning.”

“It’s frickin’ cold out there. I thought April was supposed to bring May flowers.”

Mia was able to put her melancholy away and chuckled. “How long have you lived here?”

“I know. I know. New England weather is unpredictable. But come on, when is winter going to end?”

“When Mother Nature decides we’ve had enough.”

As she pulled off her gloves, unwound her scarf, Arianna asked, “Did Nate come up this weekend? You didn’t answer any of my texts, so I thought you might be busy.”

There was a wink and a nod in her voice.

She walked to her desk, picked up a file sitting there and began to flip through it.

“No. He didn’t.”

“Next?”

“I have no idea.”

Arianna’s smile faded, and she stepped closer as if to study her.

“He hasn’t been up in a…a couple of months, has he?”

“The last time he was here was for David’s birthday.”

Their son had turned twelve and he’d made the trip up to celebrate with them.

“That was in February.”

“I know.”

She refused to look up. She didn’t want Arianna seeing the concern…or maybe it was the hurt she was trying to hide. As if thinking to help, her friend suggested, “Why don’t you go down there or better yet, meet him somewhere for a rendezvous. I think you told me an island might be nice.”

She had. When she was in desperate need of a vacation, in desperate need of help. She’s also mentioned she’d be taking it without Nate. They’d become strangers, and not the kind that passed in the night. They’d lost every semblance of a connection, like a phone out of charge. Dead.

Arianna didn’t know about this past weekend, that she’d gone down there, had done an about- face and flown back, rented a place at the cape, and refused his calls, everyone’s calls. She’d done a lot of soul searching as she walked the empty beach, and had come to a turning point, in not only that relationship but the one with herself.

She shook her head, trying to keep the tears at bay.

“What’s going on Mia?”

Mia looked up, met Arianna’s eyes.

“I’m going to go to Texas.”

Taken aback, she gasped, “What? To live? Has Nate been transferred?”

She narrowed her eyes, examining Arianna to make sure she had only the one head, thought about offering to have it examined. No way would she leave her support system to move anywhere with her husband.

“You know I’d never leave the firm. I talked to Jack, wanted to see about visiting one of the ICE detention centers, so if I can help. He’s setting it up, coming with me.”

Homeland Security had started separating families at the border. It was inhumane, and volunteers were needed to fight the system in place. She wanted to be one of them, if only on a part-time basis.

“What about the kids, Nate, your clients here?”

“Katie is willing to live in a few days a week, along with her fiancée, see to the kids.” She glared at Arianna, her voice becoming chilly. “I’m hoping my partners here will be willing to handle some of my cases like I’ve been doing for them for over a year.”

It’s one of the reasons she chose Lindsay for second chair. She knew the junior associate could handle the courtroom protocol the days she was gone.

Crossing her arms across her chest, she tilted her chin up and said defiantly, “And Nate can go straight to hell.”

Arianna looked stunned.

“Is this a tantrum? I’ve never seen this side of you before. Didn’t even know you had a this side, and I’ve known you a hell of a long time.”

She bit her lips, then admitted, “I’ve had practice burying it.”

“But why? You’ve certainly seen the rest of us have them. Didn’t you think you could? Even with us?”

Mia relaxed her stance, dropped her arms to her sides.

“I don’t melt down. I deal.” At least that’s how it’d always been. Lately…there’d been too many knots in her gut that had needed release. “It seems I don’t do that very well, anymore, either.”

Arianna finally slipped off her coat and threw it over the chair, came to stand beside her.  “What happened between you two?”

Before she could stop herself, the event of the past Friday came spilling out. Her flying down to surprise him, arriving at the place he was renting, finding what she found. The surprise had been on her. Or maybe it was the joke that was.

“He told me he was too busy to come home, like the weekend before and the one before that. It would appear he’s been lying to me.”

It hadn’t helped that some of the associates cozied up were females. Beautiful, young females. And when he turned to see who was at the door, there had been a smile on his face she hadn’t seen in—ages.  It had almost crushed her.

Arianna didn’t hold back her opinion. “That son of a bitch.”

She couldn’t help but laugh through the sob that was stuck in her throat. If she knew nothing else, she knew she’d find a phalanx of women here who’d have her back.

“Yeah. That’s what I thought. I didn’t go right home. After I got back I drove to the cape, spent Saturday and Sunday walking the beach, thinking about what I was going to do.”

And she hadn’t gotten the needed sleep she’d hoped for, tossing and turning Saturday night, restless and scared, the crying jags making her feel inadequate for the decision ahead.

Arianna asked tentatively, “Castration, a good old-fashioned rumble…divorce?”

In a quiet voice she said, “I don’t know. Maybe one of the above. Maybe none. I need some time for myself. I’ve given up everything I love to handle things that two of us should be handling. I wouldn’t mind if…he was willing to do the same, at least occasionally. He’s obviously not.”

“And Texas is one of those things?”

With quiet firmness, Mia said, “Yes. What they are doing there is unconscionable, and I’ve cut my teeth on these kinds of cases. I think I might be able to do some good. And if he can fly all over the world, move to DC for his job, I should be able to fly in and out of Texas for mine.”

“If I didn’t have so much on my plate right now, I’d think about joining you. Might talk to Evan and try to squeeze some time out. Ginny’s case is the one thing that might lock me in here.”

It was a high-profile one, being researched in tandem with another attorney on the West Coast, but she’d found he was a lot of talk and no action, fading out of the headlines over time. She was digging up dirt on members of the administration on her own now and had left Twitter to the attention grabbers, taking individual control of her own case, and she was gaining ground. Maybe it’s because she wasn’t dealing an untouchable and was able to depose the man her client was accusing of sexual improprieties. The recent raid executed by the special prosecutor on the president’s attorney’s office had delivered reams of information that she was collating. It was adding fuel to an already blazing fire. Goldstein would be toast and would be unable to continue to represent the man she was going for.

“Shit’s going to hit the fan soon and you need to be here when it does. I’ve got cases I’ll still need to deal with, but this…this speaks to me on so many levels.”

From what she’d been hearing, some of the kids had been sent thousands of miles away, were lost in the system. There was a case here in state that she’d offered to work, pro bono, and it had been accepted. She’d be meeting with her client at the end of the week, and in the meantime, the firm’s investigator was trying to find out where the child had been placed. She hated thinking this was what the country had become, kidnappers of children.

“Understood and we’ll do what we have to, to free you up. What else have you been thinking about?”

“I’m going to the farm for a weekend here and there, ride again, get back to nature. I’ve missed it more than I realized. And…”

“And?”

“And as much as I love you guys, I need to focus on my cases, my life. If we have to hire another attorney or two, we will. With Em giving birth to Ruby a couple of months ago, Cami having Peter last month, both out for eight weeks, with Jelani pregnant, Nell working night and day on it, I don’t want to pick up any more slack. I’m slacked out.”

Arianna looked apologetic.

“My run for governor didn’t help. That’s when you started to feel the pinch, wasn’t it?”

She wasn’t sugar coating anything anymore.

“Here, yes. I was going fucking crazy. That eased up a bit because of Maeve.”

Maeve Shear had been hired while Arianna was out on the trail, voted on by the other partners without her knowledge. Arianna had stalled and stalled, found fault with everyone interviewed, to the point Mia took things into her own hands at Nell’s suggestion, her work-load so heavy covering the networking duties, along with the day-to-day admin work of the firm, that she had had no choice. Her friend hadn’t dared argue about it, and now that she was back, she was enjoying the perks. With a family of her own, she didn’t want to be out every night of the week networking like she had before. Not one of them had realized it was a way for Arianna to fight off the loneliness.

The evil eye she sent her was right on target. It was Arianna’s fault it took so long to hire an office manager but the look of regret on her partner’s face satisfied some need to be acknowledged. “At home…it’s been bad since Nate left for DC. His fucking work has become central to his life. We’re just after thoughts, and I don’t want to be an after-thought anymore.”

She didn’t have to be the primary focus but she sure as hell wanted to be visible in the picture.

“I’m sorry. I should never have put that on you or fought so hard against hiring someone to share your load. I know I’ve made my own hefty contribution to your feelings of being overwhelmed and underappreciated. I know if it wasn’t for you, this firm wouldn’t even exist. You not only contributed our initial investment, you were the one covering the front line while I was out on reconnaissance.”

It was nice to hear. If Nate would just acknowledge… She shook the thought out. She couldn’t hold her breath waiting for that any longer.

Meeting Arianna’s eyes, she admitted the truth.

“It needed both of us to make it work.”

“It was more than just a partnership, Mia. You helped me regain a purpose after Evan and I broke up. You’ll never understand how much I loved you for that.”

“And you gave me the opportunity to work at a firm where a woman could give birth without the fallout. When Aiken told me that I’d lost the opportunity to become partner because of my pregnancy, I wanted to go for his throat. I worked eighteen-hour days just like everyone else even through bouts of morning sickness.” She looked up then, as guilt burrowed in. “Which kinda makes me feel bad for griping about Em and Cami being out for eight weeks.”

“That’s a hell of a lot different than demoting them. I don’t have a lot of extra time on my hands to cover them, either. I think you’re right and we’ll have to hire at least a couple more attorneys.”

She looked up and laughed. “Where the hell will we put them?”

Once they’d been forced to hire a second tier of attorneys, they’d rented space one floor down, added the day care center, housed their office manager there as well. Now they were bursting at the seams again.

Arianna threw her hands up in the air. “We’ll be renting out space in the whole damn building soon.”

Mia considered this. “There might not even be anything available. If we hadn’t just renewed our lease in January, we could think about buying.”

Arianna seemed to agree.  “Buying’s not a bad idea. We’d have time to put everything into place before renewal comes up again.”

“What do we do in the meantime?”

“Short-term lease. I’ll have Maeve call and see what’s available.”

“Just so you know. I won’t be the one shopping around for the new place. Maeve can do that, as well. She can whittle it down to a few, then we can check them out.”

Just a year ago, she’d have that on her shoulders as well. Maeve, or someone like her, had been only a wish that she wasn’t sure would ever come true.

“We’ll have to pull all the partners in, go over what we need, where we want to be. Make sure everyone’s on board. Will you be around?”

“I think the thing with Texas will evolve slowly. Jack’s going to try to set up a tour soon, but before I get completely involved, I’ve got to clear some things up here. I have no idea what kind of help I can offer. It’s not like I’m a federal attorney. I’ll have no legal standing in another state. I’ll be around until Friday and then I’m going to the farm for the weekend.”

Home. Where her extended family lived. Rolling hills, riding trails, rows of corn stalks, a cornucopia of vegetables sprouting from the ground, apple trees, and blueberry bushes. Fresh air and freedom.

Nestled in a small town about forty miles north of the city, it was rural and dotted with cows, chickens, and goats. The Reis farm was one of the oldest, being passed from one generation to the next since the 1800s and it was a prosperous one. Several homes sat on the thirty-acre spread, one of which she’d inherited upon her father’s death. She didn’t stay often, too busy with her life to take the time, but had decided that was going to change. It was the one place she could relax, where the close family ties offered her a respite, where she hoped she could refill her empty cup. She was ready to shut down…although she thought she might already have.

Her brothers, Chris and Connor, co-managed it, had since their father had died of a heart attack almost ten years ago. The family not only grew crops but offered a CSA membership for those who wanted to eat healthy. Shares were portioned out and picked up at the old barn. Community Supported Agriculture had become popular and the Reises’ had taken advantage. Her mother had started a knitting cooperative one night a week, where anyone interested could drop by, sip iced tea, and work on a group or individual project. It had quite a following, and every Tuesday during the spring, summer, and fall, Becca’s front porch would be crowded by not only those who loved to knit but those who wanted companionship. One of her sisters-in-law sold handmade soaps, pies and other home-baked goods that were sold at the farm stand. With spring would come the planting, the animal husbandry, the fields ripe with clover and tall grass, the smell of manure and the buzz of bees. It had been a great place to grow up and she’d missed the quiet nights, filled with stars and good company. She’d all but given it up to become a taxi service, transporting her kids to baseball, soccer, dance, gymnastics, and a full-time cook and laundry lady. She’d given herself up thinking she had to be calm and carry on.

She wasn’t calm anymore, so it hadn’t worked out quite the way she imagined. Instead of carrying on, she’d become a bitch on wheels, angry, impatient, and resentful. Catering to everyone else had been a mistake and she wasn’t going to deprive herself anymore of those things that renewed her. Nate was dropping to the bottom of her priority list. If he came home fine. If he didn’t, that was fine, too. She was no longer going to be pretzel to this calendar. Or anyone else’s, for that matter.

Arianna came over and took her hand. “If there is anything I can do, let me know. If you need me to take the kids, take over one of your cases, take Nate out and have him shot, just say the word and it’s done.”

She reached over and hugged her friend.

“If I’m dealing with only my cases, I should be fine. I’m taking the kids with me after the soccer game on Friday afternoon. Liam might not want to miss hockey practice but that’s his tough luck. If Nate comes back from DC, he’ll find himself in an empty house. That should be as bad as being shot. He does not like being alone.”

Neither did she, but he never seemed to get that. She wanted a man to love her, to make her feel important, share the load with her. If he couldn’t do it, it might be time to find someone who could. That she’d once loved him with all of who she was, would not influence her decision. It was time for someone to put her first. If it had to be her, so be it.


CHAPTER FOUR

Nate Fisher was in zone mode, looking out over the expanse of the capital.  He was at the main headquarters this week, rather than the newer complex in Virginia where he’d been assigned a temporary desk. His entire team had been brought in to update the top brass on what they’d uncovered over the last several days. He remembered coming here for the first time, close to fifteen years ago, the cab ride, his first impressions of the city. The Washington Monument, the Lincoln Memorial, the Capitol Building, all lit up, on spectacular display. To a small-town boy, it was a magical experience. He was lit up as well, so excited about his prospects and the opportunity to serve his country. When he’d gotten to the hotel he was staying at, he called Mia first thing, talked to her into the early-morning hours, wanting to share every moment of his adventure. She’d been supportive of his career choice, even knowing he might be transferred out of state after the twelve-week training course. She’d gotten a job at an old-boy law firm, not her first choice, but it had a prestigious enough reputation that it would look good on her resume if she had to leave. And there was a distinct possibility she’d have to. First office agents, or FOAs rarely got their first pick of assignments. He could have been transferred to in Boise, Idaho, for the first two or three years, but it didn’t seem to matter to her. She told him she’d follow him anywhere. He’d been lucky, not only with the girl but with his preference, and had been stationed in Boston since graduating from the academy. It was there he’d climbed the ladder. He might have gone further if he’d been willing to move. There were always open slots at headquarters, but everyone warned him against it. There was a high chance of burnout and the scrutiny was intense. New York would have offered him visibility. It was known as the flagship of the Bureau, the best of the best in the business but once Mia’s firm was established, he’d promised to stay put.

He was looking at the building with different eyes today. The J. Edgar Hoover Building was an outdated albatross that decorated a good portion of Pennsylvania Avenue. It should have been closed years ago due to decay and structural problems, but a lack of funding had cancelled any plans to move the headquarters to a different location. And there was a pall hanging over the city. There was a clear and present danger here that any sane, rational being understood. It seemed there were far too many who didn’t, and it made his job more important than ever. But that had taken a backseat today. He wasn’t preparing his spiel, he was brooding.
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