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      Bill Billy Bailey watched film with the quarterback and receivers of Central High School's epic win over the top ranked Zachary Broncos the past Friday night. The comeback win marked the most important victory in his tenure as head coach.

      At only twenty-eight years old, many questioned his credentials for the position. That win over Zachary quieted most of those critics. The crowd roared onto the field after the game, astounded at the turnaround in the football program over the course of one season.

      Three quarterbacks and eight receivers joined the Bailey and Jimbo Wax, the offensive coordinator, in the film room this Monday afternoon. Mistakes had been made and for the Central Wildcats to go far into the playoffs, those must be corrected and eliminated.

      The door burst open.

      "Hey, you can't come in here," Bailey said, shielding his eyes from the bright lights in the hallway.

      "Coach, I believe we can."

      Bailey recognized the Sheriff's deputy that was talking.

      "Arnette, what is this all about?"

      "Bill Bailey, you are under arrest for the rape and carnal knowledge of a minor."

      Bailey gasped, not believing his ears. The two deputies grabbed him, one by each arm, and hurled him against the wall. Arnette slapped the cuffs on his wrists. They dragged him out of the room.

      "Jimbo, call my wife. Call Sara Sue."
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      Less than an hour later, Bailey wore an orange and white striped jumpsuit, emblazoned with the letters EBRSO stitched across the back. Those were the initials for the East Baton Rouge Parish Sheriff's office. He received his Miranda rights and was strip-searched prior to donning his present attire.

      "What is this all about? What is going on here?" He asked of every officer within hearing.

      They ignored him. Bailey had never been arrested before. The worst offense the coach ever committed was forgetting to put on his turn signal. He got a warning, but no ticket.

      The coach settled and sat quietly in the jail cell. He wondered why he was in a cell by himself. The one adjoining his held six prisoners, each clad in the same orange and white jumpsuit he wore. This was the first time that Billy could remember he had absolutely nothing to do.

      He looked at the stark furnishings. A stainless toilet with a water tap on top. The steel bed with an ultra-thin mattress had more stains and holes that solid covering. A single sheet rolled up on one end of the bed was too short for his 6'4" frame.

      The tinted window to the outside was only four inches wide with steel grating stretching from the top to the bottom. He could see it was still daylight outside, but could discern no shapes.

      Billy thought about Sara Sue. What did she think when told of the charges? They were high school sweethearts, both attending Denham Springs High School, less than fifteen minutes from Central.

      Sara Sue was the head cheerleader, captain of the softball team, and star of the girls’ basketball team. Bailey played the three major sports, earning all–state awards as the quarterback for the football team and ace pitcher for the Yellow Jacket's baseball team.

      They both attended LSU, Bailey earning a degree in kinesiology and Sara Sue getting her degree in the entrepreneur program. He wanted to coach, and she wanted to own a personal business. After graduation, she started a temporary employment agency, furnishing workers ranging from warehouse laborers to accountants.

      The couple had no children, opting to get their careers established before parenthood. They began talking about a family, even discussing potential names for their children.

      Now the rising star in the high school coaching ranks sat in a dark and smelly cell with his career and his marriage in jeopardy. He taught Sunday School at the Baptist Church at the corner of Joor and. Hooper.

      What would the seventh grade boys in his class think? What would the football players he loved and coached think about the man who always stressed character and integrity over all other traits?

      His future—Wait, what future? Was twenty years behind bars at the state prison in Angola considered a future? Bailey realized why he was in a cell by himself. He had heard stories about what happened to rapists and child molesters in prison. He was about to live that story unless he was separated for his own safety.

      Bailey tried to lie on the steel cot. There was no comfortable position for his tall body in the short bed. The room was cold. Frigid cold. The short-sleeved jumpsuit provided almost no warmth. Billy pulled thin sheet over him and closed his eyes.

      The coach tried to make sense of the day's events. Who had accused him of rape? Who had accused him of having carnal knowledge? Was it the same girl? Was it a girl? Could he afford bail? He and Sara Sue had sunk what little savings they had into Sara Sue's business.

      The Wildcats Temporary Agency was only beginning to turn cash flow positive, generating a little more revenue than operating costs. It was not in a financial position to afford the hefty requirements of bail.

      Then two deputies appeared outside the cell. They replaced the handcuffs and put leg irons on each ankle. He shuffled between them to a small conference room. The deputies put a belly chain around the coach and fastened it to a link under the table.

      They left him without explaining the move. Then he heard people approaching. He twisted much as he could with the constraints restricting any movements. Sara Sue came in, mascara running down her cheeks. A tall, elderly gentleman dressed in an expensive blue suit followed her.
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            EAST BATON ROUGE PARISH JAIL

          

        

      

    

    
      Sara Sue stepped toward Billy to hug her husband, but a grunt from a guard stopped her.

      "No contact with the prisoner," he said.

      "I'm sorry," she said through her tears.

      She sat in a chair on the other side of the table with the gray-haired gentleman. The elder fellow addressed the guards.

      "I would like to have privacy with my client, please."

      Even though he stated it in non-–threatening terms, the guards quickly assented and left the room.

      "Honey," Sara Sue began. "This is Durwin Kemp. He is the best lawyer in the state."

      Bailey, through reflex, tried to extend his hands, but the restraints prevented him from raising them.

      "It's okay," Kemp said. "We aren't supposed to make contact, anyway. I'm pleased to meet you."

      "Look, Mr. Kemp. I don't know what you charge, but I know that we can't afford you. I'm on a high school coach's salary, and Sara Sue is just getting her business off the ground. We don't have a lot of money."

      Kemp's smile never left his face. But in his eyes, there was a steely focus, like a panther right before it struck its prey.

      "I hate to tell you this, Bill. You can't afford not to have my services in the position you find yourself."

      "But—" Billy protested.

      "It's okay, Honey," Sara Sue interrupted. "I’m taking care of it."

      Billy was incredulous.

      "How? Where did you get the money?"

      "Niki Dupre is helping us."

      In Billy's muddled mind, he recognized the name, but could not place it with an actual person.

      "Who?" He asked.

      “Niki Dupre. She’s the famous private investigator who solved the Spirit Island case.”

      "How does she know us?"

      "She's a client of mine. She is so busy she hires temps from me to type up her reports. She's wonderful. I want to introduce y'all when you get out."

      Kemp spoke. "Miss Dupre has agreed to pay my fees for your case for as long as you need me."

      Bailey shook his head. "How much are your fees?"

      Kemp glanced at Sara Sue. She nodded.

      "I charge one hundred thousand dollars for a retainer. That is only to assess the validity of the charges against you, and attempt to get you bail. OF course, any further actions on my part will require additional fees."

      "Of course," Bailey says sarcastically. He looked at his wife.

      "We can’t ever pay this back. We can't do it. What if I go to jail? How will you ever get that kind of money?"

      "Are you guilty?" Kemp asked.

      "No. Hell, no," Bailey shouted in the small room.

      "No need for profanity, Bill. I understand the English language. A simple 'yes' or 'no' will suffice," Kemp said.

      "No. Is that simple enough? And don't call me Bill. I go by Billy. All my friends call me Billy. I preferred you called me that."

      "Okay, Billy. If you aren't guilty, why are you charged for these egregious acts?"

      “What egregious acts?” Billy asked. He turned to Sara Sue. “Baby, I can't let you go into debt like this. It has to be a simple mistake by somebody.”

      Sara Sue started to reach her hand across the table but pulled it back.

      "We aren't going into debt. I would if that is what it takes, but we don't have to do that."

      Confusion clouded Bailey’s face.

      Sara Sue continued, "Niki is paying for Mr. Kemp's services. Whatever they end up being, no strings attached."

      "Why? I don't even know her," he wondered.

      "But I do. I can't say that we are best friends, but she was in the office when the sheriff called. I didn't know what to do."

      Tears streaked down Sara Sue's face, the angst over their situation almost too much to bear.

      "I'm sorry, baby. I'm really sorry, but I still don't even know what I'm being accused of doing."

      Kemp cleared his throat.

      "Do you know a young lady by the name of—" Kemp checked the piece of paper from his briefcase. "Flavia Foster? Miss Foster is a student at Central High School. A senior. Age seventeen."

      "I know her. I mean, I know who she is. I've never had her in one of my classes. I teach trigonometry as well as coaching."

      "Do you often stay late at the school after football practice?" Kemp asked.

      "Every day. That is when I review film. I look at the day's practice and whatever tapes we have of our next opponent. That usually takes at least two hours."

      Sweat formed on Bailey’s brow. His hands, though constrained, shook.

      "Were you alone during these film sessions?" The attorney asked.

      "Most of the time. Sometimes Jimbo will stay and help me break down our opponent's schemes."

      "Jimbo?"

      Bailey explained. "Jimbo Wax. He's our offensive coordinator and assistant head coach. He's very good at spotting trends based on formations."

      "I don't understand, Mr. Bailey. I was not a member of a football team. What do you mean?"

      Bailey sighed, wanting to return to the conversation about the charges against him. But the lawyer was going through this methodically.

      "Formations. An offense can line up in several ways. The standard once was two wide receivers, a tight end, a fullback, and a running back. Five different skill positions plus the quarterback."

      Kemp took notes and nodded but said nothing.

      "Now, teams will line up with any combination of those five skill positions. One of the most popular is three wide receivers, a tight end, and a running back. Though they may be five wideouts and no running backs."

      "Okay," the attorney said, indicating for Billy to continue.

      "The quarterback can take a snap under the center, standing right behind the guy who snaps the ball or he may back up and take it. If he backs up, that's called a shotgun formation."

      "Sounds complicated. I would imagine all these different formations can cause a bit of confusion for the opposing team," Kemp said.

      Bailey chuckled.

      "To say the least, that's where Jimbo helps. In high school, when a team lines up in one particular formation or another, they tend to run certain plays from the different formations. If we know which play the opposing team will run, then we can adjust our defense to stop it."

      "Fair enough." Kemp flipped to the next page of his tablet. "Did anyone else join you in the film sessions?"

      "Sure. Sometimes one or more of the players volunteered to stay. I really don't encourage their participation, though. It’s more important for them to keep up with their studies."

      "Anyone else?" Kemp asked.

      Billy became frustrated. "Look, if you have a question, then ask it. Quit beating around the bush."

      "All right. Did Miss Foster ever accompany you in these film sessions?" Kemp did not look up from the tablet in front of him.

      "What?" Below blurted. "Why would a cheerleader want to watch film of our opposition? Are you crazy?"

      Kemp remained calm. "So, you are aware that Miss Foster is a cheerleader at the school. I thought you said previously that you did not know the young lady."

      "I said I didn't know her well. I damn sure know that she's a cheerleader. I have eyes and I have a brain."

      Kemp was nonplussed. "Do you know the names of all the members on the cheerleading squad?"

      "Yes. No. I don't know. I never gave it much thought." Sweat poured off Billy forehead.

      "But you know that Miss Foster is on the squad? Is that right?"

      "I've already answered that," Billy’s voice raised in tone. "Why wouldn't I? She is probably the prettiest student in school."

      "Hmm," Kemp mused. "You think she is attractive? Is that what you said?"

      "Sure," Billy answered. "Wait. Not like that. I'm not a dirty old man. She is attractive, but not in the way you're insinuating."

      "I'm merely restating your words, Mr. Bailey. You are the one that said the young lady was pretty."

      "She—I—" Billy did not care for the direction of the conversation, particularly in front of his wife. "Is all this necessary?"

      "Sir, what we've been through so for is child's play compared to what the prosecutor will ask. It's better if I know how you will answer the questions before he asks them."

      "But you're twisting my words. You're making me sound like a pervert."

      The attorney looked at the sheaf of papers in his briefcase. "The prosecutors believe you are a pervert, Mr. Bailey. The alleged facts in this case assert that you are a pervert, Mr. Bailey."

      "What alleged facts?"

      "Miss Foster had informed the officers she accompanied you after practice in these film sessions, and you seduced her on several occasions." Kemp looked at the papers.

      "I what?" Bailey exploded, rattling the restraining chains.

      The guard opened the door to the small conference room. "Everything okay?"

      Kemp held up one hand. "Everything is fine, officer."

      The guard stepped back outside and shut the door.

      "Mr. Bailey, if I am to be of service to you, then you must remain calm. Theatrics will not help you or your case."

      Billy steamed. "But she is saying she and I had sex during the film sessions. That's preposterous. I mean, it's just crazy."

      "Does that mean that you never had sex with Miss Foster after practice?" Kemp asked.

      "Hell, no. Of course not. She's lying. I don't know why she's lying, but she's lying."

      "Can you prove that she is being untruthful?" The lawyer now studied Bailey’s face.

      "Sure. I mean, no. I can’t prove I was alone if I was by myself? But she's lying." Billy realized how much trouble he was in.

      He looked at Sara Sue.

      "You believe me, don't you? I need to know that you believe me."

      "Yes, I do, Honey. I wouldn't be here if I didn't believe you and believe in you."

      "Thank you."

      The coach appreciated his wife more in that moment than ever before in their marriage.

      He turned to Kemp. "How do we prove she is lying?"

      Kemp hesitated. "It will be difficult, I'm afraid. Just from a preliminary review, Miss Foster seems to be a popular student of impeccable character. Most people will tend to believe her, including a jury."

      "But she's lying. I don't know why, but she's not telling the truth."

      Kemp nodded. "And that is precisely the problem, Mr. Bailey. Why would she lie and offer false allegations? What does she have to gain with such accusations?"

      "She—She—" Billy hesitated. "I don't have any idea. Other than saying hello in the hallway when she passes, I've never spoken to the girl."

      "That's the other problem." Kemp stared at Bailey's face. "She is a girl. A minor. We will not have the same leeway in direct examination we would have with an older woman. There are certain boundaries that we cannot cross."

      Billy's heart sank. He could not imagine a worse situation than this.

      "What do we do? If we can’t call her a liar to her face, and tell the world she's a liar, what can we do?" His voice sounded that of a defeated man.

      "The first thing we can do is ask the judge for bail."

      "When will that happen?" Bailey asked.

      "If we're lucky, we'll get in front of him tomorrow morning. We’ll be able to present our side then. Do you have a passport?"

      "Yes," Billy answered. "Why?"

      "One condition of bail will be that you surrender your passport to the court. It does not want you to flee the country."

      Billy bared his head on his chest. "I'm not going anywhere. How much will bail be?"

      "Have you ever been in trouble before? Any other accusations like this, even as a juvenile?"

      "No. Never. Of course not. I'm not a pervert."

      Kemp held up a hand.

      "If you aren't telling the truth, the judge will know. It is better that I find out from you rather than finding out from him."

      "I told you. I've never been accused of anything close to this before."

      "Good." Kemp seemed lost in thought for a moment. "Based on my experience, you will get out on bail. That's the good news."

      "And the bad news?" Although Billy was not sure that he wanted to hear any more bad news for the day.

      “The bail will be set between a quarter of a million and a million dollars. Maybe a little higher, but not much.”

      Billy shook his head, his mind heavy. "It doesn't matter. I can't afford either of the amounts you mentioned. We’re wasting our time even going through the motions. I suggest we cancel the hearing."

      Kemp formed a weak smile. "The money has been guaranteed, Mr. Bailey. It is already pledged."

      Billy could not believe the words he thought he heard. He stared at the attorney, a puzzled look across his countenance.

      "Miss Dupre will pay for your bail."

      "But—" He looked at Sara Sue. "What is this all about? I don't even know the lady."

      Sara Sue wiped her tears.

      "I know her. If she told Mr. Kemp she will post the money, then I believe it will happen. At least, you'll be out of jail until the trial. We'll have that time together."

      Billy turned to the attorney. "How long before the trial?"

      Kemp hesitated. "It depends. At this point, I don't know what evidence they have. It may take some time to review the evidence and build a case to refute it."

      "Then get me out," Bailey blurted. "I will find out what is happening and why. I'll make that little liar tell the truth."

      "No. You can't do that. You can't go anywhere near the victim, the alleged victim. That will be a condition of your release. If you violate that order, you will land back in jail."

      "But we have to get her to tell the truth. I can't teach and coach with this hanging over my head. What will the students and players think?"

      "I can't control that," the attorney replied. "Neither can you. You won't be coaching or teaching until this matter is concluded."

      "I have to work. We have bills to pay. I'm not running from this. I will tell everyone that I am innocent." Bailey's face turned beet red.

      The attorney pulled another sheet from his briefcase. "I spoke briefly with the president of the Central school board. If you continue your work at school, there will be inevitable inadvertent meetings between you and the alleged victim. It's not that big of a campus."

      "You were talking about my future without consulting me? Is that legal?"

      "Very much so. I am your attorney, and I must act for your benefit. In this instance, I did that."

      Billy fumed. "And what did you and the president decide? That my career is over?"

      "You will be suspended with pay for the duration of the case, including any appeals should the jury returned an adverse verdict."

      "You mean a guilty verdict, don't you?"

      The lawyer nodded.

      "But I'm not guilty. Now I have to sit at home watching Gilligan reruns while that liar goes on with her life as though nothing has happened. That's not fair."

      "You can help your case by telling our investigator everything you know. Don't hold back anything, no matter how embarrassing it might be," Kemp advised.

      "I guess this Dupre lady is picking up the tab for the investigator." Disgust poured off of every word.

      Kemp chuckled. "In a way, yes. Miss Dupre is the investigator for this case."
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      Billy watched the attorney pack all the papers back into his briefcase. Sara Sue dabbed at her eyes as Kemp escorted her from the room. Bailey could only twist his body and watch them disappear, the thick gray door slamming behind them.

      The burly guard entered, unshackled the coach, and led him back to the dim cell. Bailey almost broke down when the iron clanged together.

      "Hey, pervert," a man in the next cell call to him. Bailey glanced up to see a large Mexican man staring at him. The prisoner must've weighed well over three hundred pounds, probably closer to four hundred. Tattoos ran down both arms and around his neck. Billy guessed there were more under the orange and white jumpsuit.

      But a pair of them caught his attention. Beneath his left eye were two dark teardrops. Bailey did not know much about prisoners or prison life, but he knew that each of these tattoos signified a death at the hands of the prisoner.

      "What you looking at, pervert?" The man sneered.

      Bailey did not answer. He laid down on the steel bed and stared at the ceiling.

      "We got something for you, perv. They ain't gonna keep you by yourself forever."

      Bailey tried to focus on what he did not know. He could come up with no reason for a teenage girl to fabricate a story against him. What did she have to gain? Why was Niki Dupre doing all the things she was doing for him? He tried to recall ever meeting the detective, but John David a blank.

      "The guards, they ain't gonna protect you. They don't care what happens to perverts that do little girls. They ain't gonna say nothing. They ain't gonna report nothing."

      Billy's mind wandered. If this was how he was to be treated in the local jail, what would he be facing when he went to the state penitentiary in Angola? How long would he have to endure the torture? Should he end his life now?

      "Hey, perv. I'm Tyrone. But you can just call me Honey. I ain't had no white boy in a long time."

      Bailey tried to shut out the man's voice, but he was only a few feet away. Then another voice chimed in with the first. Much of the same that came out of the first man was echoed by the second. Then a third man joined the first two. Then Billy's mind became a blur, the voices becoming more and more faint until he could no longer hear them.
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      "What are the charges against the defendant?" The judge asked the bailiff.

      "Six counts of rape against a minor, and two counts carnal knowledge of a minor, Sir."

      "Has the defendant been advised of the charges against him?" The judge asked.

      "Yes, Your Honor," Kemp spoke.

      Billy Bailey remained seated beside his attorney. Sara Sue sat in the first row of seats in the gallery. She was sitting next to a long–legged strawberry blonde who Billy had never seen before. He would have remembered. He thought she might be a television reporter given her photogenic face.

      Behind the district attorney sat almost twenty men and women. Billy recognized some of them from meetings he held with his students' parents. Others he did not recognize. It was clear, however, which side they supported. It was not his.

      "Is the defendant prepared to enter a plea?"

      "Yes, Your Honor," Kemp replied.

      "Does the defendant plead guilty or not guilty?"

      "Not guilty, Your Honor."

      A groan erupted from the crowd behind the district attorney. The bailiff glared at them.

      The judge hammered the gavel three times.

      "There will be no demonstrations from the members of the gallery. If anyone does not think I am serious, they will find themselves as a guest in the facilities adjacent to this courtroom for contempt."

      The prosecutor, a thin, middle–aged lady with premature graying hair and Durwin Kemp remained standing, undisturbed by the judge's reprimand.

      "Plea is accepted as not guilty. Does either party have any briefs or petitions to be submitted today?"

      "No, Your Honor," the lady replied.

      "None for the defense, Your Honor," Kemp said.

      "Bail recommendations?" The judge asked.

      "The state recommends that defendant be retained without bail due to the seriousness of the charges and the supporting evidence, Your Honor." The prosecutor cited without emotion.

      "The defendant has led an exemplary life, Sir. He has a wife and a home in this community. He is not a flight risk. Defense recommends a bail of one hundred thousand dollars."

      "Nice try, Mr. Kemp," the judge smiled.

      Billy’s heart sank. Sara Sue wailed behind him. When he turned at the sound, he saw the young lady put a comforting arm around his wife. Then the judge surprised him.

      "Bail will be set at eight hundred thousand dollars. Any objections?"

      "No, Your Honor."

      "None from the defense, Your Honor."
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      Nineteen minutes later, Billy Bailey walked out of the parish jail into the waiting arms of his wife. The leggy blonde stood behind her.

      They hugged and kissed and hugged some more. Then, as if an afterthought, Sara Sue nodded toward the other lady.

      "This is Niki Dupre. She will be the investigator for Mr. Kemp."

      Billy extended his hand. "I'm glad to finally meet you, Miss Dupre. I saw you sitting with Sara Sue in the hearing, but I didn't make the connection. When she was telling me about you, I imagined someone older."

      Niki grinned. "Sorry to disappoint you."

      Billy blushed. "I didn't mean it like that. I'll be eternally grateful for what you have done for us. I don't know how to thank you."

      "Win the state championship when you get back on the sidelines. I'm a Central alum. Wildcat for life."

      "Geez. I haven't even thought about football since the deputies came into the room. I usually—"

      "I understand. And call me Niki. We have a lot of work to do and not much time to do it. I need to get with you as soon as possible."

      Billy hesitated. "I've got to go by my office to—I don't guess I have to go by there. I'm unemployed at the moment."

      "Technically, you're still employed, Billy. The school board put you on administrative leave with pay. One condition is you avoid going to school grounds or attending any meetings where any student might be present."

      "But I teach Sunday School at the church. We have a lot of Central students attending services."

      "I'm sorry. I know Brother Kevin. I'll call him and explain the situation. He can arrange for a substitute teacher until we get this cleared up."

      The private investigator made Billy feel more comfortable. Her ease and confidence were infectious.

      "I have to ask you a question, Niki," he said.

      "Don't worry about it. I'll be asking you a lot of questions."

      He cleared his throat. "All this you're doing for me. I mean, you're almost a million dollars in the hole. I am truly thankful. But I need to know why. Why are you helping us so much?"

      Niki laughed.

      "I'm not out all that money. Unless you go to Belize and hunt sand crabs. When you show up for trial, I'll get the money back."

      "I thought the court kept ten percent. At least that's what I had heard."

      "You're thinking of a bail bondsman. They'll put up your bail if you pay them ten percent. If you and Sara Sue went that route, you wouldn't get that money back."

      "But you're still out the money for the attorney. I don't understand why."

      “Why don't I treat you guys to a brunch at Frank's? It's only about fifteen minutes from here. I'll answer your questions then.”
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      Sara Sue barely touched the sunny-side up eggs, bacon, ham, and buttermilk biscuits. Niki nibbled at the veggie omelet on her plate, but did not touch the stack of pancakes.

      Billy wolfed down a western omelet, two biscuits, and pancakes smothered in Maple syrup. When he looked forlornly at Sara Sue's plate, she shoved it to him.

      "Sorry," he explained. "But what you hear about prison food, it's all true. I wasn't sure what it was they gave us last night when I saw it. After I tasted it, I thought of roadkill soaked in ammonia."

      Sara Sue laughed. "Maybe I could actually lose some weight on that diet. Nothing else seems to work."

      Niki reassured her. "You look great. Don't change a thing."

      Billy swallowed half a biscuit. "You said you would tell me why you're helping us so much."

      Niki hesitated. "Your wife is my friend. She is also a fine person. She doesn't deserve to go through something like this. She deserves justice."

      Sara Sue looked down, unable to maintain eye contact with her husband or the detective. Billy still maintained a confused look.

      "But you don't know me. Why are you assuming I'm innocent?"

      Niki looked straight in his eyes, her sky-blue orbs unwavering. "Because I know Sara Sue. She would not be married to you if you were that kind of man."

      Billy sat back in his chair. Sara Sue glanced up, and he whispered, “Thank you.”

      "Now," Niki said, "we need to talk about the case. We can do it here or go back to my office. We'll have more privacy there."

      Billy cut a sausage patty in half and engulfed it. When he finished, he addressed her question.

      "Let's do it here. I doubt if there is anyone left in Central who hasn't heard about my situation by now. I'm sure the rumor mill is rolling."

      "True. I'm glad you realize what you're up against. This won't be easy on either of you."

      Billy grabbed Sara Sue's hand. "I hate this is happening. But I did nothing to cause it. At least, thanks to you, I'm on the outside where I can help however I can."

      "The best way to help me is to answer every question I ask honestly and completely. My first question is whether you want to do this in front of Sara Sue or would you prefer to be alone. Remember, I need the whole truth."

      Billy straightened up. "I have nothing to hide. Let's do it."

      "Let's start with Flavia Foster."

      Niki watched Bailey's reaction to the mention of the cheerleader's name. He displayed no signs of deceit.

      "Okay, shoot."

      "The basics. You know her?"

      "I know who she is. We don't have a close relationship. We don't have any kind of relationship."

      Niki took a few notes. "When was the last time you talked to her?"

      Billy looked up at the ceiling. "I don't know. I might have said hi to her in the hallway last week. Or it could have been the week before."

      "Did you ever talk to her after practice?"

      "No. Never." Billy stated firmly.

      "Were you ever alone with Flavia in the film room? After practice? On a weekend? Ever?"

      "No. Never." The coach was again firm.

      "After the win last Friday night, did you have any contact with Flavia?"

      "Do you mean when we all rushed onto the field?"

      "Yes. Did you talk to or touch Flavia during the celebration after the game?"

      "Geez." Billy brought both hands over the top of the said. "Honestly, I don't know. I was hugging everyone who got close enough. Players, parents, band members, other coaches. I might have hugged a cheerleader. I don't remember."

      "Do you know LaDonne Elgin?"

      "The name rings a bell, but I can't place it at the moment."

      "Think hard. LaDonne Elgin. Do you know her?"

      "LaDonne Elgin. LaDonne Elgin." He repeated more to himself than to Niki or Sara Sue. Niki waited, in no hurry to jog his memory.

      The coach finally answered. "I'm sorry. I can't recall where I've heard that name before."

      "She's a cheerleader, too."

      "LaDonne. Of course. The Mexican girl. I mean, Latino. Yes, I know her. Why?"

      "Let me ask the questions. Did you have any contact with LaDonne after the game Friday night?"

      Billy replied. "Like I said before, I was so excited. We just beat the number one team in the state. My boys came through. That was all I was thinking about. I don't remember seeing LaDonne after the game, but I could have."

      "How well do you know LaDonne Elgin?"

      "Not as well as I know Flavia, which isn't saying much. I know her name is LaDonne just from listening to the guys talking in our locker room. They talk about all the girls, especially the cheerleaders."

      Niki paused. "Do you participate in those discussions?"

      "No," he exclaimed.

      "Remember, I need the truth. It is all gonna come out, anyway. You might as well tell me now."

      Billy sighed. He glanced at Sara Sue before answering. "I might have made a comment or two. You know, guy talk. I try to build camaraderie with the boys."

      "Did you ever make a comment about Flavia's looks or parts of her anatomy?"

      "No way."

      Niki remained silent. Suddenly, Billy's chair became extremely uncomfortable. He fidgeted and squirmed like a four–year–old accused of taking a cookie with crumbs all over his shirt.

      His voice was much softer when he spoke.

      "I may have said something. But it was generic boy talk. I didn't mean anything by it."

      "And LaDonne Elgin? Did you have the same generic comments about parts of her anatomy?"

      "I—I guess so. But I was only adding to what the guys were talking about. Looking back on it now, it sounds stupid and immature, but at the time, I didn't think anything about it."

      "Do you often discuss young girls’ private areas without thinking about it?"

      "Hold on," Billy showed his agitation. "It's not like that. I don't go around ogling little girls and then talking about them. The boys were talking about them, so I—I—"

      "You jumped in and added your comments. Is that what you are trying to say?"

      Billy face fell. "I guess so. How did you hear about that? It wasn't in the public. It happened in the locker room."

      "It's part of the prosecution's case. Some of your players remember the conversations."

      "And they told that—the prosecutor?"

      Niki nodded. "The guys, at least some of them, are close friends with those girls. They are more than willing to testify on their behalf."

      "Geez," he exclaimed. "They turned on me. I wouldn't have thought they would."

      Niki put down her pen. "Don't blame them. In their eyes, they are defending the girls, their classmates. They don't see it as attacking you."

      The big brunch no longer sat well on Bailey’s stomach. He wished he had eaten less.

      "But they were offhand comments. I meant nothing by them."

      "When your words are printed, sometimes they don't look like what you think you said. In a situation like this, they can be damning."

      "What do we do? I can't take them back."

      Niki picked up her drink. "We have bigger problems than your locker room comments. The problem is those will be presented to the jury as part of your character, to tear down your image."

      Sara Sue started to speak, but decided against it.

      "What could be worse than that?" Billy asked glumly.

      "Let's go back to the celebration after the game. What did you do? Please be specific."

      Billy buried his head in his hands for a few minutes. After searching the recesses of his memory, he spoke.

      "I jumped up and down like a kid. I hugged Jimbo Wax. He was standing next to me when the horn sounded. Then I hugged Floyd DeGeneres, our defensive coordinator. After that, the other coaches, then a bunch of the players. We all ran onto the field. I hugged our quarterback, a couple of the offensive lineman. Then the fans made it out to the middle of the field. I kept talking to and hugging every one of them. Somewhere, I took time out to shake the Zachary coaches' hands. Then I went back to the celebration."

      "You didn't mention either Flavia or LaDonne in your recollection. Was that on purpose?"

      "No—Yes—I don't remember either of them specifically. You keep talking about those two girls. Did they say something? Did they accuse me of something?"

      "Quite a bit," Niki responded.

      "What? What did they say that I did?"

      Niki glanced at Sara Sue. "Are you sure you want to hear this?"

      Sara Sue nodded, her lips quivering.

      Niki continued. "Both girls told the authorities that you improperly touched them. They said you groped them."

      "That's a downright lie. I was excited about the game but I never touched either of them in an inappropriate place, as you put it."

      "Are you saying that you definitely did not touch those girls’ breasts or bottoms?"

      Digital almost choked. "No way. I'm not a pervert getting my jollies by feeling up the cheerleaders. Come on now. I'll testify in any court in the world I never touched them, at least not the way they are describing it."

      "I wouldn't do that if I were you," Niki sighed.

      "Why not? I'm telling the truth."

      “If you don't tell the truth, I can't help you. You know that, don't you?” Niki held her gaze.

      "I am telling the truth. How many times and how many ways do I have to tell you I didn't touch any girl in that way after the game? Why don't you believe me?"

      "Because of these." Niki pulled two eight by ten photographs from her bag. She slid them across the table to Billy.

      He picked up the first one. The photograph was crystal clear. They showed the happy coach surrounded by celebrating fans. His left hand thrust into the air. His right hand firmly clasping Flavia Foster's breast, the coach's arm holding the cheerleader tight.

      The color drained from Bailey’s face, leaving a sickly pale edition of his previous self. He did not attempt to speak, unable to look away from the photograph. Billy grasped it with both hands, still unable to keep the single sheet steady.

      Niki glanced at Sara Sue. Billy's wife was fixated by the picture in her husband's hands. A single tear rolled down her cheek and dropped onto her blouse. Sara Sue picked up a napkin, dabbing at her eyes and wiping her nose.

      Then Billy laid the photo down and picked up the other one. It was another shot of the happy coach. In this one Bailey was hoisting LaDonne Elgin. He held her off the ground, his face only one or two inches from hers. Both of his hands were under her cheerleader skirt, which was pulled up exposing her buttocks. Each of the coach’s hands had a firm grasp on each of the girl's rear cheeks.

      By now, there was no color left in his ashen face. Billy made no attempt to speak, concentrating on the photo with unbelieving eyes.

      Sara Sue took one quick glance at the second picture. Her mouth fell open.

      "Excuse me." Billy's wife raced toward the restroom, her napkin covering her mouth.

      "Honey, wait. I—" Billy did not know how to finish the sentence.

      "Let her go," Niki said. "She needs to be alone for a few minutes."

      The coach picked up the first picture. Now holding one in each hand, he studied one, then the other, all the time shaking his head.

      "I don't know what to say," he began.

      "If you were on the stand, you would be charged with perjury. I don't think a jury, whom at least some of them will be female, will believe you don't remember feeling up those girls."

      "But I don't." His voice was little above a whisper. "I don't remember it even after seeing these pictures. I can't believe it's me in them."

      "Sure looks like you," Niki nodded at the photograph. "Looks like they are the cheerleaders you claim you don't know well."

      "I don't. I’m at a loss to explain this."

      "You just happened to be groping the areas of their anatomies you talked about in the locker room. You want me to believe that is a coincidence?" Niki's accusatory tone surprised him.

      "You're supposed to be on my side."

      Her tone did not change. "And you're supposed to be telling me the truth. I can't help you unless I know the truth, whatever it is."

      Billy’s chin sank to his chest.

      "This doesn't look good, doesn't it?"

      Niki scoffed. "What do you think?"

      Billy sighed. When he spoke, a signal of resignation filled his voice. "No. It doesn't look good. Not at all."

      "Do you still maintain you have never been alone in the film room with Flavia?"

      He picked up his chin. "I would definitely remember that. No way anybody has my pictures in there with her because it never happened."

      "Are you absolutely sure?" Niki pressed him.

      "Yes. Absolutely. Never. Never. Never."

      Niki pulled out two more sheets from her bag. She slid them across the table. "Then how do you explain this?"

      The somber coach silently read the entire two-page report. His eyes widened. Then he read it again.

      Niki let him finish, then asked, "How do you explain it?"

      "I can't. I wish I could, but I can't."

      "What does it say?" Sara Sue appeared back at the table, the tears gone.

      "It says—" Billy could not complete the sentence.

      Niki did it for him. "It says that one of Flavia's old uniforms has blood on it. There are two sets of DNA in the mixture. One belongs to Flavia. The other belongs to your husband."

      "What does that mean?" Sara Sue asked, her mind still garbled by the overload of information.

      "According to Miss Foster’s statement, it means your husband and she were having rough sex in the film room. Things got out of hand. She alleges that she slapped him, and he bled. Then he slapped her back, causing her blood to drip on top of his on her practice uniform."

      "Oh, my God," Sara Sue said as she looked as if she was about to vomit.

      Billy did not look much better. He kept staring at the report, then back at the photographs, then back at the report. Shock spread across his entire countenance.

      "There is more," Niki added.

      She took another piece of paper from the bag. Billy made no attempt to deny anything at this point. He was a beaten man.

      "What else can there be? Is she pregnant with my child?" He asked solemnly.

      Sara Sue's hand went directly to her mouth. She again raced toward the restroom.

      "Honey, I wasn't serious—" Billy called as his wife disappeared from sight. His shoulders slumped when Sara Sue did not turn around.

      He picked up the paper and read it. There was no more emotion, no more disbelief. No more surprises. He dropped the paper on the table and looked up at Niki.

      "Her blood was found in the film room. I guess that supports her story about the rough sex."

      Niki nodded. "From an initial review, the prosecutor has a tight case. I don't see any holes in it."

      Billy pleaded. "There has to be. The only thing I've ever done was to run my mouth in the locker room. I admit that. I'm sorry, but all this other stuff. I don't know where it's coming from."

      "Do you still maintain that you aren’t guilty?" Niki asked.

      "He's innocent," Sara Sue was back at the table, a defiant look on her face.

      "I need to hear it from him," Niki said. She nodded in the direction of Bailey. "He needs to tell me all this evidence is fabricated and none of the allegations happened despite the photographs to the contrary."

      Billy shrugged. "I definitely never had rough sex or any other kind of sex with Flavia Foster or anyone else in the film room. It did not happen."

      "And the groping of the girls after the game?"

      "I don't remember. I know that sounds terrible, but I really don't remember. If I touched them, it wasn't on purpose. I was excited. We were all excited. But I think I would have remembered something like that."

      Niki took back the report and the pictures.

      "If it is any comfort to you, LaDonne Elgin doesn't remember it either. When they asked her about it, she said she wasn't that close to you during the celebration. She was with your players."

      "Then it didn't happen." Hope sprang in his eyes.

      "She didn't say that. She said that somebody grabbed her butt during the celebration on the field, but she thought it was a player. Now she thinks it might have been you."

      "He's in a lot of trouble, isn't he?" Sara Sue asked.

      Niki smiled. "That may qualify the understatement of the year."

      Billy frowned. "Niki, you had all these pictures and reports before the hearing. Right?"

      The private investigator nodded.

      "Then why are you still willing to help me?"

      The strawberry blonde hesitated, toying with a coffee cup beside her plate. She answered, "Because I believe you're innocent."
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