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      It had been an eventful day of shopping for twenty-seven-year-old Claire Cooperson. Ever the introvert, she wasn’t fond of mingling with the masses during the holiday season, but her best friend Leah always knew just what to say to convince her. And convince her, she had.

      At present, Claire was sitting in the den by the fire, wrapping presents and placing them beneath the Christmas tree. Reaching for her mug of hot cocoa, she hummed along to a classic holiday tune playing on the record player and smiled, grateful for Leah and the wonderful day they’d had.

      The past year had been difficult, to say the least. It all started with the death of Claire’s mother eleven months earlier, the fatal car accident coming as an unwelcome shock. After her death, Claire had struggled to accept her mother was gone. Days often blurred together, each one harder than the one before, and she found herself becoming depressed and withdrawn.

      Even getting out bed proved a difficult chore. All Claire wanted was to melt beneath the covers, avoiding the outside world and everyone in it. But as the secretary of the local elementary school, she knew she had to find a way to persevere, to fake her way through the pain.

      And she did just that.

      Brave face by day, emotional breakdown by night.

      The schoolchildren with their bright, beaming faces offered the slightest sliver of hope that her happiness would return. Soon after word spread about her mother’s death, several schoolchildren began making cards for Claire and drawing her pictures, all of which she pinned to a pegboard in her office.

      As the months passed, her days became more bearable. Still, most nights were the opposite. She would sit on the couch, curled beneath a blanket, and try her best to escape into the pages of a book, something her husband didn’t understand. Owen wanted her to talk about her feelings, to let him in, something she found hard to do with him. On her better days, when she did try, it often resulted in an eruption of tears.

      She’d hoped Owen would understand her need for some alone time, and he seemed to at first. But as time rolled along, his patience began to fade, replaced by feelings of resentment. In his eyes, she was shutting him out, avoiding him, and in doing so, damaging their marriage. The more Owen pushed, the more Claire pulled back, escaping deeper inside herself.

      She knew it wasn’t right.

      And she knew the toll it was taking on their marriage.

      But the day her mother died, it was as if a part of her died too. A new woman was forming in its wake—a woman Claire was still trying to understand.

      The holiday song on the record player came to an end, shifting Claire’s focus back to the last present to be wrapped. As she began cutting the paper, she heard what she assumed was glass shattering. The sound startled her. But given it had been a windy day, and an even windier night, it wasn’t too farfetched to believe something had struck a window, causing it to break. Perhaps a tree branch, or an object swept along by the turbulent breeze.

      Moving the wrapping paper to the side, she pushed herself to a standing position and tiptoed toward the back door. A chill brushed across her face, and as the outside wind howled, she wrapped her arms around herself, pulling her sweater tighter. Struggling to see in the darkness, she reached out, her hand sliding against the wall until she felt the switch for the dining room light. She flicked it on and glanced around the room. It didn’t take long to find the cause of the sound she’d heard. One of the glass panels in the center of the back door had shattered, spitting jagged shards all over the tile floor.

      But what had caused the glass to break?

      Upon closer inspection, she couldn’t say. There was nothing on the floor to explain why. And where was Owen? She checked the time on the microwave, noting he was almost an hour late.

      Unsure what to do about the broken windowpane, Claire stood a moment, trying to come up with a temporary solution. The easiest one that came to mind was a sheet of plastic and packing tape. She hoped it would keep the frigid air out long enough for Owen to arrive and come up with something better.

      Claire removed a box of plastic wrap from the kitchen cabinet and walked to the den for the packing tape. She grabbed it and turned, gasping when she felt a warm, tingling sensation on her neck, like the heat of someone’s breath.

      Hands shaking as she gripped the items, she turned.

      Her eyes came to rest on a familiar face, and she whispered the last words she’d ever utter in this life. “What are you doing here?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          ONE WEEK LATER

        

      

    

    
      I was sitting in my office at the Case Closed Detective Agency, talking to Simone and Hunter, my two partners in crime, about our holiday plans. Christmas was less than a week away, and both women were headed out of town to visit family and friends in their hometowns. As we finished our conversation, the office door blew open and a woman walked in, clutching a crumpled tissue in her hand. She looked to be around sixty, and her hair was styled in a dark, blunt bob. She was dressed like she was expecting a blizzard, but it was the dead of winter, so I didn’t blame her.

      She blotted her eyes with the tissue and glanced in our direction.

      “Can I help you?” I asked.

      “I … I hope so.”

      I waved her over. “Why don’t you come into my office, and we can talk?”

      She nodded and walked over.

      Simone looked at me and said, “Do you want us to stay, or …?”

      “Why don’t you give us a few minutes?”

      “You bet,” Simone said.

      They stood, and Hunter followed Simone out, closing the door behind her.

      The woman took a seat, and I said, “What can I do for you?”

      “I need …” She lifted a finger and began digging around in her purse. “Just a moment, okay? I’m sorry.”

      Taking a guess, I grabbed a box of tissues and pushed it in her direction. “No need to apologize. Take all the time you need.”

      For the next couple of minutes, she sniffled and snorted into a half a dozen tissues, and I waited. Every time she began to speak, she’d get a few words out, but she hadn’t managed an entire sentence yet. Whatever was on her mind, it carried a heavy weight.

      The woman removed a few more tissues from the box and placed them in her lap. “Believe it or not, I don’t consider myself an emotional person. I don’t get like this often.”

      “I’m the same way. It takes a lot for me to get worked up about something, but when I do, everything I’ve been suppressing spills right out.”

      She nodded and pressed a hand to her chest, closing her eyes as she worked to steady her breath. When her eyes reopened, she seemed a lot calmer.

      “My name is Delilah Cooperson,” she said. “I’m not sure if you’ve been paying attention to the news, but my daughter-in-law was Claire Cooperson.”

      “I have some connections at the county police department. What happened to Claire was awful.”

      “I’m guessing you may have heard my son has been arrested.”

      “I have, and I’m sorry.”

      “The thing is, he didn’t do it, you see. Not my Owen. He’s too gentle a soul to even consider such a thing. And now that they’ve arrested him, they won’t listen to a word he says, or a word I say, for that matter.”

      “I take it you’ve spoken to the police?”

      “More than once. I’ve talked to anyone willing to listen. I’m getting nowhere. I didn’t know who to go to or what to do, and then I met the kindest woman at the grocery store. She told me about you and your detective agency, and I thought … well, it’s worth a shot. I’ll do anything to save my son from these false allegations.”

      Any mother would.

      It didn’t mean he was innocent.

      The case intrigued me, but as far as Owen’s guilt or innocence, I didn’t know enough about why he’d been accused to weigh in.

      “What has your son told you about the night of the murder?” I asked.

      Delilah leaned back, crossing her arms. “He told me he didn’t do it, and that’s enough for me.”

      It may have been enough for her, but not for me.

      “Do you know any specifics about what happened the night of the murder?” I asked.

      “Owen’s told me a few things.”

      For a woman desperate to save her son, she was a little light on the details, offering me blanket statements that led nowhere.

      I crossed my arms and tried again.

      “Where was Owen during the time the murder took place?” I asked.

      “He was running late from work. He said he tried to call Claire, but she didn’t answer. It was a windy night, from what I understand, and the cell service was shoddy, going in and out. Even so, the police confirmed a call was made about thirty minutes before he arrived home.”

      “How far away is Owen’s work?”

      Delilah gave the question some thought. “Mmm, less than ten minutes, I guess. I understand your need to ask these questions, but my son didn’t kill her.”

      “He was arrested, which means the police believe he did.”

      “It seems like it’s always the husband who gets blamed when the wife gets murdered, no matter what evidence the police have to the contrary.”

      Not always.

      And when they were, it was for good reason.

      In domestic murder cases, 76 percent of female victims were killed by someone they knew, and 34 percent by their intimate partner.

      Delilah was so fixated on her son’s innocence, she was biased, which was understandable. But questioning her wasn’t getting me anywhere. I needed a different approach.

      “Has Owen hired a lawyer?” I asked.

      “Yes, he’s represented by Jasper Hamilton. Do you know him?”

      I nodded. “He’s good. He has an impressive track record for winning his cases.”

      “Good doesn’t mean he’ll prove Owen’s innocence, no matter how many cases he’s won. He’s had losses too, which means I can’t count on him alone to come through for us. If this does go to trial, there’s a chance it won’t go in Owen’s favor. It’s the reason why I came to see you.”

      I was interested in taking the case … if her son was innocent.

      “What do you say?” Delilah asked. “Will you do it?”

      I sat a moment, wrestling with my feelings. Given the police had made an arrest, the case was a bit different from many of the others I’d taken.

      “I’ll take the case on a trial basis,” I said.

      “A trial basis? What do you mean?”

      “I need to speak with your son, look over the evidence, and get more details about what happened to Claire. If I believe your son is telling the truth, I’ll continue investigating, and I’ll promise you this—if he’s innocent, I’ll prove it.”

      “And if you decide he’s lying?”

      “You said yourself that he’s innocent, so you have nothing to worry about.”

      “I suppose you’re right.”

      She offered me a slight smile, and I hoped I’d just lightened the weight she’d been carrying, even if for a moment. For me, the weight was just beginning, and I wasn’t looking forward to the tough conversation I was about to have with Chief Foley.
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