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​PROLOGUE

[image: ]




For those lucky ones, a life is intended to end in silence, with a final breath marking a peaceful surrender. They say a body’s end is a moment of stillness that settles like a debt paid in full, but for some, death offers no such peace. 

He didn’t move. No twitch of a finger, no flutter of an eyelid, just the slow rhythm of a body forgetting how to live. The breath never came, and somewhere between one heartbeat and none, Arthur Mendez slipped out of this world like a thread pulled from a fraying seam.

At 11:03 p.m., David Mendez’s downtown office was plunged into silence until the click of the lock broke the peace of the night. He entered, looked through the window. Outside, the city was a vast, glittering machine. David saw not light, but lines of control stretching into the dark. He took off his coat, walked to his desk, and leaned back in his leather chair. A finger hit a key on the keyboard, illuminating his face as an unfinished legal brief appeared on the large monitor. It was not unusual for him to work this late. David started reading the brief, admiring his own words. He thrived on control and command. The master of narratives, that was who he was.

The cell phone on his desk, a private number only a selected few had, started to vibrate. David glanced at the caller ID: CLARA. He saw her name, and his jaw clenched. David had spent a lifetime learning control. He picked it up on the second ring. His voice, when it came, was flat and utterly neutral. 

“Hello, Clara.” 

Clara’s shaky voice, thin and reedy, barely made it through the phone. “David... It’s Arthur. He’s... gone.”

For a fractional second, David froze. Gone. Silence followed the word. His eyes remained fixed on the glowing cursor on his screen. 

“Gone?” he repeated, as his voice dropped a notch. “Where are you now? At home?”

“Yes... I’ve just arrived. Rodrigo was with him when he passed away.”

He listened with concern. The words were ragged, revealing the signs of a deep emotional wound. He could hear their shock and the weight of sorrow. His father was dead. It was a fact, both unexpected and somehow predictable.

“Alright,” David sighed, already rising from his chair.

His hand reached for the coat he had removed a few moments ago. There was no hesitation in his movements. “Listen carefully, Clara. Stay exactly where you are. Do not touch anything until the police secure the scene. That’s standard protocol for any unattended death, you understand? Don’t speak to anyone. I’m on my way. I’ll handle everything.” 

Clara listened carefully. He made it sound like mercy or a favor, or even a weight taken off her shoulders. David Mendez hung up. He didn’t bother with goodbyes. The phone was back in his pocket before Clara could respond, before she could ask anything further.

David walked over to the bar cart and poured himself a glass of whiskey. “To you, dad,” he raised the glass and emptied it in one swallow. Tired, upset, yet still focused, he picked up the phone. The first call went to his assistant. “Linda, it’s David. Sorry for the late call; I’ve just found out my father has passed away. There will be media inquiries, so I will need a full brief on the investigation: jurisdiction, initial reports, coroner’s protocols. Everything!”

“I am so sorry to hear that, boss. Please accept my sincerest condolences. I will get everything ready, don’t worry.”

“Thank you, Linda. I am going to my father’s house now. You can reach me on the cell.”

Next, he dialed the precinct captain, a man he knew owed him more than a few favors; a man whose career trajectory he’d quietly nudged upward more than once.

“Captain,” he began. “It’s David Mendez. My father, Arthur, died. Just received a call from his wife. She’s saying it was sudden. I’m heading over there now. I trust you’ll ensure a thorough and professional response. Full adherence to protocol, naturally. And please keep it on the down low, for now.”

He put a lot of stress on “thorough” and “protocol”. The unspoken message was clear: This is my father we’re talking about. I’m involved, you like it or not, and I expect things to be handled precisely and discreetly, as per my direction. He wasn’t asking for favors. He wasn’t looking for special treatment, just for the captain’s people to be competent.

“No worries, Mr. Mendez. I’m sending down my best officers now,” the Captain replied. “I’m really sorry for your loss.”

He slipped on his coat and glanced at his reflection in the window. Phone calls were placed, favors called in, coat buttoned tight. He was ready to face the scene. He left his office and stepped into the dark corridor. David didn’t notice the quiet; his mind was already miles away, dissecting possibilities and constructing possible scenarios. His personal vehicle, a dark sedan, waited in the underground garage. The drive from downtown to Arthur’s estate in the exclusive Wynlakes district would take forty minutes at this hour with light traffic. Forty minutes until the moment he’d see his father’s lifeless body. He was driving carefully along the empty, tree-lined streets. There was no need to rush. Arthur wasn’t going anywhere. Colorful city lights smeared, reflecting on the hood of his shiny car. His thoughts were pragmatic; he was thinking about Arthur. His father had been a shadow for years, consumed by the creeping fog of Alzheimer’s. Once the center of every dinner party, he was reduced to vacant eyes, adult diapers and endless babbling. His dignity eroded while his memory was stolen without him even knowing it. The emotions he was experiencing caused David to feel a sense of guilt, but relief hit him harder than grief.  It was a somber journey, marking the end of a long life and death was the only mercy left.

As he approached the estate, David focused on the immediate practicalities: the police, the coroner, and the inevitable public attention on his father’s passing.

A police patrol car was parked in front of the house. David got out of his vehicle and walked over to his father’s house. Through the glass window, he saw Clara sobbing on the couch and a police officer standing above her. He went up the porch steps and straightened his tie before stepping inside. 
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Five hours later, Clara sat at the kitchen table with a cold cup of coffee, staring at the floor. The paramedics were gone after the coroner had taken Arthur’s body. David had handled all the details while she sat in silence, trying to absorb the truth. Guilt coiled in her chest, too, but of a different kind–the love of her life was finally free from his own prison, but she wasn’t there to say the last goodbye.

The sun had barely risen; the house already felt hollow and terrifyingly quiet. The knock at the door came too early for it to be polite and too loud to be neighborly.

Clara opened the door and stared at the woman in front of her. Shoulder-length hair tucked behind her ears, slacks, not uniform, a badge clipped to her belt. Detective Isabel “Izzy” Garcia stood on the porch, flanked by two uniformed officers. Her facial expression was sympathetic, but it seemed rehearsed. Way too many times.

“Mrs. Clara Costa Mendez?” the detective asked.

“Yes?”

“I’m Detective Garcia, Homicide. I am so sorry for your loss, ma’am. If it’s not too much trouble, I’d like to speak with you for a few minutes. May we come in?”

Clara nodded numbly, stepped aside to let them in, and took them to the living room.

“Homicide?” Clara repeated.

“Yes, ma’am. I have some questions to ask you, if it’s not too much trouble.”

“No, not at all,” Clara said, confused by the presence of a homicide detective in her home.

Garcia didn’t need to take notes, just looked at Clara calmly, with hands folded in her lap. The questioning came fast, like a scalpel cutting through the usual pleasantries.

“I know this is a difficult time, Mrs. Mendez, and I appreciate your cooperation. The DA urged the autopsy last night, which is routine in cases like this, but I’m here because the pathologist raised some concerns about the circumstances of your husband’s death. Could you walk me through what happened last night?”

Clara nodded. “I gave him his regular dose of insulin, but he hadn’t been sleeping well recently. The last few days were hard. He was restless, in pain, so I gave him his pain medication, and eventually he drifted off.”

“Do you recall what time that was?”

“At around eight.”

“And what medication did you give him?”

“The one his doctor prescribed. Hydromorphone. There’s a schedule on the fridge with the list of all the meds he was taking.”

Detective Garcia nodded to one of the accompanying officers, who went to the fridge and brought back the list.

Garcia examined it. “Was anyone else here last night?”

“Yes. Like every other night. Rodrigo, me and Arthur.”

“Rodrigo?”

“Yes, Rodrigo Pereira, Arthur’s caretaker. He’s in the guest house.”

“You said Arthur was in pain. Did he ask you for extra medication?”

“No,” Clara said. “He hasn’t been in a state to ask for anything in a long time. But he was moaning a lot. He kept repeating that he couldn’t take it anymore.”

“Couldn’t take what?”

“The pain, of course. What else?”

Garcia’s eyebrows lifted slightly. “You gave him more than prescribed?”

“No,” Clara whispered. “He was suffering, but I couldn’t give him more. It would be dangerous. I could never harm him.”

Garcia was quiet for a moment. “Did Arthur ever talk about wanting to end his life?”

Tears welled in Clara’s eyes. “Not directly. But, while he was still sane, he did say that he didn’t want to be a burden to anyone.”

“Did you feel overwhelmed, Clara?”

Clara looked at the detective. “I loved my husband.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

“I was exhausted, yes. But I didn’t hurt him. I only did what was necessary to ease his suffering.”

“You weren’t at home when your husband died?”

“No, I was out... On my private business.”

Garcia nodded. “Interesting... and very convenient. I need you to stay here a little longer, okay? Don’t leave your home. I’ll return shortly with some paperwork for you to sign.”

“Am I in trouble?”

“Not if you’re telling the truth,” Garcia replied. Then she stood, gave Clara a faint smile, and left.

Two hours later, the knock came again. It was much louder than earlier. This time Clara was dressed in simple jeans and a white blouse when she opened the door and saw the same two officers and Detective Garcia.

“Clara Costa Mendez,” she said, “we have a warrant for your arrest for the murder of your husband, Arthur Mendez.”

Clara staggered back. “Murder? But I didn’t kill him!”

“There will be plenty of time for you to prove whether you did it or not. Right now, you are being charged with second-degree murder. You have the right to remain silent,” Garcia began.

The Miranda rights recital came like background noise. Clara heard only one word: murder. The handcuffs tightened around her wrists. She didn’t resist, just stared at Detective Garcia, completely blank.

The ride to the police precinct was short, but to Clara, it felt like an eternity. The chatter crackled on the police radio while the cold metal of the handcuffs bit into her wrists. Detective Garcia avoided looking at her in the rearview mirror. Clara sat rigid in the back seat, with her hands tied behind her back. Shock completely overwhelmed her. Arthur was dead, and now she was being treated like a suspect? In her mind, she was asking and answering questions. One, though, remained without an answer: why did Detective Garcia accuse HER of murdering Arthur?

If things moved fast at home, they were lightning speed at the station.

Her fingerprints were scanned digitally, one finger at a time. A camera flash caught her mid-blink. Her mugshot was taken before she could prepare herself; eyes red, lips parted, hair messy. She looked like a stunned ghost.

A female officer patted her down. She took her watch, her wedding ring and her phone, and sealed them into a clear plastic evidence bag.

No one explained what was happening. No one asked even if she wanted water. Clara was placed into a small, concrete, windowless holding cell behind a steel door. The cold bench smelled so sour, Clara refused to sit and remained standing. The walls were scribbled and carved with angry and obscene graffiti. There was a toilet in the corner, totally out in the open, reminding anyone who entered that they have lost all rights to privacy.

She waited while minutes stretched into hours. Eventually, a young public defender showed up. “You’ll be brought before the judge for arraignment shortly,” he said, flipping through paperwork and avoiding her eyes. “They’re charging you with second-degree murder.”

Murder...There was that word again. Her lips moved, but no sound came out.

The arraignment was quick. She stood behind a plexiglas barrier while a judge read the charges. A prosecutor argued she was a flight risk; her public defender barely pushed back. The too serious and unsmiling judge firmly said to the public defender, “Counselor, I’m denying the request for bail. Mrs. Mendez you’re hereby remanded to the custody of the court, pending disposition of your case. Next, please!”

Then came the transfer. Two deputies led her back into the precinct’s hallway. She was handed off to county jail transport officers, after they cuffed her wrists to a chain around her waist.

Only at the county detention center intake did the full machinery of incarceration grind into place. In the sterile environment of the moldy room, the dehumanizing and invasive process of the strip search began. The dispassionate female officer guided her through it like she was reading a grocery list. Remove your clothes. Turn around. Squat. Cough.

Dehumanizing.

Like a scared little mouse, Clara silently did what she was told. Despite everything, she didn’t shed a tear and wondered why. It was like her body forgot how to. She felt disconnected from her feelings, as if they belonged to someone else.

They handed her a pale-orange jumpsuit and state-issued undergarments. Her clothes and personal belongings were bagged and taken. The badly washed jumpsuit smelled of detergent and sweat. Her mugshot was taken again, this time with a placard, and her inmate number was assigned. They gave her two pairs of socks, plastic slippers, and a laminated card with the rules of inmate conduct.

Finally, they led her to her unit.

The heavy door clanged behind her, and she remained in a narrow cell with two bunks, one already occupied by a woman snoring loudly beneath a threadbare blanket. Clara stood there for a long moment, not knowing whether to sit, speak, or scream.

Her new life had begun.

She lay on a narrow metal cot in a windowless cell, staring at the ceiling. The rusted springs creaked beneath her shifting weight. This wasn’t an accident. They weren’t “just asking questions.” She was arrested and put in jail. They thought she did it. They were convinced she killed Arthur.

Did she?

Did she give him that extra dose because he was in pain? Because he asked with his eyes? Because she loved him?

The thoughts made her stomach twist. Clara closed her eyes. “No, I couldn’t have...” she whispered.

A guard passed by her cell and gave her a strange look. Not pitying. Not hostile. Appraising. She remembered what someone once told her in law school: “Jail is where people disappear before they even get a chance to speak.”

She decided she wouldn’t disappear. Not yet.

And not without a fight.
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Another loud clang woke Clara up. Her eyes flew open. For a moment, she didn’t know where she was. Suddenly, all of it came back: the smell, the rusty bunk, even the sound of her breathing. Clara was confused. Despite being extremely tired, she’d hardly slept a wink. The cell door opened.

“Let’s go, Mendez,” the guard said.

“Where?”

“Visitation.”

She rose slowly, not sure if her legs would hold her. A groan came from her cellmate’s top bunk, but she stayed put. The guard handcuffed Clara and walked her down the hall. It sounded like the building was alive, as the hall echoed with the grumbling clang of doors. Clara walked stiffly but her mind was flying.

Visitation? Who would even come to see her?

Aside from two chairs and a fixed table in the middle, the room was completely empty. Across from her, David Mendez stood in a navy blue suit and gray tie.

Her breath stopped.

“David?” she whispered as she stepped inside, shackled. Her heart pumped faster. “Thank God you came.”

She wanted to run toward him and hug him but he didn’t smile. Just remained there, with his rigid posture and hands folded. His eyes were red but dry. He sat down and nodded to the guard, who uncuffed Clara.

She approached the chair and sat down slowly. “David, I’m so happy to see you. Thank you for coming.”

“I’m not here as your friend, Clara.” His voice was ice.

Clara’s excitement vanished. “What?”

“I’m here as the district attorney overseeing your case,” he said. “Effective this morning, I’ve been assigned to prosecute you for the death of my father.”

She recoiled. “You... what?”

“I pulled some strings and urged the technicians to work all night because the person in question was my dad. The preliminary autopsy report came in early this morning. ME ruled it a fentanyl and insulin overdose.”

“No,” Clara’s voice broke. “No. That’s not right. It can’t be—”

“There were very high levels of insulin and fentanyl in his system,” he continued. “More than it was prescribed by his doctor. Combined, they caused heart failure. That’s what killed him.”

She shook her head. “I never gave him more than it was prescribed! David, please. I was following the schedule. It was printed and put on the fridge, so that we know when and how much to administer!”

“And you were the last person to administer medication,” he said flatly.

“Yes, but why would I ever kill him? I loved him!”

“After eleven years of taking care of him?” David exhaled. “This isn’t about love anymore. It’s about facts. You had motive, you had means. You were constantly exhausted, emotionally drained, and you told Detective Garcia he was suffering.”

“I didn’t...”

David took a notepad out of his inner pocket, opened a page and read Clara’s words from the conversation with detective Garcia, “He said that he didn’t want to be a burden, while he was still sane...” 

“And you interpreted his suffering as a call for help?” Clara was appalled.

“No?”

“No, of course not!!!”

“I was exhausted, yes. But I didn’t kill him,” David continued reading. “I did what was necessary to get him through the night. Like many nights before...” 

“How many nights before, Clara? Was this poisoning systematic? Were you hoping it wouldn’t show up in the autopsy report?”

Clara leaned in, with desperation tightening her throat. “You knew us, David. You knew our life. Do you really think I wanted to murder my husband?”

“You married him when you were just a kid, Clara. A twenty-year-old kid! You dropped out of college, you wrecked my family and started living with my father. Then, when you thought the best was yet to come, he got ill, and you had to take care of him, wasting the best years of your life.”

“I never blamed him for anything. I took care of him because I loved him.”

David’s face changed. “I don’t doubt that, but grief has a way of making people unrecognizable to themselves. Then, they do stupid things and think they can get away with it. That’s what the law is here for.”

Silence descended. Clara barely whispered. “You really think I did this...”

David looked down at the table, then back up. “It doesn’t really matter what I think, Clara. I don’t know for sure if you did it or not, but there’s enough evidence to pursue the charges. The judge agreed, and that’s why you are here.”

She jumped up abruptly. “You’re going to prosecute me for loving your father?”

David remained perfectly still. “No. I’m going to prosecute you for killing my father. I want justice for what you did to him.”

Clara’s dry throat burned. “You call this justice? This is vengeance.”

David’s eyes flicked upward. “Truth is in the eye of the beholder. In your case, that’s a jury of twelve. I’ll present the facts. They’ll decide if what you are saying is true or not.”

He signaled the guard with a nod. “The investigation is active, and that’s all I can say for now. I advise you to hire a lawyer. I’ll see you in court.”

The door clanged. One day in, and she was already sick of that annoying sound. David turned and left. Clara was cuffed and stumbled out. While her mind was reeling a hundred miles an hour, her body was numb. The man she once considered family was gone in a flash.

As the cell door slammed shut behind her, she finally allowed herself one thing: a single, choking sob.

A few hours later, back at the police station, Garcia stood behind the mirror glass with her arms crossed, watching the caretaker sink into the chair across the table. She could tell he was nervous, slumped over. His eyes were flitting around. With a balled-up tissue, he wiped the sweat from his face.

“What do you think, Detective?” David asked.

Garcia had read the preliminary toxicology report twice that morning: fentanyl toxicity, elevated insulin concentration, both dosages beyond prescribed. The coroner’s notation was blunt: unambiguous, lethal levels. Arthur Mendez’s death was no longer classified as “natural” under hospice protocol. Now it was under Homicide’s jurisdiction.

“He was the only one in the house that night. Clara said she wasn’t at home, so that leaves him as a suspect.”

“Hmm...There are two possibilities at play,” David Mendez said. “One, she did it and went out to set this poor guy up. Two, he did it while she was out. I don’t believe he would be that stupid to set himself up... Where was she, anyway?”

“She didn’t want to say. She mentioned some kind of “personal business”, so I need to look into it further. Maybe there is a third person involved in this murder conspiracy.” Detective Garcia replied.

“Maybe... What do we know about this guy?”

“Rodrigo Pereira, age 42, Brazilian national. He’s here on a temporary work visa, issued after he got a letter of employment from your stepmother.”

“Not funny, Izzy.”

“I am sorry, David. I couldn’t resist it.” Izzy laughed. “He came alone, at Clara’s request, two years ago. The visa has been renewed multiple times. He was living in their house, and hasn’t gone home to Brazil since his arrival. There is a possibility that the two of them had an affair. I will look into it, as well.”

“Could he have done it?”

“Well, he was in the house that night. He had access to all of your father’s meds. He administered them routinely. The daytime nurse said that she and Clara took care of Arthur’s therapy during the day, but Rodrigo handled most of the nighttime care.”

“Look, Clara really loved my father and dedicated her life to him, especially after he got sick. That kind of life is exhausting, both mentally and physically. Is it possible that she was sexually involved with Rodrigo and he killed my father to be with her?”

“That’s a sound assumption... Let’s see what Mr. Pereira has to say about it, shall we?” Garcia replied before leaving the observation room.

The officer who had escorted Rodrigo out of the squad car remained outside the interrogation room, standing guard. Garcia nodded at him and stepped inside, took a seat opposite Rodrigo and placed a manila folder on the table, but didn’t open it right away.

Rodrigo’s eyes scanned her face. His lips trembled.

She spoke calmly. “Mr. Pereira, do you understand why you’re here?”

He looked at her, petrified, tilted his head and asked, “O que estou fazendo aqui? O que está acontecendo?”

Garcia exhaled slowly. “Do you speak English?”

He gave a vague shrug.

She nodded once, leaned back in her chair. “Do you know why you’re at the police station?”

Rodrigo frowned, clearly trying to follow. “No English good...” He motioned erratically, toward the mirror glass, toward the door. “Arthur, he... die. Policia come...”

She flipped open the folder and slid a photograph across the table: Arthur’s body, in the bed, pale and still. The IV line disconnected. Mouth slightly open.

Rodrigo backed away in his chair. “Por que você está me mostrando isso?”

His inability to answer frustrated Izzy. “I need to ask you about Arthur’s medication. Did you give him any drugs that night?”

He looked panicked now. “Drogas? No I—Clara deu!”

Garcia’s vague knowledge of Spanish helped her understand what Rodrigo was trying to say, but she didn’t believe him. “She wasn’t at home at all. Clara said you handled the night care.”

Rodrigo shook his head quickly. “I no speak English.”

Garcia sighed. “Did she tell you to give Arthur more than his regular dose?”

His mouth worked almost soundlessly. “Dose?”

She stood up, frustrated. “Don’t move.”

She stormed out of the room and walked back into the observation room. Izzy found David leaning on the wall, holding coffee in his hand.

“We need a translator,” she said. “I don’t speak Portuguese, and my Spanish is rusty.”

“Your name is Garcia. How come you don’t speak Spanish?”

“Your name is Mendez. Do you speak it?”

“Point taken.”

“He looks petrified and completely ignorant of what is happening.”

“Yeah, I noticed... You think he’s faking it?”

“I don’t know. But I’m not getting enough to hold him. We need to keep him here until we find a translator, otherwise, we risk a Miranda violation.”

Finding a translator was tough, since hardly anyone spoke Portuguese; Spanish was way more common. David thought they should ring up the Brazilian embassy in Washington and do an interview with a translator on the phone. Twenty minutes later, Garcia resumed the interrogation, with a translator relaying every word.

Through the translator, Rodrigo insisted he never touched the meds that night. He said Clara handled the fentanyl in the evenings. He never measured doses, just was on call to administer the medication Arthur was generally taking. Rodrigo claimed he could barely understand the labels. That was the reason Clara always left the medications for him to give to Arthur. But his account didn’t line up with the home nurse’s previous statements. Or with Clara’s. When Garcia showed him a photograph of the dosage log with entries scribbled in his handwriting, initials matching his name, Rodrigo stopped answering questions altogether.

The translator spoke to Garcia. “He’s invoking his right to remain silent. He asked for a lawyer”

Garcia nodded, hung up and stepped out to consult with the DA. “I don’t get this guy. Can’t read him. Do you think he might be lying?”

“Beats me...But in his defense, he did hear Clara and I talking multiple times about medications and dosage. He might have picked that up, or just asked Clara about it.”

“Makes sense...”

Rodrigo was formally arrested a few minutes later. A single charge, for the moment being: criminally negligent homicide—subject to change pending further investigation.

He didn’t say a word during the fingerprinting, but his hands trembled, showing the state he was in. His wet shirt, sweat-stained at the collar, stuck to his back.

Inside the holding cell, he looked through the bars at Garcia as she finished the intake paperwork.

“Please,” through the bars, in tears, he finally whispered, in English. “I good man.”

Garcia met his eyes, but didn’t answer. Tears didn’t work on her.

David Mendez approached her with bad news. “It is too late for the arraignment now. The judges are done for the day. The lockup is full, so he can’t stay here either.” 

“So, what now?”

“He needs to be taken to prison. There is a bus waiting outside to take the rest of the bastards who cannot fit here. I will go with them to make sure Rodrigo is well taken care of. Tomorrow I will arrange the hearing first thing in the morning.”

“That sounds like a plan. I guess I’ll see you tomorrow then?”

“As soon as I pick Rodrigo up from the jail, I’ll be back here with him.”

Izzy saw the officers cuffing and taking Rodrigo outside, to the bus, waiting to take him to the prison.

The transport bus was surprisingly full. Rodrigo was chained hand and foot in the middle row. His legs were sore from the way they’d shackled him in transit. Around him, half a dozen men muttered in clipped slang, which he didn’t understand. He remembered that ridiculous scene from the movie The 13th Warrior, in which Antonio Banderas learns the Viking language overnight just by listening to Vikings speaking around a fire. “What a load of crap,” he thought, wishing it were real and he could do it now. He wished he’d taken English classes in Brazil and kept them up after moving to the US. Being lazy, he happily relied on Clara to speak Portuguese with him.

The prison was bad enough, loud, chaotic, and unfamiliar. But this... this was something else entirely. No one explained to him where he was going. When the bus finally stopped, the door screeched open, and light from the yard reflectors streamed in.

Holman Correctional Facility.

The guards barked instructions in English: “Stand up!” “Eyes forward!” “No talking!”

Rodrigo stumbled off the steps, blinking against the light, flanked by others in line. A guard grabbed his arm and shoved him toward the processing.

He tried to speak. “Sorry, no English!”

“Eyes forward!” a guard screamed.

A baton jab to the ribs silenced Rodrigo.

Inside, the noise swallowed him. Shouting. Coughing. Doors slamming open and shut. The scent of body odor, unbearable heat. Rodrigo had to surrender his few items first, then he received a blanket, soap, and a toothbrush.

Another strip search. This time, no words of explanation. He was given a jumpsuit and bo-bos and taken to the cage. His cell was cramped, two bunks, one toilet. His cellmate, inked up all over his face and body, stared at him.

Rodrigo sat on the edge of the bed, staring at the cement wall. He didn’t know the charges, but he knew what the word “murder” meant in English. He quickly realized this wasn’t just a holding cell anymore.

This was a prison.

David Mendez arrived shortly after. He called one of the COs, Officer Theodore Brown. “Do you have any inmates who speak Portuguese?” 

“Portuguese? Who the hell speaks Portuguese?”

“Someone from Portugal, Brazil, Angola?”

“Brazil? Don’t they speak Spanish?”

David rolled his eyes. “No, they don’t, officer.”

“Hey! There’s one Brazilian in here. Cocaine smuggler.”

“Perfect. That’s the one I need. My guy doesn’t speak English. Bring him to a holding cell for conversation. Then bring me Rodrigo Pereira. He was brought here because the lockup was full in Montgomery.”

“Yes, sir. Right away.”

Rodrigo didn’t even have time to put his things away when a guard came and took him out of the cell. He was taken into a room similar to the one where Clara had met David. He was about to meet David as well. The DA was sitting in the chair when the guard brought Rodrigo. There was another inmate in the room, sitting next to David Mendez.

“Take a seat, Rodrigo. This is Miguel; they call him “Cuddles”. He is also Brazilian, and he will help me with translation.” David smiled and gestured with his hand for Rodrigo to take place. 

David explained to him what the charges and the procedure were, and that he would come in the morning to pick him up and take him to appear in front of the judge. Miguel went the extra mile for Rodrigo, translating everything. Rodrigo let the guard down and said, “I didn’t do it. I had nothing to do with the murder. It must have been Clara. She gave him the medication. Talk to the medical examiner. He can check the time when the medication was administered.”

“All right, Rodrigo. I will check it out. It is important to take a rest now, and I will pick you up first thing in the morning.” David assured him.

“Thank you, sir. I am very sorry about your father, but I really didn’t kill him.” Rodrigo said in Portuguese, and Miguel translated it before the guard arrived to take Rodrigo away. 

The DA spoke a few words with Miguel and, soon after, departed from the prison.
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Meanwhile, a female CO led Clara down the corridor after her brief phone call with her public defender, which was just a blabbering of legal jargon and vague reassurances.

When they reached her cell, the guard said, “You’ve got a new bunkie now.”

“A new what?”

The door clanked open. Inside, on the lower bunk, a woman with arms tattooed from wrist to shoulder, and hair pulled back tight, sat cross-legged. She looked up, studying Clara without a word.

The guard gestured towards her. “Upper bunk’s yours, Sanchez. You are sitting on Clara’s. Lights out at ten, Mendez. Don’t trade commissary. Don’t ask for extra blankets. Welcome to your new home.”

The guard pushed Clara in, and the door slammed behind her. Clara hovered, not quite sure where to put her hands. The woman finally spoke. “You sleepwalk, scream in your sleep, or wet the bed?”

“No.”

“Good. I’m Maria.”

“Clara.”

“I will sleep on the bottom bunk from now on, Clara. I have a fear of heights and shanks through the mattress.”

Clara nodded, and without a word, climbed to the upper bunk. Her knees shook, her every muscle was tight. She lay down, folded hands across her stomach, listening to the steady drip of the sink. Even though Clara was not alone anymore, she was still trapped. She closed her eyes and at last fell asleep. 

She woke up the next morning, Clara hadn’t spoken since lights-on. She was still about to learn the rules of confinement: when to move, where to look, how not to look too much. Maria already behaved like she’d been here longer, though they barely spoke since she was placed in the cell late last night.

That morning, Maria sat on the lower bunk, flipping through a dog-eared envelope with pages tucked inside. She frowned more and more with each pass.

From the upper bunk, Clara cleared her throat. “Legal documents?”

Maria didn’t look up. “Yes. Why?”

“I recognized some documents you’re holding. I used to study law,” Clara said carefully. “Before I ended up here.”

Maria hesitated. “Studied or practiced?”

“Studied. I left school to get married.”

Maria turned a page slowly. “And look where that brought you now.”

Clara didn’t answer that part. Maria stopped leafing through the papers, got up and handed the folder to her cellmate. Clara turned the pages, carefully reading every single word.

“Your conviction involved a search, and the dates don’t line up,” Clara finally said. “If the police came to your place before a judge issued the warrant, you might have grounds to challenge it.”

That got Maria’s attention. “What do you mean? I don’t understand that legal mambo-jumbo.”

She held up a page and pointed. “They came on the 8th. Warrant says the 9th. That’s a serious procedural violation,” Clara said. “You could appeal. Maybe even get it re-evaluated. You were arrested before the warrant was valid. Someone screwed up and nobody noticed.”

Maria looked at her, still deciding if she believed a word of it. “How do I know what you’re telling me isn’t some BS?”

“It’s not BS. There was a clear violation of the police procedure. Can you tell me more about what happened?”

“My boyfriend was a drug dealer. He would bring heroin to the house, and we would cut it together for further distribution. One night, right before midnight, the pigs barged in and arrested us. I didn’t have money for a lawyer, so they assigned me some kid fresh out of law school. That’s how I ended up here. They moved me out of the C block yesterday and placed me with you.”

“They may have taken you into custody without a warrant and then requested one from the court, maybe even the judge knowing the arrest had been made. They believed no one would notice because the judge was unable to issue it for the day before. I know a legal aid clinic that might help you get a proper defense. I volunteered there while I was a law student. I don’t remember the number, but I know the name, The Pro Bono. You can look it up.”

Maria stared at her. Long enough that Clara wondered if she’d said too much.

Finally, Maria opened her mouth. “I will ask one of the guards to find me the number. He’s a cutie, and he will do that for me. I can blow him later.”

Clara nodded slowly, with a mix of confusion and fear. “What the hell was going on in this prison? Is a blow job the price for a simple piece of information? Damn...” She pondered.

Maria noticed Clara’s facial expression of horror. “Don’t look so shocked. Everyone here does it. Pick a guard, and the rest of the bastards will leave you alone. We are like the guards’ harem. At least, you won’t get raped.” 

“Raped?” Clara barely let the sound out.

“Yes, honey. This is not Disneyland. I suggest you pick one quickly before they run a train on you. Anyway, I’ll go find that number and make the call. I hope you’re telling the truth.”

Clara had barely sat back on the bunk when the breakfast bell went off. Maria slipped the envelope into her waistband and left. Clara exhaled, trying to calm her heart, pounding like a war drum. As Maria disappeared toward the phones, Clara stepped into the current of women funneling into the mess hall.

The trays clattered, people grumbled; it was loud in the mess hall. Clara kept her head down, and hands curled tightly around her tray. She didn’t want to draw any unwanted attention. She just came for breakfast. That was it.

She shuffled forward, reaching the overhead rails while the tray slid along steel bars toward the serving window. She moved hers too quickly that the edge of it hurt the fingers of the woman in front of her.

“I’m so sorry,” Clara said instantly. “That was an accident. I didn’t see you...”

The woman didn’t show any emotion. She just turned her hand slowly, inspecting the reddened knuckle. Dark eyes locked onto Clara. Then, like nothing happened, the woman stepped forward in the line without saying a word.

Clara didn’t know her name, but she saw a howling wolf tattooed on a woman’s forearm. She took her food and sat at the farthest end of the room she could find, pushing dry eggs around her tray and trying not to glance around. Clara had seen enough movies to know that just making eye contact could be taken the wrong way in prison.

Nothing happened. No one followed her, no one approached. Relieved, she ate her food quickly. The cold, tasteless meal mirrored how she felt. Clara stood with a half-eaten breakfast on her tray and stepped toward the bins to discard the plastic plate, spoon and cup.

Then she felt it.

A shove from behind, hard enough to pitch her forward. Her tray clattered across the floor. Before she could turn, a fist cracked into the side of her head. Another slammed into her ribs. She hit the tile, gasping. Then a tray hit her head and one hit her back.

Someone grabbed a fistful of her hair. A boot came down toward her head, but landed on her shoulder. Guards’ whistles split the room quickly as the shouts filled the mess hall. Then, as suddenly as they had appeared, the attackers vanished into the crowd.

Clara lay curled on her side, shaking. Someone was yelling her name, or so she thought. Maybe it was just random yelling. The last thing she saw before passing out was the trail of eggs smeared across the floor, and the coffee slowly seeping through the grout, next to her face.

When she opened her eyes, the halogen light almost blinded her. The surroundings swam in and out of focus. The metallic taste of blood mixed with the sting of antiseptic air in her nose. Her cheek, jaw, and ribs all throbbed in sync with her heartbeat.

“I wouldn’t move just yet if I were you.”

The voice came from somewhere to Clara’s left. Smooth, measured, but not indifferent. 

She turned her head slowly and saw a woman in a white coat standing next to the bed, holding the chart in her hand.

“I’m Dr. Parks,” she said. “You were brought in with bruising to the face and torso, and possible rib fractures. Good news: no broken bones and no internal bleeding. Bad news: you’ve probably made a new enemy. Did you step on someone’s foot?”

Clara’s throat was dry. “There was a woman with a wolf tattoo,” she whispered.

“Of course. Loba. Who else?” Dr. Parks said, almost to herself.

“Loba?”

She rose and adjusted the IV line taped to Clara’s hand. “You’re lucky. Guards stormed in fast. Any slower, you’d be in surgery instead of infirmary.”

“Am I safe here?”

“Define ‘safe. This isn’t a spa.” Dr. Parks said. 

Clara tried to smile, but winced instead. Her jaw flared with pain, like Loba was still hitting her.

“She said nothing when I pinched her hand,” Clara murmured. “Didn’t even blink. I apologized, but I guess she just waited until I turned my back.”

“That sounds like her. She gave you the “Hoe Check”, as they call it. To see if you’d get up and fight back. I guess they went a bit far...”

“You’ve treated her victims before?”

“Oh, yes.” Dr. Parks pulled a rolling stool closer and sat. “Loba’s practically a recurring subscription. She keeps me employed.”

Clara sighed.  “I didn’t really mean to cross paths with anyone today.”

“You’re not stupid,” Dr. Parks said. “But be careful. You came in with a clean posture and head up high. Here, that means you think you are better than the rest of them. They’ll try to ‘domesticate’ you as soon as possible. “

“I hope I won’t be here that long. They brought me only yesterday, and it already feels like a hundred years ago.”

Dr. Parks didn’t answer immediately. She crossed her arms and leaned back onto the wall. “You don’t have a conviction yet?” 

“I’m awaiting trial. But I might have helped Maria restart hers. There was a procedural mistake, and...”

“Not everyone’s thrilled about outsiders stirring up old cases.” Dr. Parks interrupted her. “Don’t promise anything to anyone and don’t ever spark their hopes. That’s very dangerous. If it doesn’t pan out, they’ll blame you, and then the guards might not be able to save you next time. Prison feeds on hope. The less you have of it, the less it hurts you. This place is all about routine. Upend it, and someone’s always going to get territorial.”

A throbbing pain pulsed from the injured head. Clara blinked slowly, feeling every bruise. Dr. Parks started walking toward the door, then stopped. “You’ll stay here until tonight, maybe even tomorrow morning. Let’s wait for the swelling to go down before you return to the ward.”

Then she was gone, leaving Clara alone with the silence and the pain in her soul and body.

The only noise in David Mendez’s spotless bathroom was his electric razor. It was 7 a.m., and the sunlight was creeping in, making long shadows in his fancy apartment. He stood before the large mirror, trimming his jawline. Every morning, he performed this ritual to find a moment of peace before the daily grind and to prepare for what’s coming. While shaving, various scenarios were popping into his head. He intended to portray to the jury a cunning, selfish wife who, although loving her husband, felt confined and ended his suffering with a mercy killing. The male nurse, Rodrigo, played a crucial role in the story, acting as both witness and accomplice, and his limited English made him vulnerable to manipulation by his employer. Today, he was due in prison to pick up Rodrigo and take him to the court for his official arraignment.

After shaving, David splashed cold water on his face and wiped with a fresh towel. He strolled into his large closet, where all of his suits were neatly organized. He chose a gray suit. Just as he was putting on his coat, his work phone rang. It was one of those unknown numbers that only rang in an emergency. His brow raised almost imperceptibly.

“Mendez,” he answered.

“Mr. Mendez, it’s Warden Thompson, calling from Holman Correctional Facility. I’m sorry to contact you so early, but there’s been a problem with the inmate who was brought here last night. Rodrigo Pereira.”

David heard the genuine worry in the warden’s strained voice. It wasn’t an act. He froze mid-reach for his watch. “Pereira? What kind of problem, Warden?”

“He’s dead, sir.”

“Dead???” he screamed. “How? What happened?”

“He was shanked in the breakfast line. Looks like a random hit, sir.” Thompson sounded ready for the fallout.

“Shanked?” David’s mind was already racing, analyzing, adapting. All the pieces on his chessboard had shifted overnight. “I was expecting to have him transferred to the courthouse this morning. This complicates everything, damn it. I’ll need to come down. I want a full briefing. Every detail. Is that clear??? Secure the scene, isolate any potential witnesses, and lock down the block. I’ll be there in less than two hours.” 

David hung up without waiting for the warden’s confirmation. He just stood there, letting it all sink in. Rodrigo, the linchpin of his whole day, was dead. He felt a momentary recalibration of his internal compass. The male nurse from Brazil, Arthur’s caretaker, who would have been a great piece of the puzzle, and a significant witness against Clara, now became a martyr. Or, more accurately, a convenient victim. David felt odd when a surprising opportunity presented itself. It provided an unexpected solution to a massive problem. There was significant room for development of facts there. The possibilities were endless, and he just needed to find the right one.

It seemed like it took longer than usual to go to the Holman Correctional Facility. Like a monument to despair, the prison’s concrete and razor-wire structure dominated the landscape. Though he rarely visited it himself, David dispatched many people there and, from a safe distance, controlled the fates of the inhabitants through files and statutes.

His DA badge got him through the gate quickly, with no procedural hold-ups. He parked his dark sedan among a cluster of black-and-white vehicles right next to where the ambulance van was. Even the air in the parking lot smelled of violence.

Inside, the atmosphere was tense. Warden Thompson, a large man with small ratty eyes, received him in his simply furnished office. “Mr. Mendez. Thank you for coming so quickly.”

“Warden,” David replied, extending a hand, with a firm grip firm, proving to the Warden he had all the authority. “I need to understand what happened. I was relying on Rodrigo Pereira’s testimony.”

“We conducted the standard procedure, sir,” Thompson said, gesturing to a seat. “We’ve got the cell block on lockdown. Unfortunately, these things happen more than we like.”

“I appreciate that, Warden, but I need to hear it from someone who was there. Who found him?”

Thompson nodded. “CO Miller. I can have him brought in.”

Minutes later, Miller entered. He was a young, frightened man with tightly cropped hair and a sheen of sweat on his forehead. He avoided David’s look, but his eyes darted nervously around the room. David Mendez didn’t miss that.

“Officer,” David said. “Tell me what you saw. Everything.”

“Yes, sir. I was taking the prisoners to the mess hall. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary. I was at the front when I heard the ruckus. Figured it was a usual scuffle, you know how it is. But the inmates gathered around. I immediately went to check, but while I pushed through the crowd, Pereira was already down in the puddle of blood. He was shanked. Multiple times. It was quick.”

“Did you see the attacker?” The DA asked.

Miller shook his head, as his face turned pale. “No, sir. It was too quick.”

“Any weapons recovered?” David asked while jotting down notes in a tiny notepad he had just taken out of his jacket.

“Yes, sir. Whoever did it didn’t even try to hide it. The shiv was just lying there, next to the body. It was a toothbrush, melted and sharpened by a lighter.” Miller looked up, meeting David’s eyes for a second before looking down. “But sir... That part of the corridor is in the cut, no cameras... It looked a lot like he was targeted.”

“Targeted??? Are you sure? How the hell could he be targeted when he arrived yesterday? The man didn’t even speak English, for Christ’s sake!” 

“I don’t see how, sir. As you said, he was brought in yesterday, and had no visible gang insignia tattooed on his body. He didn’t speak English, that’s true, but sometimes, new fish get caught in old nets.” Miller shrugged, showing a gesture of resignation. “It’s just how it is in here.”

“Was it a gang-related initiation?” David asked.

“I don’t know, sir. It could have been... It’s not unusual for the newcomers to get stabbed as a part of the initiation ritual.”

David closed his notebook. “Thank you, Guard. You’ve been very helpful. I want a copy of your full statement, okay? Warden, is the body still in your morgue?”

“Yes, sir. The county coroner is already here, waiting to take over. We’ve preserved the scene, documented everything.”

After walking the scene, David went to the prison morgue. County coroner, Dr. Sophie Cummings, stood over a gurney. She wore latex gloves and spoke into a small recorder, documenting her preliminary findings.

“Dr. Cummings,” David greeted her respectfully.

She looked up and replied equally professionally. “Mr. Mendez. I’ve just arrived myself. Preliminary examination of inmate Pereira,” she gestured to the body. “shows multiple stab wounds to the torso. Four specifically were fatal. Two to the upper left chest, two to the right kidney. It seems that the primary injury is to the right kidney, and there is a high probability that the aorta has also been severed. As he was turning around, the assailant stabbed him twice in the lungs, and it is likely that the aorta was also struck. I will know more after the autopsy.”

“The weapon?” David asked.

“Consistent with a sharpened toothbrush found on the scene. The entry wounds are narrow, deep, and jagged. Matches perfectly. It suggests a quick, brutal attack, likely from behind or the side. Whoever did this knew what they were doing and exactly where to strike for maximum effect.”

“Time of death?”

“Based on rigor mortis and body temperature, I’d say between 5:45 and 6:15 AM.”
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