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      Jack is dead. Finally.

      I can’t bring myself to go inside St. Philip’s Church for his funeral. Clenching the steering wheel, I close my eyes and imagine leaving the air-conditioned car to join the steady stream of mourners trudging through the muggy heat. Only visualization combats the constant anxiety, a condition I blame on the dead man inside.

      Fiddling with my hair, I ignore the mirror. I don’t want to see the fine lines on my forehead and the faint crow’s feet that sprouted three years ago at thirty-five. I tuck an errant curl behind my ear as I fight the memories of his world swirling in my head.

      A sharp rapping on the car window jolts me, and I slam my knee into the steering column. A woman from my church peers at me through the window.

      “M. L. Danforth, what are you doing in that car? Get out here and get in the cool church before you fry your brains.”

      I grin, pointing to my cell phone as if on a call. The lady bobs her head as she turns and marches toward the church’s front doors.

      My black sheath dress, freshly highlighted blonde hair, and pleasant Charleston-honed demeanor are ready even if my heart and soul are not. Releasing my seat belt, I straighten the top of my dress and open the car door, ensuring my modest heels are solid on the cobble-stoned pavement before I stand.

      My stomach continues its familiar flip-flopping. I haven’t felt this nervous since my first oral argument ten years ago. But this isn’t just nerves. Trepidation wraps around me like the thick Lowcountry humidity of Charleston.

      I am opening a padlocked door to my past that should remain fully bolted.

      Jack Marshall, the dead man, was my employer at fourteen. He progressed a year later to mentor and with a slow, careful seduction, by age seventeen, after the risk of statutory rape had passed, was my lover. Mama would have keeled over dead then if she’d known that the well-regarded Christian man she held in such high esteem seduced her precious daughter. At least now the sonofabitch is dead, although I refuse to believe it until I see him prone in that casket.

      Jack’s wife, Victoria, teeters by my car on too-tall pumps. Her thin form is topped with a tiny black fascinator perched to one side, black netting covering her face. A stab of vicious hatred hits deep in my chest. The lawyer part of me insists I be here, even though the rest of me is fighting it. Because he was such a giant in the community, I cannot skip his funeral without raising more than a few eyebrows.

      Pushing my shoulders back, I mentally don my lawyer armor, the attitude and confidence that carries me through the terrors of equity courtroom interactions, conferences with vapid clients I loathe, and the long, dreary docket calls where I am one of the few women in a room full of men. I take a deep breath to quell the ever-present nausea and follow the crowd into the sanctuary.

      The leaded glass windows that light the building’s main cathedral are in full glory, and the standing vases of long-stemmed white roses at the end of each pew catch the streams of colored light. Jack’s funeral should have been at the tiny church on Wadmalaw Island, where he grew up, not here. This is all Victoria’s doing.

      And Jack hated roses.

      In the middle of the entry, I am struck with a vivid memory, and I stop, causing the woman behind me to hiss under her breath when she bumps into me. Snapshots of daffodils and narcissus flood my mind. At nineteen, I was painted naked by Jack in a field of them.

      A wave of disgust floats up my throat.

      I shift to the side of the entrance to sign the guest book, then change my mind and drop the pen back into its holder. That witch will know soon enough I am here. There is no reason to make it a permanent record. The church fills quickly as I walk down the center aisle, taking the first open seat. The mourners talk in low voices, and the antique pipe organ exudes soft tones that float to the massive arched ceiling.

      Victoria sits in the first row, her black hair streaked with gray pulled into a chignon, the feathers in her ridiculous fascinator bouncing like a dancing rooster. Seated to one side is her daughter, a young woman with dark blonde hair whose name I can’t remember. On the other side is her son, Brad. Displayed on an easel as if surveying his domain, is a framed head shot of a smiling, happy Jack.

      I glare at his photograph. Twenty years of anger twists in my soul, desperate to be free like a genie escaping a bottle, followed by a hurtful pang in my heart. I remember all those mornings working side by side as his office assistant followed by the illicit afternoons filled with heat and lust. He was a grown man teaching me, a young girl, of sex and love.

      And I hate him for it.

      The music stops, and a junior minister appears at the front. I guess Victoria couldn’t afford the big guns. I tune him out, surrendering to the scenes running through my mind until the congregation’s laughter snaps me out of it. My stomach rolls from the cloying odor of funeral flowers. I pray for the massive organ pipes to begin their music again, stopping the man in front of me whose words reveal he never knew Jack.

      I shift forward in the pew to leave, but the church is packed. Walking out now will brand me as a pariah in a world where everyone loved Jack. He basked in that hero worship, especially from the women. Yet I knew the real Jack. The righteous, irreproachable Victoria would be mortified. Her husband was a hot-blooded artist boy-man inside, with blasphemous questions about God and a penchant for the deviant—and the father of the child I’d been forced to give up for adoption.

      Yet all I can think of now is how Jack, instead of apologizing to me for his errant first kiss, turned from me and apologized instead to God. It is all I can do not to grasp one of those ridiculous vases of roses and throw it against the wall.

      As the attendant moves down the aisle, he reaches my row. The people next to me stand to go either toward the casket and the receiving line or toward the exit. I look at Jack’s photo again and freeze.

      I cannot do this.

      Collapsing onto the pew, my legs block the people behind me. Mutters float over my head as mourners jostle past me out of the pew. After several more rows file past the casket and head toward Victoria, I finally get the courage to join them. I need to finish this.

      At the casket, I lean forward to look carefully at Jack’s face. Something isn’t quite right. I pull back in disgust at the odor of stage makeup, moth-balled clothing, and chemicals that cloak the body. His face has been molded back into shape as if he were a victim of a horrific car accident instead of a heart attack.

      I stand there, uncaring of the whispers floating around me. A surge of hatred rises in me like a boiling pot, the likes of which I’ve never felt. Before I can stop myself, I hack up spit and let it fly. It lands on Jack’s cheek and runs down his face, exposing the pallid skin underneath and leaving a half-inch trail of ghostly white in the undertaker’s makeup.

      My words are loud and crisp as if I’m standing before a judge in a Charleston County courtroom.

      “I hope you rot in hell, Jack.”
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      Her. Marjorie Lee Danforth. The one person who could bring it all tumbling down in an instant. The one person who should not be at her husband’s funeral and who, in front of a church full of people, just spit on his dead body.

      For a second, Victoria froze, unsure what to do. Marjorie Lee knew things no one else did, from the beginning of Victoria and Jack’s tumultuous marriage to things about Jack that no one should know, not even God. There shouldn’t be a scene, especially here.

      But it was too late.

      Oblivious to what was happening behind him, the next man in the receiving line stuck out his hand and leaned toward her to kiss her cheek.

      “Victoria, we are so sorry for what happened to Jack. If there is anything we can do…”

      Victoria ignored the man. Marjorie Lee stood there glaring at Jack until a cough from someone in line behind her broke the silence. Looking up, she realized she was the center of attention.

      “Brad, Janine, I’ll take care of this. You stay here. She leaned close to her son and daughter, motioning for them to come closer. “Brad,” she said softly, “be sure you remind Deacon Haggers how much we appreciated his last check. See if you can get another one, or even better, one every month.”

      Victoria caught Janine rolling her eyes and ignored her daughter’s typical response to anything related to donations, money, or the farm business. Her father’s daughter. It didn’t matter. The girl would be on a plane to California in a few hours. At least she lived and worked in San Francisco, as far across the country as possible.

      Brad gives Victoria a wink as his hand extended toward the next person in line. This was the final act of Jack’s death, the reminder to all of Charleston that his family was still here and the farm still needed their money.

      As Marjorie Lee pivoted toward the main doors, Victoria shoved through a group of mourners, ignoring their gasps and words of alarm. Angling toward Marjorie Lee, she blocked the woman’s way.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” Victoria grasped the younger woman’s arm.

      “Get your hands off me,” Marjorie Lee responded, batting her arm away.

      Victoria felt a wave of raw hatred radiating from the woman as Marjorie Lee stepped around her and headed for the exit, kicking off her heels and snatching them up with one hand. The cathedral doors slammed behind her, but not until Victoria saw her running barefoot down Church Street.

      Victoria followed, even though she had no idea what she would do if she caught the woman. Ahead, Danforth wrenched her keys from her purse and squeezed the remote. The Audi’s headlights blinked twice, and the woman grabbed the door handle, slid inside, and slammed the door. Victoria stopped as the engine roared to life, catching herself before she let out a scream in front of mourners on the sidewalk.

      Brad barreled past her, stopping only when Danforth slammed the car into drive and sped down Church Street to the stop sign. Standing in the empty parking space, Brad’s hands were on his hips as the Audi turned right on Queen Street, almost plowing over three tourists exiting an art gallery.

      “Mother, we need to finish the receiving line,” Brad replied, his voice concerned. His eyes cut to the people watching them.

      “Yes, we should.” Yet she does not dare miss this opportunity. Brad turned toward the church, and as Victoria reached for his arm, she swooned. Pretending to faint on the sidewalk, no one heard her murmured complaint as she fell.

      “Damn it, Jack. This is all your fault.”
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      Halfway to my office on Archdale Street, I jerk as my cell phone rings through the car’s stereo system with the final crescendo of Barber’s Adagio for Strings. I shift into work mode and accept the call on speakerphone.

      “M.L. Danforth.”

      “You need to figure out who did this, and why.” The voice is older, female, and a bit strange. “Before someone else gets hurt.”

      First nerves, then trepidation, now this. I hit the brakes to stop myself from hitting a pedicab pulling out in front of me, the cyclist standing on his pedals to avoid a collision.

      “Who is this?”

      “Now’s your chance to redeem yourself, and maybe help dozens of girls caught up in this mess.” The voice is electronic. I am talking to a computer.

      “I’m hanging up unless you tell me what you want.”

      “Just look at the text. You’ll figure it out. I’ll be in touch.”

      “What…?” The phone dings with an incoming text.

      I pull into a loading zone on Queen Street, leaving the engine running and the air conditioning blowing at full blast. A horse cart filled with tourists clops past me. I shiver. The summer is too hot for me to be this cold.

      I look at the photos the caller has forwarded. Taken from five feet away, blood covers Jack’s face. His forehead is mangled. Another close-up photo shows a gunshot wound in the center of his chest.

      I open the following message, which contains a link to a voice memo labeled “Press Conference.” Chancing the repercussions of opening something from a sender I don’t know, I click the link. The familiar voice of Clint Harbin, the Charleston County Solicitor, booms out of the speaker.

      An unfamiliar voice questions whether Harbin is considering criminal charges against the principals of Timberline Farm. The accusations appear to be against Brad. I know from my work in high school at Timberline Farm—Jack and Victoria’s farm for abused, neglected, and unwanted children—that each year, social services brings a half dozen young girls to the farm, either as orphans or by families incapable of caring for them. Even though the facility is for boys, the farm never turned girls away, and eventually, a different location was built for girls.

      Clint evades questions about allegations of child abuse, and then murder charges. Voices then talk over each other as questions are shouted, and Harbin deflects them all.

      As an attorney, I can read between the lines. Something nasty has happened at Timberline Farm, and Harbin is trying to side-step. I can guess what happened because of my history with Jack and Victoria.

      My nausea rises, this time with the force of a volcano, and I wrench open the door only seconds before I am sick, my earlier lunch splattering the pavement outside the car. Most days, I can stop it, but today is proving to be one where I can’t. Using the steering wheel to right myself, I dig in the glove box. After a wet wipe, mouthwash, and repetitive calming breaths, I force myself to listen to the audio file again.

      Jack is dead, someone having murdered him for me. I am finally free, and the problems at Timberline Farm are those of someone else. Except they are not. I was the first person abused there, and from questions thrown out at this press conference, there are others. For years, I shoved my abuse to the back of my mind, hoping it would go away.

      But it didn’t. And now, someone is expecting me to do something about it.

      Grabbing another tissue and chewing gum, my mind churns. There are most likely plenty of victims to create a long list of suspects for Jack’s murder. Those numbers are the probable reason for Harbin’s avoidance. Yet, his statements give no sign he is investigating at all. Why not do his job?

      And why do I care? I don’t want to care. Murder is way out of my lane, and as long as Jack, my abuser, is dead, my problem is solved.

      Squeezing my eyes closed, I travel through bits and pieces of images as they float through my mind, guilt building with every memory. A smile here, a kind word there—little gestures and tiny gifts given to others younger than me by Victoria and sometimes Jack. Little bribes.

      Staring at the dashboard, a trickle of sweat rolls down my neck. I close the car door and turn down the air conditioning. The voice on the phone might be one of those children. There was so much hatred unhidden by the electronics. Until today, I had myself convinced I was the only victim.

      A lie.

      

      Back at my office, my practice manager, Clarice Richardson, steps from the kitchen with what is most likely her tenth coffee of the day. The woman has coffee running through her veins. She is not just my office manager but my sounding board, right-hand jack-of-all-trades, and best friend.

      Clarice follows me into my office, a large room with window-paned French doors that look out over the planted rear garden I saved from demolition in the remodel. Tall and lithe, I admire my friend as she dresses like a fashionista every day. Gray filters through her short cap of hair. Today, she is wearing her favorite canary pants, with a floral sleeveless blouse that sets off her smooth mocha skin. Her toned arms from countless hours at the gym remind me I must use my membership or cancel it.

      Most of my success as a lawyer is because of Clarice. I am too much of an introvert. She is the one who schmoozes the realtors, builders, and bankers that make up the client base of my practice.

      Plopping down in my desk chair, I remove my heels with relief.

      Clarice sits close by, ready for gossip. “Well, how was it?”

      “Brutal. Especially at the end.”

      Her forehead wrinkles in concern as I unload half my purse on the desk, hunting for my cell phone. Finding it, I allow myself to stop, closing my eyes for a second, wishing the past—and what I’d just done at St. Philip’s—to disappear.

      “Lee, what’s wrong?” Clarice’s hazel eyes grow wide. As my eyes open to meet hers, she places her cup on the desk and waits.

      I say nothing, so she tries again. “Don’t blow me off. I can tell this is important. What happened?”

      “I’m pretty sure Jack was murdered. His face looked bad in the casket, and then on the way home, someone sent me some photos and a link to one of Harbin’s press conferences.”

      “Any idea who did it?”

      “No. There’s more, but…”

      “But what?”

      “I spit on him.”

      Clarice chokes out a laugh. “Come again?”

      I open my eyes and bend forward, pounding my head on the desk several times before sitting back up.

      “I couldn’t hold it back. Everything had built up for so long.” I stand and walk to the window overlooking the garden. The daylilies are in full bloom, in various shapes and colors, as they reach for the sun through the shade of the old oak tree.

      “It just happened. After I spit on him, I told him how I felt about him, right there at the casket, turning into a fire-breathing dragon. I made a fool of myself in front of half of Charleston. And her.”

      “I think this deserves something stronger than coffee.” Clarice tugs my sleeve and heads toward the antique cabinet that holds the liquor. Pouring two fingers of a fourteen-year-old scotch whisky into a crystal glass, she motions for me to sit beside her on the couch.

      “Now start over and spill. Who is her?”

      “Clarice, I know we’ve been together for years, but there’s a lot I haven’t told you. Especially about Jack. I’ve tried to put all that behind me.” I take a big sip of the scotch, a present from my grandfather that Clarice and I try not to touch except in an emergency.

      Today would be such an emergency.

      Her eyes are sympathetic, and Clarice pats my arm. “Everybody has secrets. Is yours with Jack Marshall?”

      “Yes.” If I start blathering about Jack now, I won’t stop for a week. “I’m not sure I can discuss this.”

      “I won’t pry. You can tell me, but only if you want.” She sits back and crosses her legs, getting comfortable on the overstuffed chintz couch, her glass of scotch cradled in her hand, waiting. Regardless of her words, I know she will sit there until Christmas to hear the details.

      “Let’s just say we were closer than we should have been.”

      Clarice breaks the silence when I refuse to elaborate. “When was this?”

      Looking at the floor, I wanted it to swallow me whole, right in the middle of the medallion of the Turkish carpet.

      “When I was a kid,” came my soft reply. To her credit, Clarice’s gaze never changes.

      “I thought he was married.” Expecting disdain, I look up. My friend’s face holds sympathy instead, and with a rush, everything tumbles out.

      “Yes. His wife’s name is Victoria. They were married just after college. That is the “her.” She was, of course, at the funeral.”

      “How long did this last? With you, I mean.”

      “Seven years.” I exhale and look at the ceiling. “As bad as it sounds, we were only friends until I reached seventeen. Then, our relationship bloomed into a full-blown affair. We even had our own love nest a few hours from here.”

      What am I doing making excuses to my best friend? Particularly since Jack’s first kiss was when I was barely fifteen. I had hidden this my entire life and the embarrassment would not allow me to say the truth.

      “It doesn’t matter how I try to frame this, Clarice. It was wrong, and on his part, it was horrible. I was a kid who thought she knew what love was. But it’s taken me twenty years and a lot of therapy to understand how sick our relationship was.

      Clarice takes a sip of her scotch, and I upend my glass, unable to hold the cough at the end as it burns fire down my throat.

      “It was bizarre for a man supposed to be the epitome of virtue. He had two distinct lives, and I was one of them. I was young, naïve—oh, I don’t know—stupid, I guess.”

      Clarice’s face is incredulous as she rises from the couch, reaching to pull me from the chair and into her arms. Her voice is soft as she holds me tight.

      “You never told me this.”

      I squeeze her and step back to sit again, refusing to meet her warm gaze.

      “I only told the Judge and only because I had to.”

      Judge Thomas Augustus Rhineholdt married my grandmother when I was nine. It was a second marriage for both. Grandmama passed when I was in college, and Mama a few years ago, so the Judge is my last living relative. Even though not a blood relative, the Judge is most decidedly my grandfather. A Scot, he lives on Sullivan’s Island, a half hour from my office in downtown Charleston.

      “Then there’s the call.” I run my finger around the edge of my glass to steady myself. “I mean, after the funeral. There was a strange call from an electronic voice. I thought it was a woman, but it could be anyone.”

      “Weird spam call?” Concerned, she sets her glass on the side table.

      “Weird, but not spam. Photos and an audio file.” I hesitate, then retrieve my phone. “They probably embedded a virus in my phone, and I fell for it. I guess we need to wipe it and start over again. You’ll have to call Angus and Nikki for me.”

      “What were the photos?”

      I hand her my phone.

      Her face scrunches as she winces. “Who is that?”

      “The illustrious Jack Marshall.”

      She makes a disgusted face at the gore, then swipes back to look again.

      I point to the phone. “Go to the next text and start that audio file.”

      She clicks and then increases the volume. I shake my head as the shouted questions on the clip blare across the room.

      “Will you ever get hearing aids?” I ask.

      “I'm fifteen years older than you, but I still have all my faculties.” Clarice’s face twists in a grimace. “It’s not my fault I loved rock’ n’ roll as a teenager.”

      When the recording ends, she crosses her arms over her chest, the concern on her face now uneasiness. “Are you involved in any of this?”

      It wasn’t the first time Clarice had accused me of causing trouble, but my unfortunate tendencies had to do with my loud mouth, not murder.

      “Where Jack was concerned, I thought about it.” I hesitate in admitting this to Clarice. I should have admitted my affair to her years ago. “But I didn’t kill him.”

      She squints as she looks at the wall, thinking. She knows me too well. “Why are they sending you this?”

      “Because someone knows I had a relationship with Jack and thinks that his murder would matter to me. And others, like me, were abused. But that’s the responsibility of the sheriff’s department, and it’s up to Harbin to prosecute. I don’t care one way or the other what the Solicitor does. Jack’s dead and out of my life forever.”

      “Then stop doing whatever’s in your head,” Clarice replies. “It was a long time ago. It’s over. And now that he’s dead, you can’t have him prosecuted, something you probably should have done a long time ago.”

      “I know.” I don’t tell her I tried several times but could never go through with it. I can’t meet her gaze, but Clarice is never one to mince words.

      “What is going on in that head of yours?” She leans toward me with that look she gives me as if she can read my soul.

      I clench my glass so as not to throw it across the room. “I’m just embarrassed by all this.”

      What does Clarice think of me now? A man sexually assaults me, and then I stay with him for seven years? There is no telling what the rest of Charleston thinks. I begin shuffling things on my desk, and Clarice gets the hint. I am finished talking. Life has to go on.

      “Then let’s get going. You have new clients coming in, and as you can see…” Clarice points to the stack of files on my side desk. “We have a lot to do.”
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      The next afternoon, I collapse into my too-comfortable desk chair. It was a long day before an uncooperative judge and belligerent opposing counsel, all over a real estate case that should have been simple. My chair was a present from my grandfather, and it cost a fortune. Given to me as a graduation gift after law school, the chair is soft black leather, luxuriously padded, and ergonomic. On my to-do list, I make a note to call the Judge and confirm our standing brunch for Sunday.

      The Judge is the only reason I continue to practice law in Charleston. Some days, I swear the entire bar in the tri-county area gives me a difficult time just for fun. Since I attended college and law school outside the state, no matter how many years I practiced here, I will always be a foreigner in the insular world of Charleston. To say I was tired of it was an understatement. But because of the Judge, I will not quit. I can’t do that to him.

      My elbow hits the tall stack of files and correspondence, and I grab the pile before it hits the floor. The top letter in the stack is open and ready for my review. Clarice’s loopy handwriting in Sharpie fills the hot pink post-it note. She is all about color.

      Wow. I don’t know what to say here.

      I laugh, pulling the sticky note from the thick bond writing paper, its handwriting in a familiar spidery cursive.

      

      Dearest Marjorie,

      Your actions at the service have given the family cause for concern over your mental well-being. It has been years since we have seen you, but we have followed your career and remember you fondly. We were remiss at the funeral in not extending the continuing hand of friendship in Christ we know you deserve. Given the circumstances of Jack’s death, we would be most pleased, as would God, to receive a prayerful contribution in an amount sufficient to reflect your contrition. This contribution would go a long way to soothe the ruffled feathers in our family caused by your callous action against my deceased husband. Should questions arise, your contribution ensures we will hold our tongues against you. After such a long relationship with me and my husband, we hope you will appreciate our silence.

      Please know we have prayed for you and hope that whatever ill will you feel toward Jack may be reconciled between you and the Lord now that Jack has passed. We hold no hardness against you for your actions and pray that you will find peace in the coming days.

      In Christ,

      Victoria Marshall

      

      I snort, then begin to laugh and cannot stop. When I get to the hiccup stage of my laughter, I grab a water bottle to make them stop. Clarice’s voice booms around the corner

      “Who in their right mind puts something like that in writing? It’s extortion.”

      I reread the letter. Victoria doesn’t care if I spit on Jack. This is a greedy warning for me to stay out of her way. I smash the letter into a wad and flip it across the room. It hits Clarice in the chest as she appears in the open doorway, then drops to the oriental carpet and rolls to a stop.

      “Don’t take it out on me.” She hesitates in the doorway, hands on her hips.

      Chagrined, I smile. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know you were there.”

      “Are you going to pay that woman?” she asks. “I mean, you did spit on him.”

      “Have you lost your mind?” I pull a file from the stack and open it, trying to change the subject.

      She sits in one of the guest chairs in front of my desk, her right leg crossed over her left, the ever-present coffee cup resting on the top knee.

      “Dani and Glenna were here,” she said.

      “Were?” I asked.

      “They raided the snacks, as usual, but I told them you were very busy and not to knock on your door.”

      Dani is Clarice’s niece. Even though spoiled by her aunt and grandmother, she is a lovely young woman. She is off to college in another year and plans to attend the same university as her best friend, Glenna, their high school track star. The teenager is a duplicate of Clarice, tall and willowy with beautiful mocha skin. I met her at five, a short, curly-haired princess, at a Unitarian trick-or-treat party. I can’t believe she is almost an adult now.

      “I’m sorry I missed them,” I say.

      “You’ve had a difficult day. I didn’t want them to interrupt you. There will be other days.”

      Clarice shifts forward in her chair as she cocks her head to one side as if she’s waiting for something, her face unreadable. I shove away the file folder, unable to escape Victoria’s clipped, controlled taunts that roll around in my head—those of a righteous Christian woman, correct in everything and never to be disputed. And now she wants hush money. For what? Spitting on Jack? Or for her version of the past? Anything released about me would harm Victoria two-fold. I agree with Clarice. The letter makes no sense.

      “I’m not sure what Victoria’s thinking.” I flip through several pages of the file.

      “Well, think about it. Between that tape, the murder photo of Jack, and now this letter threatening you, there’s something serious going on here.” I do not look up.

      Getting my message, she heads back to her desk, closing my door. I plow through the prep for the week’s real estate closings and equity hearings. My practice is a narrow one. I only handle real estate closings and disputes because no jury is involved. I hate juries. They can make severe errors. I would rather have a qualified judge decide my cases any day. And trial work is stressful. A therapist I no longer see advised me to stay far away from trial work. Based on today’s events, I think about calling her office to get an appointment, then change my mind.

      Jack is dead and gone, and I refuse to give him or his family one more second of my time and not one “red cent,” as Mama used to say. They can shout whatever they want from the rooftops.

      

      Finishing up at the end of the day, I stand before the French doors. The corner of the flower garden’s riot of black-eyed susans and confederate jasmine made me think about the days in a field of flowers that led to Jack’s paintings. Had I still been a child at seventeen? In my grandmother’s time, women were married with children much earlier. But there are laws against that now.

      Will this guilt ever let me go?

      A triple-rap sounds on the door.

      “Come in.”

      I focus on a red cardinal perched on the fountain, searching the tree where he lives with his camouflaged partner. Did they mate for life? Have I subconsciously mated to Jack for life?

      The door opens. “You still here?” Clarice asks.

      “Yeah, just winding up for the day. Thinking.” She learned long ago that I think better on my feet, a habit from law school. Many people pace. I stand. Some of my best thinking time is at the Judge’s house on Sullivan’s Island, ocean water just above my knees, waves crashing around me.

      “Taking stock is always a positive attribute.” Her footsteps move to the couch, followed by creaking and a sigh as she relaxes and settles in. I turn and look at my friend. How much can I unload on her before she gets disgusted and is no longer my friend?

      Strange, subtle things have always divided our lives. Skin color in the South has a way of doing that. But over all these years, she has become an essential part of my life. Knowing it is true for Clarice, too, makes all the difference. Even when we’re mad, we love each other.

      I sit back at my desk.

      She tilts her head to the side. “Still thinking about the dead man?”

      “Yes.” I run my finger over the top of the empty glass that had sat there since this morning. “And that text and that message. What are they trying to tell me? I don’t think his murder is the point.”

      Clarice’s eyes follow my movements. “I told you I won’t pry, but it’s more than that, right?”

      “When did that ever stop you?”

      She makes a rolling motion with her hand.

      “Why don’t you start at the beginning and just get it all out? Get it off your chest.” She leans forward from the couch as if about to watch a reality TV show. Maybe it is time I let it go.

      

      I head for the scotch again, looking at Clarice with a question. She shakes her head, her right eyebrow giving me that telltale arch. Knowing she is right, I grab a bottle of water and sit in one of the overstuffed chairs across from her.

      “Victoria hired me to work in the office at the ranch. She got Mama’s permission, but I never knew what she told her to get it. As did everyone else, Mama thought these two people were God’s gift to the community. They took in kids, mostly boys, with nowhere else to go.”

      “How old were you?”

      “I started attending bible studies at the ranch in the eighth grade, so I was thirteen or fourteen. When Victoria offered me the job, I was almost fifteen. The ranch was twenty miles from home, and even though I didn’t have a driver’s license, I commandeered Daddy’s old truck. Mama just looked the other way.”

      “You were a child.” Her voice is almost a whisper. “But we won’t speak about your dead mama.”

      I take a deep breath and force myself to keep talking.

      “No, we won’t speak about Mama.” I visualize my mother, her gray curly hair and thick plastic-rimmed glasses.

      Clarice remains silent, waiting for me to continue.

      “Victoria hired me to do general office work for two or three hours each afternoon after school. Jack would leave me notes of what to do, and if I had questions, Victoria was around to answer them.”

      I can’t bring myself to say the nasty things Victoria did. It began with her constant condescension toward me, then progressed to loud fights with Jack in the kitchen, where I could hear every word she said about me. It made no sense to me then or now. Why hire me to help if she didn’t want me there? Unknown to Jack, she locked the door from the office into the house, requiring me to go to the bunkhouse to use the toilet and endure the leers of whatever ranch hand was around.

      “Jack was always having to get me out of scrapes. I was undisciplined, a kid on my own, with little oversight. Don’t blame my mother—she was lost after my father died, and now that I’m older, I understand that. Jack became my mentor, the person I turned to for help. He ran the bible study, worked at my high school with the Fellowship of Christian Athletes, and taught me responsibility. I became his right hand. Then, almost overnight, it seems, I became more than that. I’d been involved in an automobile accident that scared us both, a couple of incidents at the farm…then there was the guy who tried to kidnap me and take me to Vegas…”

      “What? Wait… what? Kidnap?”

      “That’s a story for another day. Anyway, Jack saved me and called the sheriff to Timberline when the guy showed up. That day changed everything.”

      “And you were how old?”

      “I had just turned sixteen.”

      “Did Victoria know all this then?”

      “Victoria knew everything. And she had her own criminal enterprise—she tried to groom me into a snack for wealthy donors. She taught me how to dress, act, and speak, insisting it helped increase the money they brought in at the charity events when a young girl was around. Since I didn’t know any better, I believed her.”

      Clarice’s forehead furrows as her glass hits the side table a little too hard, but she doesn’t say anything, so I continue.

      “Her training,” I use air quotes for the two words, “really did a number on me. I still find myself saying or doing misogynistic things. I’m pretty sure she hates women, but I don’t know why. She tried to pass that along to me.

      “I grew up quick then. College was too expensive even though I was second in my class. Jack and Victoria took a group of us to look at the big universities. Jack got the school counselor involved and helped with the applications. When I got a scholarship, I took it.”

      “Forgive me for saying,” Clarice interjects, “but these opportunities were a bribe. Victoria Marshall groomed you for older men. Do I understand you correctly?”

      I am too embarrassed to respond and stare at the slip-on flats I wear in my office between clients.

      “What happened when you went to college?” Clarice continues.

      I hesitate. I had confessed none of this to anyone except my grandfather, and only then when I got in over my head. But I trust Clarice more than anyone. Still, the nerves begin their dance, and I feel the skin below my right eye twitch.

      “The ranch manager, Morris, was Jack’s best friend from college. He lent Jack the use of his mother’s house, which is not too far from Savannah. She died several years prior, and he never used it. At first, it was our place to meet away from Charleston. But later, it became more important to me than anywhere else.”

      “Why?”

      “I learned to keep house there. I learned to—” I hesitate to discuss my sex life, even with Clarice, even though I’d heard my fair share of her intimate life with Brooks over the years. “On the weekends, we had our own life, our own world.”

      Clarice’s voice is sad. “Was he ever going to leave his wife for you?”

      “I had hopes…” I pause, letting out a long breath. “… even though Victoria had him trapped.”

      I detest the pitiful way Clarice looks at me.

      “You’ve been single the entire time I’ve known you. Is it because of him?” Her face scrunches. “Have you guys been together all this time? Is that why you’re so upset he’s dead?”

      I shake my head. “Oh no. Everything ended when I graduated from college. I tried to reach him for several weeks right before graduation. When I finally could talk with him, it was as if a television evangelist had embodied him. Overly religious and spouting scripture, he cut me off cruelly and coldly, telling me it was over. I crumbled and took a gap year after college to recover.” I cannot bring myself to talk about the child I gave up. “Thanks to the Judge, I got into law school. And now we’re here.”

      I am gutted and, for the first time in a very long time, vulnerable. I toe the corner of the Turkish carpet as I wait for the inevitable next question.

      “That’s why you became a lawyer?”

      “What do you mean?” Her question catches me by surprise. My being a lawyer has nothing to do with Jack.

      “So you could untangle him from the mess you say his wife got him into?”

      I clench my teeth. Has Jack’s hold on me been that insidious? I can’t answer her.

      “I don’t know. Even with all the therapy, this isn’t something I’ve considered.”

      Clarice stands and casually stretches. “Why don’t I call Brooks and get him to feed himself tonight? I don’t think you should be alone right now.”

      Clarice’s and Brooks’s boys are adults now, one in Philadelphia, the other in Houston. “Plenty of lasagna in the fridge. He’ll be fine. Let me call him while you open that bottle of red you’ve been saving for a while. You need to celebrate your life. I don’t think you know how lucky you’ve been since that man left you.”

      I have to admit she is right. Other than the fleeting sense of freedom after the funeral, there will be no peace unless I get the hatred for that man out of my head.
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      “I don’t give a rat’s ass what you think, Mother!” Brad stomped his foot like a child.

      Victoria smoothed her deep green satin skirt as she watched her middle-aged son pace to the opposite end of the living room. He would wear a hole in her new Swedish rug if he did not stop.

      “Don’t you dare talk that way to me,” she responded. “Just because Jack is no longer here doesn’t mean I will tolerate poor behavior on your part.”

      Brad whirled to face her. She forced herself not to slap his petulant face.

      “She had no business spitting on Daddy that way. I don’t know why you aren’t more upset.” He dropped into a white modern leather chair and began playing with the abstract marble piece on the side table. “There has to be something we can do to her. She shouldn’t get away with such a disgusting display.”

      “I told you I would handle it. And I have,” she answered, keeping her anger in check.

      He snorted as he returned the marble piece to its stand. “A letter will do nothing. She won’t pay a dime. You should have threatened her somehow.”

      “Threaten her how?” Victoria asked. “The woman is a lawyer, Brad. Did you forget?”

      He rose to his feet and began pacing again, silent for a few minutes as she waited, checking her watch and wondering how long this rant would last. With his back to her, she took several seconds to straighten her spine and shift to the front of her chair, crossing her legs at the ankle as she’d been taught at boarding school. Brad faced her again, his index finger prodding the air like a knife as he spoke.

      “It has to be a criminal offense for someone to spit on a dead person. Send Uncle Clint after her. Make her sit up and see things from a different perspective. A little warning from him, maybe.”

      “Brad, leave Clint out of this. Enough gossip already floats across the county after your father’s death.” She omitted the truth—that Brad’s actions were the real reason for all the gossip. In the end, it would not matter. The people in Charleston would believe whatever she wanted them to believe.

      He stopped pacing at the floor-to-ceiling window with a bird’s-eye view of the farm’s hundred acres. Running both hands through his hair, he gave his bangs a little flip with his head before shoving his hands into his back pockets. Marching to the sideboard, he pulled out a bottle of bourbon and poured four fingers into a crystal glass.

      Victoria looked to the ceiling and sent a private prayer, asking for help. The drink of the devil resolved nothing. Why did her son walk so closely with Satan? Her daughter never acted this way. Jeanine received a scholarship and was at the top of her class at Berkeley. After graduation, she was employed with no help from her parents. It was as if the girl was not their child. Or as if Brad belonged to someone else.

      Each family had to have a black sheep, and Victoria was very tired of hers.

      Sweat rolled down one side of Brad’s face. Something had him nervous, and she intended to wait him out. He could never keep a secret and always had to look like the big man, knowing everyone’s business and flaunting his own. He took the art of manipulation and reversed it, and she had stopped trying to correct him.

      His voice was loud, his face red. “That old biddy stirred this up.”

      Finally.

      “What is this about, Brad?” she responded, letting out a weary sigh.

      Victoria thought she might not want to know. Since Jack’s death, Brad had been even more unsettled than usual. Jack had been away for so much of Brad’s life. Why was his death any different?

      Boys. At least girls could be used to an advantage. Yet Marjorie Lee, that trashy slut, had seduced Jack, upturning all Victoria’s plans for her future. Then, to make it worse, Jack insisted he loved the twit and that Victoria leave the girl alone. When she’d refused, he’d moved out. What an idiot. Now that her husband was dead, Marjorie Lee Danforth would pay for seducing Jack, one way or another.

      “Some woman went to Clint’s office alleging rape,” he confessed.

      She toyed with the gold bracelet on her arm. He expected her to be outraged and insistent on resolving his latest screwup. His entire life, he had expected others to fix his problems. If someone had accused him of rape, it was probably true. Most things her son had been accused of had been true. It was too late to change him now.

      She adjusted her face, trying to include the expected outrage in her voice. “What? When was this? Why didn’t you tell me before?”

      Brad stepped toward her, his face expectant as she appeared to take his side, just as he had done at age ten when he’d accidentally killed his new Christmas puppy by snapping its neck, and Jack had been apoplectic.

      “It just happened this morning. This is my first opportunity to talk to you alone.”

      She was unsuccessful no matter how she tried to rid him of the devil and his ways. She thought it was a miracle that Brad made it this far. She knew the rumors, his line of disgruntled women so extensive, they couldn't all have been voluntary.

      “Who accused you of rape?”

      “I don’t know, damn it. Clint refused to let the woman tell him what she knew.”

      “As your best friend’s father, I think he’d be smarter than that.” She would need to call the man when alone for the details. Clint Harbin had been Jack’s college roommate, one of his best friends, and a groomsman at her wedding. After law school, Clint followed in his father’s footsteps as a Solicitor. His son, Dan, was in law school, and Victoria expected him to follow in the family’s “business.”

      She had cultivated—and exploited—the closeness of Jack and Clint’s relationship. With a slight grin, she mentally patted herself on the back at how easy it had been to make Jack’s best friend her lover.

      “Dan’s not been much of a friend if you want the truth.” Brad’s irritating whine made her bite her tongue. “I’m surprised his father told me anything at all,” he said as he stared down at his shoes.

      This was a change. Dan and Brad had been drinking buddies and skirt chasers since high school.

      “Why is that?”

      Never raising his eyes, he continued. “We’ve just drifted apart. Busy. You know how that goes.” His hand slid down his face as if smoothing an invisible beard. She didn’t know where he had picked up that nervous habit and the hair flip. He copied others’ behavior and had done so since he was five. He was a pleaser. Until now, most of his imitation had been of his Uncle Clint.

      She asked her next question, knowing the reply would be a lie. Even as a child, with fur and slobber coating his fingers after he had killed his own dog, he was able to look her in the eye and deny that he’d done anything wrong. With Brad, nothing was ever his fault.

      “Any truth to this allegation?”

      “Well—since I don’t know what she said, I can’t tell you that, now can I?” His sarcastic tone grated. His constant disrespect had grown since college and had been intolerable over the past week.

      “Brad, you know what I mean. You’re no saint, but your father and I raised you better than that. Is there some girl that might hold a grudge against you?”

      “You know how girls are, Mama. I can’t make any of them happy.”

      She and Jack had tried to straighten the boy out, putting him in excellent schools and ensuring he was at church every time the doors opened. Nothing worked. He was bad through and through, and for the life of her, she had no idea why he was this way.
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      Victoria’s letter continues to irritate me like an unreachable mosquito bite. On the way home, I call my grandfather. He is my port in a storm, and even though I don’t want to involve him in my mess, he might see something I am missing. It’s how we work.

      The Judge answers on the third ring, his habit as a retired circuit court judge—to always check caller ID before answering.

      “Mo Ghràdh.”

      In his childhood Scots language, he always calls me a term of endearment, this time my darling. His deep voice is warm but deceiving. To hear my grandfather on the phone, one might think of him as a giant. Physically, however, he is not much taller than my five foot seven. Yet when robed and sitting on the Circuit Court bench in downtown Charleston, that voice shows the reality. In the legal world, he is omnipotent.

      Something extraordinary happens deep within me when he speaks to me in Scottish Gaelic. It dawns on me that I never ask him about his homeland. We always focus on me. I need to change that.

      “I just needed to hear your voice.”

      “Oh? Is everything all right?”

      “You know Jack Marshall is dead.”

      “Yes, praise the Almighty.” His hatred is almost as intense as mine.

      “I went to the funeral.”

      “Yes, I know. The entire town knows you were there and what you did. Have you lost your feckin’ mind?” My grandfather rarely uses foul language unless he is well into his glass. Or angry. Today, I vote for the latter.

      He lets out a long breath.

      “You should not have attended the funeral, Lee,” he says.

      “I needed to see him in the casket—I don’t know what possessed me. I was just angry.”

      “As you should be, but he’s good and dead now. You can put that behind you.”

      “Someone murdered him.”

      “Nae, he died of a heart attack.” I hear the clink of a glass through the phone.

      “I have proof that says otherwise.”

      “What proof?”

      “A photo of him shot multiple times.”

      “Where did you get that photo?”

      “An electronic voice called me after I left the funeral.”

      “Could it be fake?”

      “Possible, but I don’t think so. I’ll have Angus look at it.” One of my investigators is the Judge’s great-nephew from Scotland, my second cousin through marriage. He is an expert in electronics and deep-fakes and can determine if the photo is real. His wife, Nikki, is even more talented, especially in forensic accounting.

      “You need to stay far away from anything related to that man's death.” The Judge’s tone shifts to concern.

      While I’d rather discuss all this over brunch the following Sunday, I can’t wait that long. “Can I come out to the island?”

      “Of course. I’m in the same place I was the last time you saw me.”

      I head out of Charleston and over the Ravenel Bridge. A massive cargo ship, so large I think it will clip the bridge’s underside, passes beneath me at the same time I cross, giving me an otherworldly feeling. The wide bridge is still new to me, its cables rising taller than most cable bridges on this side of the world. I learned to drive when the old Grace Bridge was still in existence, a two-laner so narrow and rickety that I was terrified, even when opposing traffic came across the separate Pearman Bridge.

      On Sullivan’s, I head down Jasper Boulevard toward Breach Inlet, turning toward the ocean just before the bridge. Sullivan’s being a barrier island, it changes almost daily. The sand accretes and erodes, and flocks of birds come and go depending on the presence or absence of hurricanes.

      Many mornings, I drive out to the island and stand, sand between my toes, and watch the sunrise with my coffee. My grandfather purchased the lot years ago, building the big white barn of a house after he married my grandmother. We celebrated most of my holidays and summers here. This house is my definition of home.

      I find the Judge sitting at the “front” of the house, the ocean side, on the covered porch, watching the tide. The beach at this end of the island is narrow and shaped by repeated hurricanes. Each wave crashes close to the house with a boom.

      “High tide is in twenty minutes. Grab yourself something and sit with me.”

      The Judge makes it a point to sit each evening on the porch, most delighted those nights when the tide is at its highest. I hope he is no longer with us when the resulting rise of the water from climate change swallows his beloved home. I know my heart will undoubtedly break.

      I retrieve a tumbler and sit with him, taking just enough scotch in my glass to discolor the bottom. I dive right in.

      “When I was in high school, did you know Jack well?”

      “To see the man socially, yes. To know him, no.” He takes another sip of his scotch as he watches the waves.

      “And Victoria?”

      Her name brings a look of disdain. “The same. Why?”

      “You mentioned something to Mama when I was a kid, insisting I no longer work at the ranch. What was her response?” I throw back the liquor, resting my glass on the porch floor.

      “Shouldn't we let that lie?” His voice is so soft I have trouble hearing him over the waves. “Nothing served by dragging your dead màthair into anything.”

      I take his free hand in mine. “There were things between me and Jack that shouldn't have happened. Were you aware of the things involving Victoria?”

      He turns to me, a look of confusion on his face. “What things?”

      “Judge, just answer the question, please.”

      He smiles at my commanding tone. “No, counselor, I know Victoria is a spoiled socialite from Columbia if there is such a thing in that town. I was not aware of her biases toward malice until recently. But that relates to an incident that has nothing to do with you.”

      I will pick his brain on that “incident” another day over brunch.

      “What did you tell Mama?”

      My grandfather focuses on a sandpiper running in and out with the waves. The humidity falls with the evening’s arrival as we watch the sunset behind us reflect the oranges and pinks in the sky. The waves crash as the tide crests, then begins its slow retreat.

      “Seanair?” I hope addressing him in his language will bring a response.

      “Aye. I was remembering your mother.”

      It is my turn to be silent, waiting for him to continue. The sandpiper stops to grab a morsel on the beach as a wave almost covers the tiny bird with its ferocity.

      He squeezes my hand. “You were not the warm young lass you were as a child. At first, I thought your behavior change was an aspect of growing up. With so many boys in my family, I’m nay used to girls. But as you got older and progressed to the upper school, I realized you reacted to men differently than women.”

      “In what way?”

      “Reserved, as if you dinna trust them. You were always pleasing, mind you, but not the happy, carefree child you once were.”

      His observations of those years are correct, but Victoria was primarily responsible, not Jack. Her rules of how to behave around—and seduce—men completely changed how I looked at them. So, I avoid them now whenever possible, especially in my personal life.

      “When did you go to Mama?” The sandpiper is gone, having enough of the rising tumultuous water.

      “After that automobile accident before you received your license. I will never know why your silly goose of a mother allowed you to drive that day.” He releases my hand, taking another sip of his scotch. “Your leannan appeared almost immediately, saving you, your mother said,” his fingers make air quotes around the words, “wrenching you from the car after you’d hit that poor family and wrapping you in an embarrassing embrace.”

      My grandfather stares out at the Atlantic, forcing himself to continue.

      “I talked to the police officer myself to ensure there were no loose ends. The man was very uncomfortable with how Marshall treated you that day—like you were his possession, his wife. At not even sixteen, that concerned me. And, of course, I chewed on your mother a bit for allowing you to drive with no license. You were so unsupervised, I worried.”

      The Judge swallows his scotch as my memories are revived in technicolor. I will never forget how Jack grabbed me from the front seat of Daddy’s truck. I was in shock, and Jack’s strong, safe arms wrapped around me as I trembled.

      My grandfather’s expression lets me know there is more.

      “And? Please tell me what I need to know without me having to drag it out of you. We’ve always been honest with each other.”

      He places his glass on the adjacent small table and faces me. “Your mother turned a blind eye toward Jack and Victoria Marshall. I insisted they were showing too much influence over you, and she needed to step in and stop it.”

      My fists clench. “What did she say?”

      “She said you were growing into a lovely Christian woman, and the Marshalls supervised you way better than she could. She forbade me from interfering.” He shakes his head and focuses on the open ocean before him. “What tripe.”

      “What did you do?”

      “I watched more carefully. But I should have done more. I tried to talk with you several times, but you froze on me like an iceberg.”

      He is right. I wanted no one to know what was happening to me at that place, especially him. I was terrified that I would lose him then if he knew the things Jack, and especially Victoria, put me through.

      “When did you know for certain things were going on that shouldn’t be?”

      Taking in a large breath, he slowly releases it. “When you finally came to me for help.”

      I’d hidden it well. Twenty-one then, a senior in college—seven years from the day things started, and had just learned I was pregnant. I turned to my grandfather for help with the adoption process for the baby, especially when, before I could tell him we would be parents, Jack wanted nothing further to do with me.

      I lock eyes with my grandfather. “I’m not blaming you for anything.”

      He pulls me from the rocking chair as he stands, enveloping me in his arms.

      “You should blame me.” His voice is so soft I can barely hear him over the waves. “We were adults, your mama and me. And, for that matter, Jack and Victoria Marshall. You were but a child. I’m forever grateful you don’t hate me for it.”
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