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‘Phillips is back with a most intriguing and compelling story of grief, loss, memory and the quest for the truth. With rich characterisation and a lively setting, this story will enthral you to the end.’


LIZ NUGENT


‘The Hiding Game is filled with characters who will grab you by the throat from beginning to end. Absolutely gripping storyline, expertly crafted, an addictive page turner. I loved it.’


PATRICIA GIBNEY


‘The Hiding Game has everything you would expect from a Phillips novel – a pacy crime procedural full of twists and turns, with poignant insights into the emotional bond between mother and child. A cracking good read.’


KAREN PERRY


‘A riveting, ripped-from-the-headlines legal thriller set in A Small Town in the USA with dark secrets and murky lies which Phillips has pulled off not only with authenticity, but aplomb.’


CATHERINE RYAN HOWARD


‘Phillips is at the top of her game. The Hiding Game is riveting, thought-provoking and compulsive. A five-star read.’


ARLENE HUNT


‘A gripping courtroom drama with a courageous new heroine in Heather Baxter. Pacy, tightly plotted and full of suspense. The Hiding Game was worth the wait!’


ANDREA CARTER


‘Phillips sends us down into a rabbit hole of buried trauma, disjointed memories, fractured relationships and ruptured lives in the search for justice and redemption. An undoubted master of the psychological thriller.’


CORMAC O’KEEFFE


‘Best known for her Dublin-based crime fiction, Phillips makes a very successful trip Stateside with The Hiding Game. As always, research is her strong point, and the oppressive nature of life in a small town adds tension as Phillips draws together the strands of her tightly plotted family thriller.’
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Patriot Eagle


Brutal Murder of Young Mother


REMAINS UNSOLVED


Gerry Gillespie


Thursday, June 9, 1994.


A month on from the vicious murder of Elizabeth Baxter, a young mother whose dead body was tragically discovered by her ten-year-old daughter, Heather Baxter, police in Corham are still struggling to find her killer. The date, 9 May 1994, remains circled in red on a calendar in the hall, acting as a grim reminder of how the lives of the Baxter family, mother Elizabeth, father Charlie, and daughter Heather have changed for ever.


On the afternoon of the killing, a storm had formed north of Lake Ontario and slid off the coast, bringing the first snow in early summer in a hundred years. According to recent reports, young Heather was drawn from her bedroom on hearing a noise outside. She told Sheriff Hodgson she paused at the door of her late sister’s room, highlighting the earlier tragedy, three years before, of Elizabeth’s other daughter, Mia, who died at only five days old from septicaemia.


Heather said the door to the baby’s room was ajar. It was dark inside with the heavy curtains pulled over to keep out the light. A crib, empty, except for a quilt with different-coloured elephants, stood in testament to Mia’s short life as the mobile above it hung in silence. The only photograph in the room depicts the infant, with her port-wine birthmark in the shape of a half-moon on her right cheek, being held by her mother. Who could have known they would both die far too young?


A shocked Heather gave the police a scant description of the intruder, having caught a glimpse of him as he entered the house. She described him as medium build with wide shoulders, wearing dark overalls and a black ski-mask to cover his face. Sheriff Hodgson told reporters that when the child saw him she wanted to call out to warn her mother, but the words wouldn’t come. ‘They were stuck inside my head,’ she said, ‘trapped.’ Instead, she hid in a blanket box upstairs, terrified. Soon after that, she heard the first scream, followed by a crashing noise, as if metal pots were hitting the ground at speed.


According to police, at some point the intruder left the kitchen, and moved throughout the house, ransacking each of the rooms. Did the young girl peek through the small slits in the blanket box? Did she see the man kick in her parents’ bedroom door, swiping the contents off the top of the dressing-table? Did she follow his movements as he entered the baby’s room, ripping the quilt from the empty crib? The answers to these questions may never be known as the child insists she cannot remember anything from shortly after she hid in the blanket box.


Hours later, with the house in darkness, and freezing cold, she climbed out and walked downstairs. Outside, inches of snow piled on the window-sills. She told police she was in a kind of trance until she reached the kitchen and in the darkness, saw her mother’s dead body on the kitchen floor, the blood pooled around her chest, as her honey-blonde hair lay like tangled seaweed on the bloodied white tiles.


The crime-scene photographs act as a stark reminder of the evil inflicted on this young mother, with multiple knife wounds to her upper chest, her legs discoloured from the start of bruising, and the skin on her wrists scorched from the rope used to tie her hands. We can only imagine the horror she felt. Perhaps her knees went weak as the intruder dragged her to the floor. Was his voice loud, shrilling, or did he act in silence? Did the knife attack happen before or after the sexual assault?


Hours later, the little girl knelt beside her mother’s dead body and pulled her skirt down over her exposed legs, offering a final act of respect in death.


To date, several people have been questioned about the killing, including Elizabeth’s husband, Charlie Baxter, but only one remains in custody, Lucas García, or the Medicine Man, as he has become known. It was Heather’s scant description of the intruder, including the colour of his eyes, that linked García to the crime. Now, a month afterwards, it is still impossible to know if Elizabeth Baxter died straight away. Many believe that even if her daughter had come down earlier and raised the alarm she might not have saved her. The child, emotionally strained, still has no recollection of what happened from the time she hid in the blanket box to hours later when she found her mother on the kitchen floor. Undoubtedly, the murder has cast a dark shadow over the small coastal town of Corham, with so many unanswered questions. Perhaps none of us will ever know the truth. On that dark day in May, did Elizabeth Baxter know her killer? Did she know she was going to die? And if the dead could speak, what would she say?




1
HEATHER


The traffic on Route 3A to Corham is travelling at a snail’s pace. The early August sun has pushed the temperature past ninety degrees and the glare on the windscreen is blinding. I try to ignore my cell phone, but the caller is persistent.


‘Heather,’ Jim Handcock’s voice bellows down the line, pronouncing my name Heathah with his heavy South Shore accent, ‘are you having a tough time getting here? We expected you a quarter of an hour ago.’ His voice already feels like an unwanted pull back to the past.


‘It’s been bumper to bumper,’ I reply, realising I’m less than ten miles outside Central Boston and my city voice has already slipped. ‘Traffic is moving faster now. I won’t be long.’


‘We’ll be here waiting for yah.’


I turn the air-conditioner up another notch and switch on the radio. The local station, Country Way, has the latest on Abby Jones, the young girl awaiting trial for the murder of the baby, Jacob Rotterdam. ‘With many people screaming for justice for Jacob,’ states the radio presenter, ‘Abby Jones will soon face a jury, and this community, like the grieving parents, will at long last get the answers it deserves.’


As the presenter switches to another news segment, I think long and hard about the teenager, Abby Jones, the reason I’m heading out of the city to the town of my birth.


I take my exit from the Interstate, passing the lumber company on the right, and Raintree woods on the left. It feels like I’m entering an old life, one I thought was dead to me, one I didn’t plan on returning to so fast.


The closer I get to Corham, the more residential the landscape becomes, with wealthy upper-middle-class homes, nestled behind tree-lined driveways, dotted on either side. Further south will bring me to Pike, and its picturesque harbour, but instead I keep my mind focused, as I drive to the Handcocks’ house, on whether or not, considering our shared history, I will defend their niece.


On Main Street, I pass the old pharmacy, now a day spa, the window display in shades of aqua and gold. What used to be Ryan’s hardware store has changed too, now specialising in high-tech machinery. Jeremiah Ryan died ten years ago, but I imagine him now, like a ghost from an old life, turning up at his store every day, rain or shine, in sickness and in health, much like his marriage vows.


There are tourists on the sidewalk taking photographs. I hear Grandma Lorrie’s voice in my head, talking about them creeping all over town in summer, and soon I’m passing St Anthony’s Church. Although the bell isn’t tolling in the white wooden tower, I hear it loud and clear.


I take a sharp right turn with memories of the church and my mother’s funeral, despite the intervening years, clawing after me: the closed casket, the stained-glass windows, with all the saints looking down in judgement, the smell of incense, strong, potent, and the people from the town, whispering, watching me with their accusing eyes, telling me what I already knew – I’d failed her.


Nearing the coast, I pass homes with private beaches. I think about how our old house in Corham, not even thirty miles south-east of Boston but still a universe apart, was always at odds with this wealth. As the road rises, and the coastal town of my birth, with its New England-style colonial homes, comes further into view, it immediately engulfs me, letting me know it still exists, as does the code of silence around my mother’s death.


I turn into Hobart Lane, the most affluent address in Corham, and one, like the rest of the town, embedded in my childhood. In spite of the heat, I open the car window to hear the sea, its rhythmic pulse beating against the cliffs. I breathe in deeply, the air a mix of dry heat, salt and seaweed, visualising in the distance the hypnotic astral blue of the ocean, remembering how many times, growing up, I went to the water’s edge, wanting to get away from a life I didn’t choose, one without a mother, and how that life was sometimes filled with a loneliness I didn’t know existed until she died. I have learned over time how loss can make you fragile or strong, or both.


Ten minutes later, I drive up the curved pathway of the Handcocks’ home.


Parking, I switch off the engine, and instantly, without the air-conditioner, the heat is oppressive, bearing down, August heat, like a firecracker ready to explode, sapping the last of any surplus air. I jerk the rear-view mirror around and check my make-up. For a split second, I see the younger me, ten years old, full of questions, and afraid.


Outside, a line of sweat builds up on the back of my neck. I buzz open the trunk and take out my leather briefcase.


As I hear my footsteps crunch on the gravelled drive, I have the distinct sense of being watched. I catch a glimpse of someone looking down from upstairs. At first, I think it’s the sun playing tricks on the windows, but then with my hands shielding my eyes, for a second I see the darkened shape, before the light changes again and it’s gone.


The doorbell echoes in what I know is a marbled hallway. The house is the largest in Corham. Everything about it is big and bold, a loud, clear statement about money, lots of it. Moments later, footsteps approach. They sound light and delicate, but swift, getting ever closer to the door. I wipe the perspiration off the back of my neck. A young girl with dazzling blue eyes greets me. She is dressed in a maid’s uniform, her auburn hair tied up tightly in a bun. I visualise her in hipster jeans and a T-shirt, socialising with friends, rather than being another possession of the Handcocks. She doesn’t get a chance to ask my name, because from behind the double staircase Alice Handcock calls out. ‘Heather, how kind of you to come at such short notice.’


I watch her glide towards me, as if she is the ruler of all she sees. I step into the grand hallway, filled with over-the-top marble sculptures of naked men, probably paid for with the easy money the Handcocks made before the real estate bubble burst, when they, unlike others, had the good fortune to pull out early. Like me, the sculptures belong someplace else. Not here.


When I got the phone call from Jim Handcock a few days ago, wanting me to defend his niece, Abby, my immediate instinct was to say, ‘No,’ even if my brain told me this might be the trial of the decade. With my small private practice and limited resources ‒ compared to the bigger corporate firms ‒ I would have been crazy to outright turn it down, even if it meant a complete reshuffling of case files and playing catch-up fast. None of that matters now. I know that the real reason I’m here is the same reason I want to be somewhere else: all the unanswered questions from my past.


The house is cool, each room and zone perfectly balanced to fight off the oppressive heat. Alice is exactly as I remember her, her skin barely covering her bones. She has attractive features, and honey-blonde hair the same shade as my mother’s. Twelve years younger than her husband, she looks the epitome of a life lived in the gym and at the golf club. She is wearing three-quarter-length white linen trousers, light gym shoes and a sleeveless red cotton top. Up close, I spot the signs of early Botox intervention: immovable forehead skin, a slightly rigid jawline. Now in her mid-forties, she has been married to Jim since she turned eighteen, but she could easily be taken for far younger than her years.


‘Hello, Alice,’ I say.


‘Oh, Heather, it’s been far too long. It was your grandmother’s funeral, wasn’t it, the last time we met?’


I nod.


‘Jim is so keen to chat with you.’ She indicates that I should follow her. We walk towards the garden out back, but we come to an abrupt stop in the conservatory, filled with tall leafy exotic plants. Within the green foliage, I see him, the man who, as a child, I feared because everyone feared him. Power in a small town is everything.


He looks slightly out of breath, as if he rushed to get here. Was he the person upstairs? He has gained weight, his hair is thinning, and his eyes, although hidden behind sunglasses, are obviously staring at me. There is a can of beer on the wrought-iron table in front of him. He sits down and removes his glasses. I sense Alice’s disapproval of the can. She reaches into the drinks cabinet and takes out a glass, pouring the beer into it.


‘Heather.’ He beams, looking up at me, reaching out to shake my sweaty hand. I think about the shape in the upstairs window again. I tell myself to get it together. If my mother had lived, she and Jim would be the same age and, like most folks from Corham, they would have known each other their entire lives. That’s the thing about small towns: people in them spend a lifetime tripping over each other whether they want to or not. No one openly talks about her killing, but it’s always there, in the fabric of the place and trapped inside me. It never goes away.


Jim and Alice settle down beside each other – presenting as a team. I sit opposite, on a chaise longue patterned with giant sunflowers. Jim tells me about a new family in town. Alice shares a short anecdote from the golf club. I ask about business, knowing he has recently switched to renewable energy while still running a car dealership in Winthrop, and a transport company monopolising operations along the South Shore. They ask about Boston and my practice. I hate small talk. I swiftly shift gear, needing them to get to the point, still hearing the words of the radio presenter in my head, talking about people screaming for justice, as I wonder, yet again, why they called me.


Their demeanour promptly changes. Jim puts down his beer. Alice rests her hands on her knees. This is their cue to talk about Abby. Both sit up straight. Their body language tells me they find this conversation uncomfortable. Alice takes the initiative. ‘It was Jim’s idea to contact you.’ She smiles at her husband. He nods back in affirmation.


‘I understand your previous attorney quit?’


‘I wouldn’t call it that, Heather.’ Jim sits further forward. ‘He had personal issues. Besides, he couldn’t even manage to get Abby out on bail. What kind of attorney is that?’


I want to tell them the reason Abby has been behind bars since her arraignment months before is the evidence stacked against her, but instead, staring at him, I say, ‘Your niece’s statements to the police were damning.’


‘We’ve all seen enough TV shows,’ says Jim, ‘to know things said to the police under pressure are not always the truth.’


‘Our old attorney,’ Alice adds, ‘said his wife left him.’ Her voice is deadpan. ‘Apparently she took the children and drove out west to Arizona. It seems he had abuse problems. You know, Heather, drink, drugs, but still functioning at the top of his game. An adrenalin junkie, you might say, who happened to crash out at the most inappropriate time.’


‘He came highly recommended,’ Jim says, ‘the best money can buy.’ He reaches over and touches my knee. ‘But you, Heather, you’re one of our own.’ I catch Alice staring at his hand, maintaining her composure. When he takes it away, I pull my knees further back. Is that why they contacted me? Because I’m from this town, because I have history here, and they think, like everyone else from this place, that I’ll do their bidding?


‘I won’t lie to you, Heather,’ he continues, ‘we need your help. Abby needs your help.’


I think about the images in the newspapers. Even before the Handcocks’ phone call, I already had a more than keen interest in the case. The girl, at nineteen, had been repeatedly scorned in the media, with references to the mark of the devil on her face, a similar port-wine birthmark to my late sister Mia’s. A lot was already stacked against the teenager, who seemed ill-equipped to deal with any of it. Is that why I’m considering this case, because I see myself in her, a girl far too young to recognise the high stakes involved?


‘How is your father doing?’ Jim asks distractedly.


‘I haven’t seen him in a while.’ My voice sounds sharper than I intend. I’ve barely spoken to my father in months.


A silence hangs.


‘Well,’ he replies, ‘Charlie has always been a law unto himself.’


‘Indeed,’ I say, already hating them knowing so much about me. They’re both staring. I plaster a false smile of reassurance on my face.


‘Heather, are you going to take this case?’ Jim looks anxiously at Alice. ‘We realise Corham doesn’t have the best of memories for you.’ He turns back to me.


I hear the tension in his voice. I know Abby is his niece, but why does he care so much? This trial is going to cost him plenty. Is it guilt for all the time she was in foster care? I understand guilt better than most, but Jim Handcock never struck me as the guilty type. I take the legal pad out of my briefcase. ‘That depends, Jim. I need to ask you a few questions first, and as for my memories, let’s all agree that the past is in the past.’ I sound more assured than I feel.


He nods.


‘I believe you both knew the Rotterdams prior to Abby’s engagement as a live-in nanny.’ My voice sounds professional, efficient, but still it feels strange asking them questions. Our roles have changed. I’m no longer the child from the poor background seeing them as adults, people considered to be pillars of the community. Here, in this room, we’re on an equal footing. And they need my help.


‘That’s right,’ says Alice. ‘They were a lovely couple.’


‘Were?’


‘I mean, before all this messy business. We became quite friendly shortly after Morgan began advising us on investments, but now … Well, all those things they’re saying about Abby, they’re shocking. Isn’t that right, Jim?’


‘They sure are.’


‘He was such a beautiful baby, though,’ Alice adds, her voice full of regret. ‘I can’t say I ever saw such a gorgeous child before.’


Jim sits forward again. ‘Look, Heather, I don’t know who or what harmed that baby, but it sure as hell wasn’t my niece, and I want the rest of the world to know it. My reputation is on the line here too.’


‘Your late grandpa,’ Alice cuts in, ‘is said to have been the greatest attorney born in these parts.’


‘So I hear.’ I make a note in the legal pad about their previous relationship with the Rotterdams.


‘A great guy,’ Jim adds.


I wonder how much about my grandpa either of them really knows.


‘Tell me everything you can about Abby,’ I say, looking from Jim to Alice. ‘Starting at the beginning, including why you took her out of foster care to live with you.’


‘Does that mean, Heather,’ he asks, ‘that you’re gonna take the case?’


‘I’ll let you know as soon as I hear what you have to say, and once I’ve talked to Abby.’


‘We don’t have a lot of time.’ Alice eyeballs me in a way I remember from childhood: a don’t-dare-mess-with-me stare.


‘I realise that,’ I say, ‘which is why I’ve set up an appointment to meet her at Framingham Correctional this afternoon.’ I look from Alice to Jim. ‘It’s important I believe her.’


‘I warn you, Heather, she can be a bit odd,’ he adds.


‘Odd isn’t guilty,’ I retort.


‘No,’ he agrees, ‘that’s true, it ain’t, and Abby hasn’t had the easiest of lives.’


‘You were going to tell me why you took her out of foster care.’


‘We didn’t exactly take her out of care. It was more that she came to us.’


‘We never had children of our own,’ Alice adds, with an inflection of regret.


‘Go on,’ I say, looking at Jim.


‘Abby was released from DCF when she turned eighteen.’


‘The Department of Children and Families?’


‘Yeah,’ he says, his body stiffening. ‘She had the option to enter an independent-living programme, with kids of her own age, but by then she was sick of sharing a room and people constantly being around her.’


‘Oh?’


‘So, as I said, she turned up here. Rang on the doorbell the same way you did just now.’


‘It was like seeing a ghost, wasn’t it, Jim?’ Alice looks at her husband.


‘What Alice means,’ he swallows hard, sharpness in his tone, ‘is that Abby looks a lot like my sister.’


I already know about Jim’s late sister, Olivia. How as a teenager she ended up pregnant and unmarried, having linked up with a guy called Jones. They slept rough in Boston and, hooked on heroin, overdosed a few years later, within weeks of each other, when Abby was barely three. In a place like Corham, though, no matter how far you travel from it, your story still belongs right here.


I promptly move things on. ‘How did Abby end up going to the Rotterdams?’


Jim hesitates. Alice instantly takes over. ‘The girl needed space, and besides, Boston wasn’t a million miles away. All those difficult years meant she found it hard to settle. Jim thought working, keeping busy, would ground her more, didn’t you, Jim?’


‘She was bored doing nothing,’ he agrees, swallowing the rest of his beer a little too fast. I sense they may be holding something back, but I let it slide for now.


Four completed pages of a legal pad later, I hear more about Abby’s difficult life in and out of foster homes. How she was still unsettled when she came to live with them. It was Alice who saw how much she loved children, and Abby agreed that earning her own money would help her feel more independent. When the opportunity came to work for the Rotterdams, it seemed like a good idea, but tension soon developed between herself and Vivienne Rotterdam. Abby thought Vivienne was too controlling. Jim put it down to the girl’s restlessness, nothing more.


‘You’re so like your mother,’ he says, as I stand to leave. I don’t answer him. I don’t want him talking about her. His words feel like an intrusion into something private, something other people think they own, even if they don’t. I hear my mother’s words in my head – Be fragile, be strong.


Alice leads me out through a side corridor. I’ve never been in this part of the house before. Animal heads hang on the walls, but my eyes are drawn to a mahogany and glass cabinet. Inside, there is an assortment of miniature elephants, at least fifty of them, sitting on mirrored glass shelves. Many are made of crystal, others of clay, while some are coated in metallic paint. I stop.


‘They’re Jim’s,’ Alice says dismissively, as if she wants to rid herself of any responsibility for them. ‘He had them imported from all over the world.’


‘Really?’


‘He’s been fascinated with elephants ever since his daddy promised to take him on safari as a boy. It never materialised, of course, but the fascination stuck.’


I stare into the cabinet, seeing my adult self reflected in the glass. I know exactly what I’m looking for: a miniature silver elephant with an ivory trunk held upwards towards the sky.


‘Are you all right, Heather? You’ve gone quite pale.’


I don’t answer her. I’m thinking about my mother’s red box of mementoes. I see the miniature elephant she had in it as clearly as I see its counterparts on the mirrored shelves. Was it a present from Jim Handcock?


Alice moves in closer. ‘Jim was always very fond of your mother,’ she says quietly, as if reading my thoughts. ‘It’s partly why he’s so fond of you. I hope you’re not going to let him down.’


I turn to face her, matching her stare. ‘As I said earlier, Alice, I’ll let you both know how I get on with Abby.’


‘We’d appreciate that, although there is something you should know.’ Her words are almost teasing, as if we’re about to share a secret.


‘What?’ I ask, mildly irritated by her intimate tone.


‘Jim may not have been completely honest with you about Abby.’


‘Meaning?’


‘It is possible,’ she pauses, hesitant, ‘that he has an unhealthy fascination with the girl.’


‘Unhealthy?’


‘I don’t have to spell it out for you, Heather, do I?’ She stares at me as if she knows something I don’t. ‘I could be wrong,’ she continues, ‘but it wouldn’t be the first time a man becomes besotted with a young girl, especially one who is related to them.’


Her words feel cloying, but I note them all the same, my mind drifting back to a few months earlier, when I was back in Corham for Grandma Lorrie’s funeral, and how afterwards practically everyone in town went up to my grandparents’ house. Samuel, my uncle, was there too. Meeting him again, after nearly a decade of living somewhere else, and avoiding being around him, had unsettled me more than I wanted to admit, as if he could still find minute cracks in my skin to crawl into. He told me he had started the twelve-step programme, looking to make amends for past sins, all the terrible things he had done, but that the voice of the devil was still urging him on. He touched my arm. I balked.


That was when the first shred of memory came back, and I saw the shadow standing over me. Initially I thought I’d imagined it, but then I was back there, in my old bedroom, and the dark shadow was moving around the room. I heard the chorus of birdsong, too, as a light summer’s breeze came in through the opened window. Since that first recall, other fragments of memory have come back too, each so tiny that, no matter how many times I replay them, they refuse to become whole.


As Alice directs me outside, my eyes dart back to the cabinet with the miniature elephants. Again, I visualise the silver elephant belonging to my mother. At the door, Alice waits until I’m outside before she says, ‘Lucas García is back in town.’


The name explodes in my head. I glare at her.


‘He’s been here for a while. He’s opened an alternative healing shop. Who would have thought?’


I don’t answer her.


Outside, the sun is even hotter than it was earlier. My throat feels dry. I swallow hard, walking away from the house. Again, I hear my feet crunch on the gravelled drive, and with every step I take, I know Alice is watching me. Opening the car door, I stare back at her. She doesn’t wave or acknowledge me. Her face is too far away for me to read her thoughts.


As I drive off, another idea takes hold, one that isn’t based on rational thinking but, rather, a sense of inner warning, and a feeling that somehow, being here this afternoon, with the Handcocks, I have already put certain things in motion, things I may soon regret.
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HEATHER


The first thing that hits you about Framingham Correctional is its large and oppressive size. Framed within reddish-brown stone walls and rows of rectangular sash windows, as the oldest correctional institution in the US it exudes dominance. Even the most optimistic of inmates on first viewing must doubt they will ever leave. I stare at the steel poles surrounding the building, meshed from the ground up with barbed wire and cameras watching a person’s every move, daring anyone to get in or out without permission. I think about Abby, wondering if she is still in that early stage of hope, believing she might soon leave.


At the entrance, the solid and forbidding structure casts an elongated darkness on the ground below, and in the clawing temperatures of the afternoon, it is as if the barbed wire is somehow curling in on itself. Before walking through the red double doors with ‘MCI FRAMINGHAM’ in bold white letters above, I glance across at the female prisoners out for their daily exercise. There isn’t a piece of greenery anywhere. Some of the women move in groups, but most are walking alone, dragging their feet along the concrete. If Abby Jones is found guilty, this place will become her life.


Inside, I go through the normal security checks, reaching the visitors’ area in less than ten minutes. I had noted ‘Special Circumstances’ on my prisoner-visit request, meaning there were two possible outcomes: either I’d find myself sitting in a room with others, and a glass panel between myself and Abby, or we’d get an empty visitor’s room. I am relieved to hear it’s the latter.


As I wait for her to arrive, the sense of being trapped in the small grey room, with its high walls, is formidable. Water gurgles through the pipework overhead. There is a tiny north-facing window high up, allowing in only a little light. A double-tubed fluorescent fitting hangs from the ceiling by four linked chains. The prisoners’ canteen is nearby. I smell supper being cooked and I imagine the women thronging in, eating their meals from the metal plates and bowls. It isn’t hard to understand how a person could lose themselves in a place like this. Especially when they know they’re going to be locked up for a very long time.


A female security guard opens the door. Abby walks in. Her face is blank, her shoulders bent forward, her hands locked together in handcuffs. Female inmates entering the visitors’ area can wear normal clothes, but there are strict rules about attire. Everything must be neat and presentable – a top with long sleeves, pants, socks, flat shoes, foundation garments, and no wired bras. Abby wears an oversized grey sweatshirt and navy leggings. Her jet-black hair is tied back in a short, tight ponytail. She looks younger than her nineteen years. I stare at the birthmark in the shape of a half-moon on her face. I can’t help but think of Mia, and how, like Jacob, the baby Abby is accused of harming, each had their lives cut tragically short.


When she sits down, I mentally review the case notes again, thinking about that damning interview between her and the two police officers, when she admitted shaking the baby. The officers gave a very different account of what Abby said from the one she put forward later. There are always differences, contradictions between what people believed they had said to the police and what was recorded. Still, first statements are important, and things blurted out directly after something horrific has happened can often be closest to the truth.


I study her, noting the marked resilience in her expression. She looks like someone who is used to relying only on herself.


‘Hello, Abby,’ I say.


‘Hello.’ She keeps her head down.


‘I’m Heather Baxter.’


‘I know who you are.’ Her tone is flat.


‘I’m guessing then that you also know I’m here to listen to your side of the story.’


‘I’ve explained it all before.’


‘Yes, but today I’ll need you to explain it again, to me.’


She looks up for the first time. ‘Uncle Jim says I should trust you.’


‘And he’s right.’


‘I didn’t kill the baby. Do you believe that?’


‘I don’t know, Abby, not yet, but I’m here to help if I can.’ I pull a file from my briefcase. The top documents are the statements from the interviewing officers. ‘Let’s start with your police statement.’ I take her lack of response as agreement. ‘According to the police, you admitted shaking Jacob. You even demonstrated on that day how you did it.’


‘They had me all mixed up.’


‘The reports go on to say that you dropped him into his crib from a height.’


She doesn’t respond, and her face is giving nothing away.


‘And when you were asked if you had shaken Jacob before, you said you might have done.’


‘I was trying to be helpful. I didn’t understand what was happening.’


‘Both officers recorded identical statements in their notebooks.’


‘You don’t believe me, do you?’


‘I didn’t say that, Abby.’ I keep my voice calm. ‘Why don’t you take me back to the day Jacob died, and tell me, in your own words, exactly what happened.’


Her recall isn’t poles apart from the original statements, but it communicates a very different premise. She panicked when Jacob didn’t wake up. Her shaking of the baby was to revive him. When the officers questioned her, she wasn’t sure what they were asking. She was in shock. She didn’t want to believe what was happening. He had been poorly earlier that morning, coughing and a little out of sorts, but nothing serious. How could she possibly have known he would die? At first, when she went upstairs to check on him, she got scared because of his lack of response. She started to rock him back and forth, and feeling even more frightened, her rocking became frenzied. She put him down in the crib, unsure of what to do next.


‘I freaked out when he wouldn’t open his eyes.’ Her voice is high-pitched. ‘I kept calling his name. Like I said, he’d been unwell earlier. I thought it would pass, but it didn’t. It was awful …’


‘Did you shake Jacob violently?’


‘I didn’t. I swear. All I wanted was for them to stop pushing me. I couldn’t think straight.’


‘Abby, I’m going to ask you a few questions,’ I lock eyes with her, ‘and I want you to be absolutely sure about your answers. Remember,’ I say, ‘your trial is only weeks away.’


If I believe her, I know the time pressures won’t matter because I won’t be able to walk away.


‘Okay,’ she says, repositioning herself on the chair.


‘I’ll know if you’re lying,’ I insist, glaring at her, drilling my words home.


She nods.


‘Did you kill Jacob Rotterdam?’


‘No.’


‘Did you lose your temper with him?’


‘No.’


‘Did you panic when you realised you’d gone too far? Was that what happened, Abby?’


‘No, no, no, I couldn’t have.’


Mentally, I’m already putting her on the witness stand, because that is exactly where she will soon be. She looks at me as if I’m crazy, as if the questions are so ridiculous she doesn’t even know where to begin. I study my prospective client, the intermingling of her fingers, her slightly hunched shoulders, her exhausted, strained eyes. She looks as if she’s physically fading away. Do I believe her? I don’t know yet, not for sure. I change tack.


‘Your uncle said you didn’t want to enter the independent-living programme.’


‘No, I didn’t.’


‘Why not?’


‘I was sick of people being around me. I’d have had to live with roommates. I’d had enough sharing in foster care.’ She looks around the room, her revulsion at her new reality immediately showing on her face.


‘But, eventually, you would have been independent.’


‘I don’t trust eventually. I don’t trust them.’


‘Who?’


‘Those in charge.’


‘I see.’


‘Do you?’


She’s testing me, too, sizing me up. ‘Perhaps not,’ I say, ‘not fully.’


‘People lucky enough to have loving families never do.’


‘I know you lost your mother,’ I say, ‘when you were three years old,’ aware of how loaded my words are.


‘I lost her before that, but yeah.’


‘That must have been difficult.’


I see tears forming in her eyes and, despite her hardened resolve, I already know I want to believe her.


‘I’ve always felt different from other people. I used to think it was not having parents, a mother and a father.’ She pauses, staring at me. ‘But it wasn’t that. It was being unwanted.’


Was I unwanted? Abandoned so many times by my father, Grandma Lorrie only taking me in out of a sense of responsibility, but never, ever, out of love. ‘I understand that, Abby,’ I say.


‘I thought I wasn’t deserving of love, you know, and maybe I wasn’t.’ She shrugs her shoulders.


‘Abby, what happened back then wasn’t your fault,’ I say, aware of how many times I’ve repeated the same thing to myself, and how often the words rang hollow.


‘Did you ever see darkness, Heather?’


Her question feels unexpected. ‘What do you mean?’


‘When the world goes black, so dark you can’t think?’


I see myself as ten years old again, how I heard the clock ticking before seeing the intruder. Then I heard my mother scream, and things began to crash to the floor, and after that, her muffled cries, before I hid, unwilling or unable to protect her. ‘Yes, Abby, I have.’


‘That’s what it was like, when Jacob wouldn’t wake up. Everything went dark. I couldn’t think straight. I didn’t know what to do.’


Her words could be the same as mine, from the day my mother was killed, when everything went black, and afterwards there were all those hours of nothingness, until eventually I found her and knew nothing would ever be the same again.


‘Heather, I couldn’t have harmed Jacob. I couldn’t have done any of those things they’re saying.’


I visualise the photographs of Jacob from the news reports, the beautiful, happy baby boy with a head of dark hair, and those deep whirlpools of brown eyes. It is hard, even now, not to think about what might have been, imagining him as an older child, a teenager, and then a man. Everything changes with the death of a child. The sense of injustice is unfathomable. It is something beyond acceptance. Again, my mind shifts to Mia, and how, after she died, my mother changed too. I see myself holding my mother’s hand as she stares into the empty crib, and my father is nowhere to be found. How, later that day, I was the one who put my mother to bed, I was the one who went to town to get whatever groceries we could afford, who tried, in my childlike way, to make her better. None of it mattered, because once she lost the baby, there was no going back to our life before.


‘Heather,’ Abby pleads, ‘tell me you’ll help. If you won’t, I don’t know what I’ll do. I can’t take much more of this. I—’


I don’t let her finish her sentence. ‘It’s okay,’ I say, ‘you’re stronger than you think.’ Be fragile, be strong.


Neither of us says anything for a moment, but a million thoughts fly through my head, because, I already realise, I see myself in this young girl, motherless, feeling unwanted by the world, unloved, and, far too young to understand what any of it means, still partly reeling from shock. If I walk away from Abby, from this trial, I will become like all the other people who, in one way or another, have abandoned both of us.


The more we talk, the more I believe her. Considering her age and obvious vulnerability, she would have been an easy target for blame, feeling trapped, like me, when something unimaginable happened, and she was isolated and alone. Abby may have the Handcocks on her side, but they can’t defend her in a court of law, and by the time we part ways, I have accepted the case, along with the belief that the world is stacked against Abby Jones.


It is only when I’m halfway home to West Roxbury that I see the black sedan. It maintains a five-car distance behind me. I had noticed it earlier, too, after leaving the Handcocks’ house, but I put my unease down to an overactive imagination playing havoc. In the rear-view mirror, I see a male frame, his face shadowed by a wide-brimmed hat.


Is it Lucas?


I immediately push away the question, but when the car fades out of view, the relief is instant.
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ELIZABETH


In my mind, I am still running through the woods, and my direction is uncertain. My feet are bare and muddied. There are scratches on my upper arms, but I have no memory of how I got them. The desire to run, and to keep on running, is strong. I can’t look back. I have to find her. ‘Mia,’ I scream, over and over, but she doesn’t hear me. She can’t hear me, because she is no longer here. Mia is dead.


At times like this, when everything is quiet other than the sleeping night, the faintest sound can give me hope, fool me into believing she’s still here, until I grasp again that she’s gone. She isn’t real. Not any more.


Some people think that after you die, you see a bright light at the end of a tunnel, or an open door willing you to the other side. I wonder if my baby girl saw either of these things.


The doubts will keep me awake for hours.


I have changed, I know. Deep in my core, I am different. It is as if there is a ‘before’ and ‘after’ me, and neither of them gives me solace.


Lately, in the early mornings, when Heather is at school, I have started going swimming. I take the route along Atlantic Road to Sandy Beach. The place is usually deserted at that hour. It’s how I like it.


It’s over a year since Mia’s death. The beach and the water are like a sanctuary to me now, vast and mysterious, and, by extension, at times I feel hardly human, with the seemingly endless ocean beating against the shore. I tell myself not to worry, that things will soon change, and looking out at the vastness, I can become a creature of that world, instead of the person I really am, with all the complications of a life I’m locked within.


A couple of months ago, on a warm morning in April, Lucas García came to the beach. When I saw him, I thought at first he was a drifter, a nobody passing through. I was annoyed at being disturbed, and I was soaked from head to toe, having just come out of the water. As my toes intertwined with the pink seaweed, I tried to dry off fast, feeling self-conscious. He was standing by a large boulder a few metres away, wearing what looked like a Panama hat. He swigged from a small bottle. I noted the strangeness of this, drinking so early in the morning, but in that moment I was more concerned with the interruption than wondering who he was or why he was there. Later, he told me, it was one of his potions, the kind to clear your mind of negative thoughts, but what spiked my curiosity most was the way he looked at me. There was a familiarity about him and his piercing green eyes. It was as if they knew all the thoughts swirling around in my head. He didn’t say anything for a very long time, and soon my instincts were tinged with something else. That something else scared me. It told me this man could be a mixture of temptation and danger.


I became more conscious of my appearance, pulling the towel tightly around my body. My swimsuit, still wet, was stuck to me like a skin I needed to rid myself of. As I stood there, my feet sinking further into the sand, my awkwardness and fear fought one another. I thought I might topple over. He took another swig, and raised his other hand in recognition, as if it was the most natural thing in the world.


‘I won’t harm you,’ he said, sensing my unease.


I turned my head away, gazing downwards instead of at him. I don’t know how long I stood like that, but when I finally looked up, he was gone.


It was as if I had imagined him. I searched the beach, thinking I would find him, but he’d disappeared, although a part of me already knew he would be back. It was only a matter of time.
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HEATHER


As I head towards our offices in Central Boston, for my first pre-trial session with Mark Hickman and Robin Finch, my side-chairs for the trial, I catch a glimpse of Long Island in the distance, no longer linked to Moon Island since the demolition of the bridge. After meeting the Handcocks, it’s as if my old and new life feel the same way, disconnected, only now, taking on this case, I’m speeding back into a past I’d fooled myself into believing I’d left behind.


I continue along Franklin Park, and soon I turn into Beacon Street, passing Dunkin Donuts on my right. When I reach our offices on the first floor, Robin and Mark are already in the conference room, sipping takeaway coffee. Mine still has the lid on it, waiting.


Robin, like me, is in her mid-thirties, but married. She is tough, old school, and she tells you things straight. Mark is younger, less experienced, with reddish-blond hair and pale skin, thanks to his Irish grandparents. At times, he appears like an over-eager puppy, but as a top graduate from Harvard, he, like Robin, will be invaluable.


We take our seats at the table.


‘Okay,’ I say. ‘I know we all love a challenge.’


They both return a grin.


‘I also know,’ I add, taking the lid off my coffee, ‘that we’re racing against the clock.’


‘Making it all the more challenging,’ says Robin.


‘And interesting,’ pipes Mark.


‘Okay,’ I say, ‘let’s start. Robin, what’s the first thing that hits you about this case?’


‘Abby was in the wrong place at the wrong time.’


‘You mean she was the last person with Jacob.’


‘Yes. As with many of these cases of alleged abuse, without witnesses, the last person with the infant is the first in the firing line.’


‘Let’s quickly go through the events of that day.’ I flip open my notepad. ‘When the Rotterdams left the house that morning, apart from a light cough, Jacob seemed fine, and neither Vivienne nor Morgan felt the need to check in later that day.’


They nod in agreement.


‘Towards lunchtime, Abby put Jacob down for a sleep. She says he seemed a little more poorly, his cough was slightly worse, but he settled quickly. While he slept, she phoned her friend, Ashley. She admits to not keeping a key eye on the baby monitor, but directly after the phone call, she went back upstairs to check on the baby. In her statement to the police, she said she wasn’t sure how long she was on the phone.


‘But we now have the subpoenaed phone records from the prosecution,’ says Robin. ‘It was over an hour.’


‘Which is damning,’ I say, ‘giving us a time gap when nobody is watching the infant. There is simply no way of knowing what happened while he was upstairs alone.’ I look back at my notes. ‘It was only when Abby went upstairs that she realised something was terribly wrong. She also says she can’t remember what she spent that hour talking to Ashley about.’


‘Sounds like she’s being deliberately evasive,’ says Mark.


‘Maybe, but with Abby,’ I say, ‘a lot goes down to trust. I’ll be pushing her on it again.’


‘The important factor here,’ says Robin, ‘is that once retinal haemorrhaging was found, it was taken as an inflicted injury, and the logical assumption became child abuse.’


I look down at my notes again. ‘When Jacob was admitted to hospital, initial X-rays revealed haemorrhages in his brain and eyes. According to the chief medical examiner, Boris Wesley, the triad of symptoms associated with Shaken Baby Syndrome, or SBS, as it’s commonly known, were all present.’


‘Which would have been an immediate flag for child-protection services, even if Jacob had survived,’ adds Mark.


‘But we also know,’ I say, ‘there have been several cases where alternative reasons for this kind of haemorrhaging have been identified.’


‘The point is,’ says Mark, ‘as yet we don’t have an alternative reason.’


‘It’s not up to us to supply one,’ says Robin. ‘It’s the job of the prosecution to prove guilt beyond reasonable doubt. Our job is to establish sufficient doubt, and if the police are correct about the harm done to Jacob, then common sense tells us it should have been the start of a very long investigation. When you consider the time line here, this feels like a rush to justice.’


‘You mean, Abby was an easy target?’


‘Precisely.’


‘So far,’ I say, ‘the line I’ve taken with the media is that there are many other potential reasons for the injuries, and that our experts over the course of the trial will prove this and, most importantly, that the injuries had nothing to do with Abby. This case will rest on one set of medical experts against another. We need the jury to understand that, in the absence of any other identifiable cause for the triad of symptoms Jacob presented with, it doesn’t mean one didn’t exist.’


‘Still, we can’t get away from the fact that Abby was the last person with Jacob,’ adds Robin, ‘and we have a missing hour, no matter how sorry she is about not checking the monitor.’


‘A missing hour, no witnesses as yet, no other plausible reasons for the injuries, and very little time,’ says Mark. ‘Looking at the autopsy photographs, seeing a child so young, people will find it hard to believe there isn’t a solid reason for the death. Without a solid alternative, they will look for someone to blame.’


‘And Abby is sitting right in front of them,’ I add.


‘The death of a child,’ Robin interjects, ‘especially an infant, will have emotions running high.’


I briefly look away, remembering how, after my mother lost Mia, I knew nothing on earth could console her because when there were no good feelings left inside her, all she could feel was sadness.


‘It will be an open courtroom too,’ Mark adds. ‘It could easily turn into a media circus.’


‘We’ll have to be careful,’ I agree, turning back to them. ‘One wrong move, one misguided statement, and we’ll be knee-deep in damage control.’


‘From a media point of view,’ says Robin, ‘it could split female opinion. On the one hand we have a young girl who, we will argue, has been wrongly accused of a crime. On the other, we have a mother who has lost her child.’


‘Woman against woman,’ I reply, ‘and both potential victims.’


‘The challenge of putting up other reasons for Jacob’s death, outside Shaken Baby Syndrome,’ says Mark, ‘is that you introduce a grey area into the jury’s mind.’


‘Go on,’ I say.


‘There will be debate over forensics and medical opinion, but as soon as we introduce other potential causes, like a previously unidentified fall causing earlier trauma, genetics or even metabolic disorders, we’re also putting ourselves in the position of having to prove them. With medical opinion divided on SBS, that may be a problem, and a big one.’


He flicks through the autopsy photographs. ‘You can’t look at these, Heather, and still think rationally. Without a full explanation to hand, it will be hard for people to imagine how a young life can simply end. The prosecution has marked these items one to ten in order of importance to the state. They’re going to hit home hard with them.’


‘You mean, they’ll look for a visceral reaction.’


‘Exactly.’


‘The jury selection will be critical too,’ adds Robin. ‘Boston is no different from the rest of the country when it comes to Shaken Baby Syndrome. One half of the experts believe it’s the only cause for the triad of symptoms presented, the other half that there are many other reasons, including unknown causes.’


‘There was a case I found in Wyoming,’ Mark says, sitting forward, ‘which could be useful. An ex-drug addict was accused of killing his baby son after his wife died of an overdose. The case looked simple on paper. The child arrived at the hospital with the same triad of symptoms as Jacob. It turned out, after his wife died, that the father went to rehab and got himself cleaned up. He was doing a good job as a father.’


‘What happened?’ I ask.


‘This guy wasn’t well educated, nor did he have much money. Everyone wanted to take the simple route. Ultimately, he was convicted, with thirty years’ jail time. Currently he’s still locked up, but what’s important is that a retrial now looks likely.’


‘On what grounds?’ Robin asks.


‘The mother had an unusual blood-clotting problem. The Innocence Project took the case on and pushed for the mother’s medical records. It took a while, but eventually the blood tests gave them another reason for the infant’s death, namely genetic blood abnormalities.’


‘It’s not beyond possibility,’ I add, ‘that something similar happened here.’


‘Also,’ adds Robin, energised, ‘I think the DA’s office took a few shortcuts, which we can expose.’


‘Why am I not surprised, with Assistant District Attorney Finlay Clarke running the show?’ asks Mark, sarcastically.


‘With Finlay,’ I emphasise, ‘be prepared for the unexpected. But I agree with you, Robin, about the shortcuts.’ I stare at them, remembering how the rush to justice in my mother’s case, or lack of it, is partly why her death remains unsolved. ‘The greatest threat to the truth can come from those who respond to a crime jumping to a false conclusion. The DA’s office may have tried too eagerly to fill a vacuum.’


‘Any other areas we should look at outside of the medical data?’ asks Mark.


I think about my mother, and how depressed she became after Mia’s death. ‘Yeah,’ I say. ‘I want you to look closely at Vivienne Rotterdam. We all have our weaknesses, find hers. Was she ever aggressive? What kind of birth did she have with Jacob? Did she suffer post-natal depression? Anything that will help us. And I agree with your earlier point too, Robin. It’s the women in this trial who may be put most under the microscope.’


‘We’ll need to cast doubt on the time line too,’ adds Robin, ‘because, right now, it puts Abby in the frame.’


‘Even if the X-rays revealed haemorrhages in Jacob’s brain and eyes,’ I say, ‘which, according to the prosecution’s medical experts, can only happen if the baby is shaken, there is no getting away from two other factors, apart from finding an alternative cause for the haemorrhaging. First, the infant was ill on the day he died. Second, minor historical fractures were found in his upper arms. These are arguably common in an infant of this age, but even if they’re of little consequence, they’ll help us extend the time line, and if we can get our medical experts to establish a potential time-lag, it will be harder to point the finger at Abby. Perhaps the root cause of the haemorrhaging, considering the ill health of the baby, didn’t happen the day he died. Maybe, as Mark mentioned, he had an earlier fall, weeks or even months beforehand. If we think it’s possible, we need the jury to think it’s possible too.’


‘Further examination of the bones,’ says Robin, ‘will take time.’


‘Then,’ I say, ‘we may have to hope for a long trial, but either way, we need to find something Finlay has missed.’ I turn to Mark. ‘I want you to look into all potential medical causes that could result in the same or similar symptoms. Look at the usual suspects: viruses, genetics, blood clotting, you name it. We also need to cast doubt on the medical witnesses for the prosecution by having our own experts who believe the opposite. Remember, the Handcocks’ pockets are deep, so let’s use them, but our strategy is clear. We need to identify other solid reasons for the symptoms presented, extend the time line, put forward medical experts whose opinions will cast doubt on those of the prosecution’s, focusing on the historical bone fractures too, while looking at the people closest to Jacob, including Vivienne Rotterdam. If we are to convince the jury, we must also bear in mind, the loss of a child’s life is an emotional landmine. It will affect everyone, especially the jury.’
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HEATHER


The weeks since my first meeting with Abby have disappeared far too quickly, with endless journeys back and forth from Boston to Framingham, clearing the decks of everything other than this case file, and trying to achieve in weeks what should take months. In as much as anyone can get to know a relative stranger fast, I have attempted to do so with Abby, including discovering certain uncomplimentary aspects of her past, and how at times her difficult behaviour meant she had more than her fair share of foster homes.


I have also become increasingly aware of similarities between the two of us, other than that we both lost a mother at a young age. Abby, like me, has learned to depend mostly on herself rather than relying on others and, also like me, she has lived through moments, particularly in her early life, when she has felt extremely vulnerable.


I check the time on my cell phone ‒ 7 a.m. In a few hours, I’m due to see Assistant District Attorney Finlay Clarke, the lead prosecutor in Abby’s trial and my old boss. The meeting will be at his offices in Central Boston. An informal get-together ‒ his words, not mine ‒ and fitting, he said, considering our shared time in the prosecutor’s office. What I’m really expecting is our opening battle, something aside from our first day in court. I could have refused, but that would have been perceived as weakness, which I have no intention of gifting him.


My cell phone rings. It’s Mark, and at this hour of the morning, it can only mean bad news.


‘You’re not going to like this, Heather. I’ve got more information about Abby’s time at DCF.’


‘Spit it out.’


‘She had a bad spell in 2011, after spending time with a family called French. She was given counselling. It seems the authorities had issues with the foster family. Rumours of possible child abuse, but nothing proven. Either way, the counselling didn’t go well. There is a record of Abby having a violent outburst.’


‘But she would have been a child.’ I pause. ‘How violent?’


‘She completely lost it with staff. She had to be sedated.’


I repeat, ‘She was only a child.’


‘Yeah, but.’


‘What was the name of the psychologist she attended?’


‘Dr Perrotta.’


‘Okay, see what you can get on the French family. I’ll ask Robin to look into the doctor.’


‘Will do.’


Seconds later, I hear Robin’s voice. ‘Sorry to call so early,’ I say, ‘but when you get to the office, talk to Mark about the latest from DCF. I want you to look at Dr Perrotta, the consultant psychologist assigned to Abby. It seems there was a violent outburst after she left a family called French. I know we’re playing catch-up, but we can’t risk missing something.’


Hanging up, I catch a glimpse of myself in the bedroom mirror. I look as tired as I feel. The last few weeks have meant a series of long days and nights, with very little sleep. I know I’ll need a clear head for my meeting with Finlay, which is why when I reach our offices, less than an hour later, I decide to go for a short run.


As I make my way around Boston Common, the air has a fresh tinge to it, and the sun, although bright, doesn’t yet possess the suffocating heat that will soon settle on the day. There are plenty of early-morning joggers, women and men in running gear, who, like me, will soon put on a new skin, suits, formal attire for their professional day.


Since setting up my law practice, after years of double and triple jobbing, doing everything from waitressing to research work for private law firms, and only partly using the trust fund set up by Lorrie to finance it, I have learned to love this city. I feel content within its lush greenery and high-rise buildings, the scent of cherry blossom in late spring, the smell of fresh pastry and coffee in the mornings, the various bijou shops and cafés down side-streets, the mix of young and old, all within the steady heart of the city, a place with a constant pulse, moving forward and never looking back, and so different to Corham.


As I run, I allow a light breeze to consume me, almost instinctively moving with increased agility, feeling the rising sweat on my body as it gets into a more uplifting rhythm. I hear my feet hit the pavement, the repetitive sound resonating upwards within a place where, if I try hard enough, I can push all other thoughts out of my mind and become invisible.


Turning into Arlington Street, I concentrate on the mundane ‒ a well-dressed woman, with manicured nails and a smart hairstyle, sipping takeaway coffee, a couple of grey squirrels escaping up a tree. I keep running, past various stone-stepped houses, typical of Central Boston, with their small, neat front gardens, all the time clearing my head for whatever Finlay has in store. By the time my run is over, I feel like a different me, capable of taking on anyone, including my old boss.


I know Finlay won’t comment on me switching from prosecution to defence. That path is well trodden: many others like me, without political ambition, have also left for a more lucrative private practice. The extra money wasn’t my main reason, but he won’t care about that. Telling Finlay I wanted to help others by defending them would be wasted on him.


Three hours later, I get off the Green Line and walk towards Cambridge Street, taking a right at the next intersection into Bullfinch Place. Soon I’m in the elevator climbing to the top floor and Finlay’s offices, with their panoramic view of the city below. I imagine him sitting at his desk, remembering how he touched me once, placing a hand low on my back, applying gentle pressure but with too much intimacy for it to be purely sociable. When I pulled away, he had seemed amused – desire, or a test? With Finlay nothing is ever certain, except what he wants you to know. At the time, I was a rookie in the prosecutor’s office, raw and naïve, filled with all the things youth allows, before I’d been knocked around enough times to realise that working within the law, you need to be smarter and faster than the rest if you want to achieve anything. When I set up my private defence practice, he sent me flowers, the message on the card ‘Watch that beautiful back of yours.’ A cheesy threat, but a muted warning all the same, telling me he still considered himself professionally superior.


As the elevator rises, another thought slips in, a clawing reminder that Finlay knew me before I perfected the necessary façade to ensure other people couldn’t work out what I was thinking. Sometimes, even now, when he looks at me, it’s as if he’s saying, You don’t fool me, Heather Baxter, no matter how hard you try. Equally, I know I need to prove him wrong.


I stare at my reflection in the glass, aware of the dark rings under my eyes from the lack of sleep. I applied concealer to the worst parts, but it doesn’t hide everything. I chide myself, for the umpteenth time, that only a mad person would take on such a big case with just weeks to trial, but I already know the answer goes deeper than that. It goes beyond the similarities between me and Abby too, losing a mother as a child, or having to face adversity far too young. It even goes past any crusade on my part, worrying about what would happen to Abby if, like her previous attorney, I let her down. It’s partly connected to the birthmark, the same as my sister’s, the baby girl who never got a chance to fulfil her potential. And, somewhere deep inside me, I recognise another truth: for so long I have avoided Corham, and my past, or any connection to it, but I have always known that, one day, something would bring me back.
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“Will enthral you to the end ‘An addictive page-turner’

Liz Nugent Patricia Gibney

“Afive-star read”
Arlene Hunt ==

‘A cracking good read’
= Karen Perry

A young woman on trial -

THE HIDING

GAME

A small town willing to.do anythingto protectits secrets





