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      CHAPTER


      1


      By marriage, the husband and wife are one person in law.… If the wife be injured in her person or her property, she can bring

            no action for redress without her husband’s concurrence.


      —Sir William Blackstone (1723–1780)


      I should never have suggested perfume. If I’d stuck to something plain vanilla like a lacy bed jacket or some pretty note cards

         or even a box of assorted chocolates, it would have been fine. But no. I had to stop at a cosmetics counter in Crabtree Mall

         for a tube of my favorite moisturizer and say to Cal, “What about that?”

      


      “That” was a small white porcelain bottle shaped like a single perfect gardenia.


      My stepson shrugged and said, “Okay,” plainly bored with this shopping trip. He and Dwight were going to drive up to Virginia

         the next morning. Dwight hoped to finish cleaning out the house Cal had inherited from his mother and to put it on the market,

         before driving on up to Charlottesville to teach a couple of sessions at a law-enforcement training seminar. Although Cal

         would be staying with a friend while Dwight was gone, he would certainly be seeing his grandmother during the visit. Yet he

         was no more enthusiastic about buying her a gift than he had been for the new jeans and shirts and sneakers he so desperately

         needed.

      


      Cal turned nine last month and he’s going to be as tall as his dad. A recent growth spurt now puts him almost shoulder-high

         to me, which means that he’s outgrown almost every article of clothing he owns except for socks and the oversized Carolina

         Hurricanes T-shirt he was wearing—a shirt I have to wash by hand so as not to fade the team signatures on the right shoulder.

      


      “Is that a gardenia scent?” I asked the clerk behind the counter.


      “Sure is!” she chirped, and spritzed the back of my hand with a sample bottle.


      “What do you think?” I asked Cal, holding my hand under his nose.


      He took one sniff and went pale beneath his freckles. His brown eyes filled with sudden tears and he slapped my hand away,

         then bolted from the store and out into the mall.

      


      Belatedly I remembered that smells can be even more evocative than music and I realized that I had thoughtlessly brought back

         all the grief and terror he had felt when Jonna died. He hadn’t reacted at all to the first few blooms of the season that

         I had cut for our dining table last week, had even given them a cursory sniff, their sweet aroma diffused by cooking odors.

         But here on my hand? In concentrated strength just when the return to Virginia had to be on his mind?

      


      Six months of healing ripped away in a moment by the exaggerated smell of gardenias that must surely evoke the circumstances

         surrounding his mother’s death.

      


      I took some of the clerk’s wipes and scrubbed the back of my hand till it was almost raw and every trace of the gardenia perfume

         was gone, then I grabbed our shopping bags and hurried out into the mall to find Cal.

      


      I was halfway down the long space and beginning to panic before I finally spotted his red Hurricanes shirt. He was scrunched

         down beneath an overgrown ficus plant outside a video store. His back was against the wall, his shoulders slumped, and his

         face was buried in his arms, atop his drawn-up knees.

      


      I so wanted to go put my arms around him and say how sorry I was, but he usually reacts awkwardly to my hugs and kisses or

         else shies away completely, and this wasn’t the time to try again. Not when I was the reason he had fallen apart. There was

         a bench several feet away, so I parked the shopping bags and sat down to wait for the worst of his misery to pass.

      


      A mall guard paused to look inquiringly at him and I caught her eye.


      “It’s okay,” I murmured softly.


      She grinned. “Can’t have the video game he wants, huh?”


      I smiled back as normally as I could and she moved on. If only Cal’s hurt could be eased by something as simple as an electronic

         game.

      


      Eventually, he raised his head and looked around. He did not immediately see me among all the people passing back and forth

         and his eyes darted apprehensively from one face to another until they met mine. Was that resentment or resignation on his

         face?

      


      Whichever, there was nothing I could do about it, no matter how much my heart ached for him, no matter how much he missed

         his mother. He was stuck with me—had been stuck with me ever since Jonna was murdered back in January and he came to live

         with Dwight and me, less than a month after our Christmas wedding.

      


      I held out the bag with his new sneakers and he dutifully got up and walked over to help.


      “That’s enough shopping for one day,” I said briskly. “Let’s go home.”


      As soon as we were in the car, he stuck the buds of his iPod in his ears and stared out the window without speaking.


      Normal behavior.


      What wasn’t normal was the way he unplugged one ear after we had been driving a few minutes and looked over at me.


      “Do I have to go to Shaysville? Can’t I stay with Aunt Kate while y’all are gone?”


      Kate is married to Dwight’s brother Rob, and she keeps Cal during the week while Dwight and I are working. Unfortunately,

         Kate and Rob and their three children were flying up to New York the next day to spend some time in the city. Kate still owns

         the Manhattan apartment she shared with her late first husband and the tenant was happy to have her and her crew to come dog-sit

         while he went off to Paris for a week.

      


      When I reminded Cal of this, he went to Plan B. “Then can I go with you?”


      Another time and I might have been thrilled that he would choose me instead of Dwight, but this?


      “What’s going on, honey?” I asked gently. “Don’t you want to see your grandmother and your old friends?”


      He sank lower in his seat and didn’t answer.


      “Your dad’s going to need your help with the house, Cal.”


      “No, he won’t. He’s got Uncle Will, so why does he need me? I won’t be in the way at your meeting, Deborah. Honest. I can

         stay in the pool or watch television or something.”

      


      “Is this because of your Aunt Pam?” I asked.


      He turned back to the window and stared out at the setting sun without answering.


      Jonna’s sister is bipolar and his last experience with her had been a terrifying ordeal. No wonder he was apprehensive about

         the possibility of a repeat.

      


      With my left hand on the steering wheel, I reached over and touched his shoulder. “You absolutely do not have to worry about her, honey. She’s still in the hospital and won’t be coming out anytime soon. I promise.”

      


      I gave him a couple of miles to process my assurance, then added, “Jimmy Radcliff’s going to be really disappointed if you

         stay home.”

      


      Jimmy’s dad, Paul, is the chief of police up in Shaysville. He and Dwight are old Army buddies and Paul had promised to take

         Cal and Jimmy camping on the New River while Dwight attended his conference.

      


      Some of the tension went out of Cal’s small frame. “Okay,” he said with a nod.


      “Pam’s a big part of it,” I told Dwight when we lay in bed that night, “but I think he may be dreading the house itself. It’s

         going to make him remember Jonna and what his life was like before she died, so cut him a little slack if he gives you a hard

         time, okay?”

      


      He stopped nuzzling my ear long enough to murmur, “Okay,” then turned his attention back to where his hands were and what

         they were doing and after that, I have to admit that I did, too.

      


      “I’m gonna miss you,” he said later when we lay face-to-face in the darkness with our legs entwined.


      “Me, too, you,” I said, kissing his chest.


      “This is your first judges’ conference since we got together.”


      Uh-oh.


      Dwight and my brothers were inseparable as kids and I’ve known him since I was a baby. After he and Jonna split and he came

         back to Colleton County to become Sheriff Bo Poole’s second in command, we would hang out together whenever we were at loose

         ends and not seeing anyone. I used to cry on his shoulder about relationships that went nowhere and he would unburden his

         guilt about missing Cal’s childhood and whether or not he should take Jonna back to court to amend the custody arrangements.

         He was smart enough not to give details about his romantic entanglements but I always talked way too much about mine, some

         of which did indeed begin with the summer conferences at the beach or end with the fall conferences up in the mountains.

      


      “Remember that you’re a married lady now,” he growled. “Or should I ask Judge Parker to keep an eye on you for me?”


      Luther Parker was the first black judge elected in our district and he takes a semi-paternal interest in me.


      “You can ask,” I said, “but he’s in bed every night by nine o’clock.”


      “Just see that you are, too,” he said. “Alone.”


      I laughed. His tone was light, but I heard the tiniest touch of apprehension in his voice.


      Nice to know your husband doesn’t take you for granted, right?


      Will called the next morning to confirm the time and place to meet with Dwight. He’s three brothers up from me and makes his

         living as an estate appraiser and an auctioneer. Even though he’s never had any formal training for either, he’s pretty savvy

         and seems to know instinctively the value of a piece of furniture or a porcelain figurine. Occasionally he messes up on the

         worth of a chest or a family portrait, “But hell,” he says, “that’s what keeps the fancy-pants dealers coming to my auctions.

         They think I’m so ignorant that they’re going to get something good for pennies on the dollar. Once in a while they might

         do, but most times they wind up buying what I’m selling for more than they meant to spend. It all evens out.”

      


      After Jonna’s death up there in Virginia, he offered to go through the house with Dwight and to help move everything of sentimental

         or monetary value back down here so that we could get a better sense of what might be important to Cal someday and what could

         be disposed of now. This was the first chance they’d had to go up and even now it was only because of that training seminar

         up in Charlottesville.

      


      Dwight planned to help Will load the truck, list the house with a real estate agent, go to the seminar on Monday and Tuesday,

         then pick Cal up on his way home on Wednesday, the day before I was due to get back.

      


      Cal understood that the house and most of the furniture had to go, and he was enough a child of the age to be interested in

         how much money might wind up in his college fund when everything was sold. At least that’s what we hoped.

      


      “Peanut butter or chicken salad?” I asked him now as I opened a loaf of whole-wheat bread to pack a lunch for them.


      He frowned at the carrots and apples I’d pulled from the refrigerator. “Dad and I always stop at McDonald’s,” he said, referring

         to the times he and Dwight had driven back and forth to Shaysville whenever it was Dwight’s weekend to have him.

      


      “This is better for you guys,” I said lightly, mindful of my new nutritional responsibilities to a growing boy.


      Dwight entered the kitchen, freshly shaved, and carrying his duffel bag. “Ready to hit the road, buddy?”


      He set the bag by the back door and went over to pour himself a final cup of coffee.


      Cal immediately took advantage of his turned back and said, “Can we stop for lunch in Greensboro, Dad? Like we always do?”


      “Sure thing,” Dwight said, completely oblivious to what was going on here. “Uncle Will’s never said no to a cheeseburger.”


      “Fine,” I said and shoved the stuff back into the refrigerator. I did not slam the refrigerator door and I did not stomp out

         of the room.

      


      “Something wrong?” asked Dwight, who had followed me into our bedroom.


      “Not a thing,” I snapped. “I love being overruled in front of Cal.”


      “Huh?”


      “I told Cal I was packing y’all a healthy lunch and then you came in and said you’d stop for greasy cheeseburgers and french

         fries.”

      


      “I did? Sorry, shug. You should have said something.”


      “Right. And make myself the evil no-fun stepmother again? Thanks but no thanks.” I headed for our bathroom to take a shower.


      “Oh, come on, Deb’rah. What’s the big deal? An occasional cheeseburger’s not going to kill him.”


      I paused in the doorway and made a show of looking at the clock. “You’d better go if you’re going to meet Will.”


      “Deb’rah?”


      I ignored his outstretched hand and slammed the door between us, half-hoping he’d follow, but before I had fully shucked off

         my robe and gown, his truck roared past the window.

      


      And no, dammit, I was not crying.

      


   

    CHAPTER


    2


      But man was formed for society; and, as is demonstrated by writers on this subject, is neither capable of living alone, nor

            indeed has the courage to do it.


      —Sir William Blackstone (1723–1780)


      I stood in the shower, water sluicing down my body, and lathered shampoo into my hair. I was so furious with Dwight, it’s a

         wonder the water didn’t sizzle as soon as it touched my skin.

      


      Hadn’t we agreed to present a united front? For six months I had bent over backwards, trying to make up to his son for the

         mother he’d lost, trying to be consistent and fair and walk the line between understanding his loss and giving order and security

         to his life, and this was the thanks I got? Why did Dwight automatically assume I was in the wrong when I knew damn well I

         wasn’t? Everybody says that junk food and poor eating habits make for obese kids. Did he want Cal to grow up fat and unhealthy?

         And just as importantly, was Dwight going to let Cal do an end run around me every time I made a ruling that he didn’t like?

      


      I sighed, finished rinsing the shampoo from my hair, and turned off the water to towel myself dry. I had one stepson.


      One.


      My mother had acquired eight when she married Daddy. How on earth did she wind up winning their love while asserting her authority?


      “She didn’t,” the preacher who lives in the back of my head reminded me. “Not right away anyhow.”


      I sighed again. It had taken her years with some of the older boys, but they had all come around in the end. I just wasn’t

         sure I had her stamina and patience.

      


      Well, the hell with it. If Dwight wanted to go storming off like that, I wasn’t going to sit around here feeling sorry for

         myself.

      


      Today was only Saturday, but there was nothing to keep me home. Although the summer conference of district court judges would

         not officially start until Monday, I was on the Education Committee and we planned to get together Sunday evening to begin

         brainstorming for the fall conference program. But hey! It was June, the hotel was right on Wrightsville Beach, and I had

         a new red maillot that didn’t look too shabby on me. I called the hotel, and when they told me I could check in that afternoon,

         that’s all I needed to hear.

      


      I printed out the files I would need, then quickly packed and whistled for Bandit.


      Daddy had volunteered to keep Cal’s dog while we were away, so I drove through the back lanes of the farm to the homeplace

         with Bandit on the seat beside me. Paws on the dashboard, he peered through the windshield as if he knew he was in for a great

         weekend.

      


      Daddy was sitting on the top step of the wide and shady front porch when I got there. The porch catches every bit of breeze

         but the air was dead still today and felt as if it’d already reached the predicted high of ninety when I opened the door of

         my air-conditioned car. Daddy scorns air-conditioning and our muggy heat seldom bothers him.

      


      As always, his keen blue eyes were shaded by the straw panama that he wears from the first warm days of spring till the first

         cool days of autumn. His blue shirt was faded and his chinos were frayed at the ankle, part of the I-ain’t-nothin’-but-a-pore-ol’-dirt-farmer

         look that he adopted during his bootlegging days and has never seen the need to change, no matter how many nice shirts and

         pants his daughters-in-law and I give him. (Maidie, his longtime housekeeper, just rolls her eyes and puts everything through

         the washer a time or two with bleach before he’ll wear something new without nagging.) His long legs stretched down till his

         worn brogans rested on the lowest step.

      


      Ladybelle, a dignified seven-year-old redbone coonhound, lay on the dirt near his feet, and Bandit was all over her in bouncy

         excitement the minute I let him out of the car.

      


      Daddy stood up and shook his head at so much canine energy on such a hot day. “He don’t seem to’ve calmed down much since

         he come, has he?”

      


      “That’s the terrier in him,” I said. “He’s getting better at home. You sure he’s not going to be too much trouble? Andrew

         said he’d pen him in with his beagles if you don’t want to be bothered with another house dog.”

      


      “Naw, he won’t be no bother. He is housebroke, ain’t he?”

      


      “He wouldn’t be a house dog if he wasn’t.”


      “Well, then, he’ll be just fine. Ladybelle’ll let him know if he gets out of line with her.”


      “Thanks, Daddy,” I said, standing on tiptoe to kiss his wrinkled cheek. “Dwight and Cal should be back Wednesday and they’ll

         be over to pick him up then. I’ll get home on Thursday. Maidie has our phone numbers if anything comes up.”

      


      Daddy’s aversion to telephones was formed back when long-distance phone calls cost real money, and no matter how cheap they

         are these days, he’s never going to change.

      


      “Ain’t nothing gonna come up worth a phone call,” he told me firmly.


      Minutes later I was meandering through a maze of back-country roads that would take me over to I-40. Despite all the new developments

         that had obliterated so many of the county’s small farms, there were still fields of tobacco along the way. Here in the middle

         of June, few of the tops were showing any pink tuberoses yet. I passed a four- or five-acre stand of corn where a red tractor

         was giving the plants a side-dressing of soda. And there were still parcels of unsold fallow land where tall oaks and maples

         were in full leaf, where honeysuckle competed with deep green curtains of kudzu that fell in graceful loops from power wires

         to drape all the weaker trees. Goldenrod, daisies, and bright orange daylilies brightened the ditch banks.

      


      Once I hit I-40, heading southeast, the wide green dividers bloomed with beds of delicate pink poppies and eye-popping red

         cannas. Grass and trees and bushes were so lush and green that the line about being “knee-deep in June” kept looping through

         my head. Robert Frost? Eugene Field? I often wish I had paid more attention to poetry in my college lit courses. Someone once

         described poetry committed to memory as “a jewel in the pocket.”

      


      My pockets have holes in them and most of the jewels have fallen out.


      I-40 came to an end about ninety miles later where the highway splits. To the right is the town of Wilmington proper with

         its meandering boardwalk along the Cape Fear River, its many seafood restaurants, the courthouse, and street after street

         lined with live oaks and antebellum mansions with black-and-gold historical plaques affixed to the front.

      


      The left fork of the highway leads over to Wrightsville Beach, past a dozen or more strip malls, shopping centers, and upscale

         gated communities until you reach the high-rise hotels and densely packed beach houses that line the wide beaches of sugar-soft

         sand.

      


      I turned in at the conference hotel and maneuvered past the cars loading and unloading to park near the entrance.


      As I pulled my roller bag across the polished marble floor to the reception desk, I heard someone call, “Well, hey there,

         girl!”

      


      I turned to see Chelsea Ann Pierce, a colleague based in Raleigh, and her sister, Rosemary Emerson, who’s married to a Durham

         judge. Chelsea Ann’s a generously built easygoing blonde with an infectious laugh. Rosemary’s the older prototype, with darker

         hair and a cynical sense of humor that cracks us all up.

      


      I get my share of gooey, inspirational God-loves-you-and-so-do-all-the-women-you-know emails from various friends and relatives

         and those I usually delete without reading, but I never automatically delete the jokes and funny pictures or off-the-wall

         news items that Rosemary sends. She’s never yet duplicated anything that’s been circling through the ether for years, and

         it’s always something that makes me laugh out loud and then forward to a PI friend in California with a similarly warped outlook

         on life.

      


      “Three minds with the same thought?” I asked, even though they were in clam diggers and bright cotton shirts. “Ya’ll figure

         to get a little beach time in first, too?”

      


      Chelsea Ann shook her head. “Nope, we’re off to check out the consignment shops.” She recently sold the big suburban house

         that was part of her divorce settlement and bought a condo in Raleigh’s Cameron Village. “I need a narrow table for my new

         entry hall and the Ivy Cottage is supposed to have the best selection of used furniture around. Want to come? We’ll wait for

         you to check in.”

      


      I shook my head and gestured toward the nearly deserted beach that lay beyond the clear glass walls. “Y’all go ahead. I haven’t

         been in salt water all season and I’m dying to get out there. I’m free for supper though. Want to meet at Jonah’s? Six-thirty?”

      


      My hotel room on the fifth floor came with the standard king-sized bed, a decent-sized desk for my laptop, and a mirrored

         alcove that surrounded a Jacuzzi big enough for two. French doors opened onto a minuscule balcony that held two of those ubiquitous

         white plastic club chairs that seem to have taken over the world. It overlooked the beach and pool area, and my view of turquoise

         water was spectacular.

      


      I immediately opened the glass doors and stepped outside. The ocean’s warm briny fragrance carried with it a faint whiff of

         chlorine from the pool and three hot tubs directly in front of the terrace that lay below my balcony. Too hot to sit out today

         though. Not when I could be down there. I didn’t bother to unpack anything except my bathing suit, beach jacket, floppy hat,

         and flip-flops. After slathering myself with sunscreen till I felt like a turkey getting ready for the roasting pan, I took

         the elevator down to the pool level. There were piles of thick white towels by the door and I grabbed a couple as I went past.

         The heat hit me in the face again as soon as I opened the outer door but a light breeze was blowing off the water and gulls

         were kiting on the currents overhead. A line of pelicans swooped past so low that they almost skimmed the tops of the waves.

         Although the pool was drawing a fair crowd, the beach was practically empty, and the lifeguard appeared to be playing a game

         on his cell phone. I saw no one I knew on my stretch of creamy beige sand as I spread out the towels, took off my jacket,

         and lay down on my back with my hat over my face to let the sun bake my body.

      


      “Summertime and the livin’ is easy,” my inner pragmatist sang as he spread his own towel.

      


      Until I felt the tension draining out of my joints and muscles, I didn’t realize how much stress I’d been under these last

         five months, adjusting both to marriage and to having Cal with us full-time. This would be the longest I’d been away from

         both of them since January, but there on the hot sand, I finally admitted to myself just how much I had been looking forward

         to this week.

      


      No personal demands, no stepmother tightropes to walk. Only the give and take of professional life, and I wasn’t going to

         feel guilty about enjoying it or let my anger with Dwight ruin it for me.

      


      Or so I told myself, because lying on my towel, I was beginning to feel thoroughly miserable.


      “Just as you should,” scolded the preacher from the shade of his beach umbrella. “You know good and well that Dwight was clueless. If anyone needed to be jumped on, it was Cal.”


      The pragmatist, who only wanted to soak up sun, gave an impatient scowl. “He’s a child. Dwight’s son. She comes down hard on him, who’s Dwight gonna side with?”


      The preacher shrugged. “So? Any other child—one of her nieces or nephews—and she’d either laugh it off or tell him, ‘Good try, kid, but it’s peanut

            butter and apples driving up. Y’all can stop for hamburgers on the way home.’ She wouldn’t take it out on Dwight. He was right.

            What’s the big deal?”


      “Cal doesn’t respect her decisions.”


      “He’s nine, for Pete’s sake! If she’s going to drop down to the nine-year-old level every time they butt heads, why should

            he respect them? Stomping off sure doesn’t help.”


      “I didn’t stomp,” I said.


      “You stomped,” they chorused.

      


      “Very mature,” the preacher sniffed. “That only tells Cal that he won the round. Some role model you are.”


      “Go to hell,” I said and blanked my ears to everything except the cry of seagulls and the rhythmic swoosh of waves breaking

         on the beach.

      


      I was almost asleep when someone lifted my hat and said, “Cynthia?”


      I blinked up at a vaguely familiar face.


      “Oops, sorry!” said the man. “I thought you were someone else.”


      “Jeffreys?” I asked. “Peter Jeffreys?”


      He nodded and gave me a closer look as I retrieved my hat and sat up cross-legged on the towel.


      “Deborah Knott,” I told him. “District 11-C.”


      “Well, damn!” He gave a self-deprecating laugh. “I should have remembered. You taught a class for new judges over at the School

         of Government last year, right?”

      


      I nodded. “Who’s Cynthia? Your wife?”


      “Oh, hell, no! We split up three years ago. Cynthia Blankenthorpe’s a new judge from out in Mecklenburg County. Got appointed

         in January. This is her first conference and I promised to show her the ropes, introduce her to people.”

      


      I’ll just bet he had, I thought, giving him a complete examination from behind the safety of my dark glasses. Pete Jeffreys

         is from Greensboro, District 18. He came on during the last election, one of those princes of the bench, ambitious for higher

         glory. There was already talk of his running for superior court in the next election cycle. Even on tiptoes, he wouldn’t stretch

         to six feet, but he carried himself like a taller man and was easy to look at. Hazel eyes, a thick head of straight brown

         hair, cleft chin, and—now that I was seeing him stripped down to swim trunks with a towel draped over one shoulder—a slender

         build that was nicely muscled. Not even the slightest hint of love handles. How had I overlooked him when I was still free

         and single?

      


      “He was married,” my inner preacher reminded me sternly. “And so are you now.”


      “Yeah, yeah,” said the pragmatist, taking off his sunglasses for a better look. “But there was something else…”

      


      Then Pete Jeffreys said, “Any chance you could rub some of your sunscreen on my shoulders?” and what had been a normal friendly

         smile morphed into a conceited smirk.

      


      Men who think they are irresistible have always been a big turn-off for me and smirks make me want to slap the entitlement

         right off their faces.

      


      “Sorry,” I said with my sweetest smile. “I’m afraid my bottle’s almost empty and I’ll burn if I don’t keep it on, but I’m

         sure you can find some at the gift shop.”

      


      “No problem,” he said easily. “There’s Cynthia now. She probably has enough to share. See ya ’round.”


      “Not if she sees you first,” said the pragmatist as Pete moved on down the beach to where a woman was spreading a colorful striped beach towel.

      


      Even from this distance, it was clear that Cynthia Blankenthorpe was at least five years older and several pounds heavier

         than me. Had Pete really mistaken those muscular thighs for mine?

      


      So not good.

      


      On the other hand, with that name, she was probably part of the Blankenthorpes who were connected to big-time banking in Charlotte.

         If he was already building a wider network for future campaigns, maybe it was wishful thinking on his part.

      


      I tucked my key card inside my hatband and headed for the water. The tide was low and still receding. A group of teenage boys

         and girls were further out with bright green, red, and turquoise boards but the waves were way too gentle for any real surfing,

         which is okay with me. I’m not a strong swimmer and big waves intimidate the hell out of me, but I do love to bobble on the

         swells and paddle around in the shallows.

      


      Which I did until I was pleasantly tired. It felt downright hedonistic to go back to my room, shower, and even lie down for

         a nap that might have stretched right through the night if Chelsea Ann hadn’t called me to ask if I could bring along an extra

         sweater.

      


      “We want to eat outside, right? If the wind’s off the river, it could get a little chilly.”


      I had planned to wear my white cotton sweater tonight, but I put it aside for her and opted for a red one over a red-and-white

         print sundress. Dangly hoop earrings, red straw sandals, and I was ready to roll.
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      For all these crimes it has been decreed that capital punishment shall be meted out.


      —Paulus (early AD 3rd century)


      When the down elevator stopped at my floor, the car was crowded. “Make room for the lady in red,” called a voice from the back.

      


      “Thanks, Chuck,” I said as I squeezed on.


      Judge Charles Teach from further up the coast is well named although he’s better looking than Edward Teach, aka Blackbeard.

         Still there’s something piratical about those flashing dark eyes and the black-as-tar beard that he keeps trimmed to a neat

         Vandyke instead of the greasy curls his namesake favored. Early forties and still a bachelor, his reputation as a brilliant,

         hard-working jurist is tempered by his reputation as a womanizer who plays as hard as he works. And yes, there might have

         been some heavy breathing on both our parts one year at fall conference, but lust turned to liking before things got out of

         hand or into bed.

      


      He usually shares a suite that automatically turns into party central. Indeed, when our elevator reached the lobby, two of

         his suitemates were there to get on. Steve Shaber and Julian Cannell, colleagues from the Fort Bragg/Fayetteville area, had

         commandeered a valet’s luggage cart and, judging by that large cooler and some lumpy brown paper bags, they had brought enough

         supplies to stock a small saloon.

      


      I got warm hugs from both of them and even warmer injunctions to come up to Room 628 after dinner.


      A couple of judges from out near Asheville were waiting for Chuck and, as we headed for our cars, they invited me to join

         them.

      


      “Thanks, but I’m meeting Chelsea Ann Pierce and Rosemary Emerson over on the river,” I told them.


      “Jonah’s? That’s where we’re going,” Chuck said. “You can ride with us.”


      Fifteen minutes later we had crossed the causeway, and were soon driving down one of the port city’s main thoroughfares. That

         part of Market Street nearest I-40 begins with block after block of small businesses, fast-food joints, and cheap motels,

         but it winds up in the old part of town to become a beautiful divided street with stately homes on either side, historical

         markers, and live oaks whose limbs drip with Spanish moss and almost touch overhead to form a dark green tunnel.

      


      The street ends at the Cape Fear River where Chuck turned left and drove along Water Street till he reached a graveled parking

         lot. This early in the evening there were still a few places left beneath the huge old mulberry trees along the riverbank,

         and he wedged his car in next to a black SUV with an NCDCJ license plate that belonged to Chelsea Ann. Across the water from

         us, the superstructure of the USS North Carolina was silhouetted against a cloudless blue sky. The body of the ship itself was nearly obscured by a thicket of trees.

      


      Instead of walking along uneven cobblestones to the front entrance of Jonah’s, we took some nearby wooden steps up to the

         Riverwalk, a wide promenade of treated lumber that stretches about a mile, connecting Chandler’s Wharf with its shops and

         restaurants at the south end to the Chamber of Commerce at the north end. In contrast to the old battleship permanently moored

         as a museum, a modern supertanker had just cleared the raised bridge downriver.

      


      We watched for a minute and were moving on when, from behind us, we heard a dog’s bark, then a sharp yelp and men’s voices

         hot with anger.

      


      “He didn’t touch you!” cried a young man, who tugged on a retractable leash to restrain a lunging brown boxer. “Dammit all,

         you didn’t have to kick him.”

      


      “Just get him the hell away from me or I’ll have you arrested,” the older man snarled.


      It was Pete Jeffreys. “Frickin’ dog tried to bite me,” he told us as he mounted the steps, trailed by Cynthia Blankenthorpe.


      “Like hell!” shouted the dog’s owner. “You’re the one needs arresting, kicking him like that.”


      Jeffreys started to turn back and answer him, but Judge Blankenthorpe caught him by the arm. “Let it go, Pete. Don’t push

         it.”

      


      Still muttering angrily, Jeffreys allowed her to lead him away. I looked back and saw the ruggedly handsome man kneel beside

         his dog and run his hands over its head as if to make certain nothing was damaged. There was something about the man’s face

         that made me look again although I was sure that he was no one I knew.

      


      At the restaurant, the host who greeted us was a fresh-faced collegiate-looking kid who led us over to outdoor tables overlooking

         the river where Rosemary and Chelsea Ann were at work on frozen margaritas.

      


      “Dave not coming?” I asked Rosemary when I realized that her husband wasn’t there.


      “He’s skipping summer conference this year,” Chelsea Ann said. “It’s just Thelma and Louise this time.”


      “Actually, he’s here,” said Rosemary.


      “What?” Chelsea Ann stared at her in open-mouthed surprise and Rosemary flushed brick-red. Both sisters had fair skin and

         green eyes but Rosemary’s hair was more strawberry than golden and she reddened more easily when flustered.

      


      “It was a last-minute change of plans,” she said.


      “How last-minute?” Chelsea Ann asked tightly.


      “That was who called me while we were in the Cotton Exchange. He thought we’d be eating at the hotel and he was going to surprise

         us, but someone told him we were over here.”

      


      “So he’s coming?” I asked, thinking to diffuse whatever was happening between them.


      Rosemary shook her head. “He thinks he may have had one too many beers to drive, so he’s going to chill out in his Jacuzzi

         and then grab a sandwich or something at the hotel bar.”

      


      “Let’s hope that’s all he grabs,” Chelsea Ann muttered in my ear.


      Huh? Although I knew Dave Emerson liked to flirt and talk trash to pretty women, I’d always assumed the marriage was basically

         strong. Certainly I’d never heard Rosemary express regret for giving up her own law career to further his while staying home

         to raise two high-achieving daughters. Of course, I don’t know as much about her personal life as I do her sister’s. Still…

      


      I lifted an eyebrow at Chelsea Ann, who gave a don’t-ask-me-now shrug. Rosemary appeared not to have heard, so I filed it for

         future reference and let it go.

      


      We weren’t the only ones who had arrived in town early and who had decided to gather there for dinner. As often happens at

         conventions and conferences, tables meant for four soon accommodated six, and other tables were pushed together until we had

         taken over the whole left front corner of the open porch. Like the Emersons, some judges were there with spouses to make it

         a family vacation. After table-hopping to speak to colleagues I hadn’t seen since the last conference, I came back to my original

         table and took an empty chair beside white-haired Fitz Fitzhume and Martha, his tall, angular, and opinionated wife, even

         though that left me with my back to the water.

      


      A reedy young waiter with a weak chin arrived with the Fitzhumes’ drinks, took our orders, and agreed to bring me a margarita

         to replace the one I’d finished at another table.

      


      “Kyle’s trying to break into television,” said Martha, a true people person who can’t help getting the life history of almost

         everyone she comes into contact with, from lawyers to janitors and certainly with the wait staff. “He got to be on-camera

         for a crowd scene in Dawson’s Creek.”

      


      “And when I was a little kid, I was in a courtroom scene on Matlock,” the waiter said. “In the row right behind Andy Griffith.”

      


      “Then you’re from Wilmington?” I asked politely.


      “Myrtle Beach actually, but my aunt lives here and she knew one of the crew members on the show, so that’s how I got on.”


      I’m no judge—well, no judge of acting ability anyhow—but it seemed to me that his voice was too thin and just a little too

         arch for anything except the lightest of comedies. He was poised to tell me the rest of his brushes with the spotlight until

         Martha gently reminded him that his current role was waiter and that she, for one, was hungry.

      


      “Nice kid, but too much fluff between the ears,” said Martha. “He may sleep with a director, but that’s about as far as he’s

         gonna get in show business.”
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