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Summoned by some ancient call only they can hear, Magicicadas—a genus of cicadas—appear only once every seventeen years. The red-eyed creatures swarm like locusts, their incessant whirr dominating the summer air for weeks before they disappear as mysteriously as they came. In dormant years, their larvae lie deep in the ground. But they are not hibernating. They are burrowing. Becoming. Destined to reemerge.


They were last seen in South Carolina in 2017.


That same year, a brutal murder took place in a rural church nestled deep in the brooding shadows of the South Carolina Lowcountry. Like so many evils, its seed had been sown years before where it had since lay burrowing. Becoming. Destined to reemerge.












CHAPTER 1






2017


I NEVER MEANT TO KILL THE FIRST ONE. SHE WAS AN ACCIDENT—her own fault, for the most part. And that second one? She was a casualty of necessity. Wrong place, wrong time. But this one … this one was different. I crouched in the dampness of the night air, watching her through the leaded window of the old church. She seemed to glow under the soft light shining down from the rafters, and I couldn’t help but marvel. She had that unforced beauty some women are born with. The kind that turns heads … and clouds judgment. Killing this one would be painful for both of us. But she hadn’t left me a choice, had she? My thoughts faded into the papery rustle of wind through the thick palmetto fronds.


She paused in her work for a moment, the cloth in her hand resting along the rough-hewn wood of the ancient altar. Her head turned slightly. Not so much that I could see her eyes, but enough to see it—a quickening. It was as though she could feel me there. A week ago, I would have believed that was possible—believed our connection was that strong. That’s what she wanted me to believe. But not now. Now I knew better—knew what had to be done. That’s the thing with a secret this old. You’re not keeping it anymore. It keeps you.


I eased up the steps to the door, pocketing my gloved hands and careful not to make even the smallest sound. Something old and dark within me began to uncoil, to make ready. Even so, my stomach quivered as I thought about what I would have to do inside—how hard it would be to raise my hand and kill this creature I had so adored. Would she know as soon as I walked in? Would it show on my face? Or would she not understand until it was too late?


Then again, it was already too late.












CHAPTER 2






THE CLOCK READ 4:23 A.M. WHEN THE CELL PHONE BUZZED. ZACH didn’t recognize the number, but it was likely a client in some kind of trouble. Again.


“This better be bad,” Zach warned the caller, shaking off sleep.


“We’re way past bad.… This Zach Stander?” The deep voice was familiar, but Zach couldn’t quite place it.


“Who wants to know?”


“Eli—Elijah Jenkins. From over near Walterboro,” the voice added when Zach didn’t respond right away, and then the memory clicked into place. Zach practiced in Charleston, South Carolina, but he had held a one-day free legal clinic over in rural Colleton County—giving advice to anyone who wanted to attend about low-level criminal matters. Things like speeding tickets or driving under the influence. Mostly small-time stuff, but, miraculously, it had led him to a few clients with bigger problems. Sounded like Mr. Jenkins might have found himself in that unfortunate category. Zach recalled him as an older Black man—probably in his early seventies—with noticeably little to say. Like maybe he had more than his share of stories to tell but knew better.


“You still there?” Mr. Jenkins asked. Behind him, Zach heard Addie stirring, and he eased up and toward the door. The woman had many fine qualities, but being gracious when roused from sleep was not among them.


“I’m here,” Zach said, closing the bedroom door and padding down the dark hall of the too-small apartment toward the kitchen where a white stream of light from the streetlamp spilled in and puddled across the floor and countertops. “Odd hour for a social call—you in some trouble?”


“Yeah, only it’s not me. It’s my grandson, Samuel Jenkins. Sam’s in big trouble and we need a lawyer—a good one.”


Zach winced at the last comment and inwardly questioned what Eli Jenkins would think if he knew Zach had been required to offer that pro bono clinic as penance for misdeeds of his own. “Is Sam a minor?” he asked instead, staying on task.


“No, sir—he’s twenty-four. Anyway, I got a call last night from a cousin who works with EMS. Said they’d been dispatched to the New Hope Baptist Church out on Cicada Road—a man called in and said he needed an ambulance. Gave them the address, said something about blood everywhere, then hung up. Didn’t give his name, but they got equipment tells ’em who a number’s registered to most times. It was Sam. Cousin told me he’d let me know more once he got there. Said I shouldn’t go over to the church—”


“But of course, you—”


“—jumped in my truck and drove over there. You gonna tell this, or you want to listen up?”


“I’m listening. You went to the church.” Zach ran his free hand through his dark, sleep-tousled hair, then dropped it back to his hip.


“Yeah. Took me about fifteen minutes from the farm.”


“And?”


“Man, it looked like a war zone. Red lights, blue lights, yellow lights, headlights. I haven’t seen so much chaos since Nam. I parked the truck out of the way and ran for the door, but a couple of cops—big fellows—stopped me and wouldn’t let me near the place. Said it was a crime scene but wouldn’t say more. Couldn’t get a soul to tell me what was going on. Seemed like days, but it probably wasn’t more than an hour before they brought Sam out. His head was hung low, and he was walking all wrong—like his legs might give out. They’d parked some cruisers with the headlights pointed toward the door, so I could see him clear even from way back there—could see it all over him.”


“See what?”


“Blood.” The old man’s voice caught in his throat, and he paused like he might be choking back something too big to risk losing control of.


“I broke free and ran toward the EMS truck to meet him there. Only they didn’t take him to EMS. They walked him the other direction—that’s when I noticed he was in cuffs. Next thing I knew, they were putting Sam in the back of a cruiser—hauling him to the sheriff’s office. I called over there looking for him, but they said they done took him to the detention center.”


“That was fast. It probably means he wouldn’t talk to them—that’s good. Have they charged him?” Zach asked, afraid he already knew the answer. The vestiges of sleep were long gone now, and adrenaline coursed through his system like an electric current.


“Murder, Mr. Stander.” The older man’s voice caught again. “I know in my bones he didn’t do this, but I’ve been around long enough to know being guilty and being found guilty are two different things, especially for a young Black man.”


“I take it they found a body in that church. Someone Sam knew?”


“A white woman named Jessica Gadsden—apparently went by Jessie. I didn’t know her, and, far as I know, Sam didn’t either. At least he never mentioned her to me. I met her daddy a time or two over the years—Buford Gadsden. His family’s been in these parts for generations. Not someone I’d expect Sam to have a lot in common with—has a Confederate flag sticker on the bumper of his truck, and he hangs out at a hunting lodge with a tight-knit group.”


Zach leaned against the counter and let out a slow breath as it sunk in. The Lowcountry was already teeming with racial tension. Two years ago, in 2015, a local cop, Michael Slager, had gone rogue during a routine stop for a missing taillight and shot Walter Scott, a Black unarmed suspect, in the back five times. Months later, Dylann Roof, a young man from the Upstate with stark white supremacist views, had ruthlessly massacred nine Black parishioners attending Bible study at Mother Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal (AME) Church, an historic church with ties to slavery abolitionists. Roof had been sentenced to death six months ago, in December 2016. That same month, Slager’s first trial had ended with a hung jury, but the dauntless female solicitor had charged back for a second round, and that second trial was anticipated to take place later this year.


Now, amid that mayhem and social unrest, Zach was being asked to represent a Black man accused of murdering a white woman—from a family with deep roots in the community—and in a church of all places. In a small southern town like Walterboro, this wasn’t a murder case—it was a powder keg rolling through a wall of fire. Having gone down in flames himself in the past, Zach couldn’t help but hear a little voice inside urging him to turn and run.


“Did they let you talk to Sam?” Zach asked, though he knew the likely answer.


“No. I hung around for hours, but they wouldn’t let me see him. Said only his lawyer could see him for now and asked if he had one. I said yes but didn’t say who. Just said they’d be getting a call.”


Glancing at the blue glow of the digital clock on the microwave, Zach did the math. If he left Charleston now, it would be 6:00 a.m. before he could get to the jail. The Colleton County Detention Center was located in the county seat of Walterboro.


“Mr. Jenkins—”


“Call me Eli.”


“Okay, Eli. I’ll call the detention center now and let them know I’m his lawyer and confirm they can’t talk to him until I get there. I’ll arrange to see him at seven, if not before.”


“Will they let me come with you?”


“No, and you couldn’t anyway—my conversations with Sam are only privileged if they take place with no one else present. You understand what that means?”


“I think so.”


“Stay away for now. I’ll call you after I’ve spoken with Sam, and we can meet and talk about where we go from there. Can you do that for me?”


“Sam’s all the family I have left. I’ll do whatever you need me to do.”


“Okay, then. I’ll talk to you later this morning.”


“’K, then. And Mr. Stander?”


“Call me Zach.”


“Zach?”


“Yeah?”


“Thank you.”


The phone went dead, and Zach laid it on the counter. He flipped on the small light over the sink and reached for the coffeemaker. As he stood in the soft shadows of the room listening to the hiss of the water heating, he replayed the conversation in his mind until it hit him. Unlike most callers in trouble, Elijah Jenkins hadn’t bothered asking if everything would be all right. That old man knew better.












CHAPTER 3






“I’D LIKE TO SEE MY CLIENT, PLEASE,” HE SAID AGAIN, THOUGH HE knew damn well the civilian at the front desk of the Colleton County Detention Center had heard him the first time. She tucked an imaginary strand of hair behind her ear and took her sweet time looking up.


“Of course, Mr.—”


“Stander. Zach Stander.” But she knew that. He busied his hands straightening his tie and fought to push the impatience out of his voice.


“And which inmate is your client, Mr. Stander?” she asked, though she had, he was certain, heard that the first time too.


“Samuel Jenkins—same as two minutes ago.”


“Fellow who killed Buford Gadsden’s daughter?” Her eyes narrowed accusingly.


“Allegedly.” He was no longer trying to mask his irritation.


“You made an appointment?”


“Seven o’clock,” he said as her eyes followed his to the clock on the wall: 7:02. She shrugged and reached for the phone. Zach couldn’t hear what was said, but he got the impression that at least someone now knew he was here.


“Take a seat,” she said, gesturing dismissively toward the waiting area behind him. “Someone will be with you in a moment.” She was still trying to appear disinterested, but the angry red stain spreading a path up her neck betrayed her.


Zach sat in one of the plastic chairs lined up against the institutional gray concrete block wall. These seats would be full in an hour or two, but for now he was alone. His leg bounced up and down on the ball of his foot with restless energy as he mulled over what little information he’d had time to find on the Internet about Jessie Gadsden.


She had been good with computers and something of an entrepreneur with her own growing enterprise called IT.Girl. She had a splashy website advertising a variety of IT services to small businesses, such as designing websites, creating online presence, setting up paperless filing systems, and a host of other things. According to her website, she’d graduated from the University of South Carolina. The photo showed a strikingly attractive young woman with arresting pale eyes and heavy blond hair pinned up with a pencil, long strands spooling out. She was seated at a computer with a phone in her left hand as though scheduling services for a client. There was no wedding ring.


“Well, damn if it isn’t Zach Stander. The law business must be busy—I see you still haven’t had time for that haircut.”


Zach looked up to find Deputy Frank Parsons grinning down at him. They had met when Parsons testified in a DUI case Zach was handling and had forged a working relationship that was at least cordial. An older guy who likely couldn’t engage in a foot chase if his life depended on it, Parsons had that man-pregnant thing going on—thin, but with a round belly that made it appear his belt was holding his belly up. Hell, maybe it was. With what was left of a frosted Pop-Tart in his left hand and the door wedged open with his shoe, Parsons strained forward and held out his right hand.


“Thanks,” Zach said, accepting the firm handshake and entering the door Parsons held open. “What brings you to the jail this morning?”


“I dropped off a guy we hauled in after a domestic violence call,” Parsons answered. “The bigger question is, what are you doing here?”


“Here to see an inmate—Sam Jenkins.”


“Guy who killed Jessie Gadsden?”


“Accused of.”


“You got appointed to represent this guy?” Parsons asked with thinly masked pity.


“No—the family asked me to take the case.”


“And you said yes?” Parsons seemed genuinely surprised.


“Why wouldn’t I?”


“Are you serious? Jenkins was found kneeling over her body, blood all over him, fresh scratches on his arm. No one else in sight. Seems pretty cut-and-dry. Besides, Buford Gadsden is going to do his best to make things hard on anybody defending the guy who killed his daughter.”


“Accused of. You have a murder weapon?”


“That’s one of many things that aren’t going to play well, Zach. She was hit multiple times in the head and face with a cross—a heavy brass one like sits on a church altar. This one actually did sit on a church altar. What kind of sick fuck kills someone with a cross?” He shook his head. “Don’t know if she died from the blows or blood loss. Guess they won’t know for sure until an autopsy comes back.”


“Prints?”


“I’m not part of that unit, so I wouldn’t know.”


“And you wouldn’t tell me if you did,” Zach countered.


“Should probably stay in my lane either way.”


“Speaking of staying in your lane, I trust no one in this fine establishment has violated my instructions and spoken with my client before I got here.”


“No need to worry about that with this one. EMS was on scene before we were. According to them, he had so much blood on him, they asked if he was hurt too. He shook his head and said ‘just her’ and backed over to a front-row pew and sat down. Wouldn’t say anything at all to our guys other than yes when they asked if he understood his rights. Hasn’t uttered so much as a single syllable since. Doesn’t even make eye contact. Done more than his share of crying, though.”


“Crying? He get roughed up?” Zach asked sharply.


“Nope—but that wouldn’t have been the case if her daddy had gotten to him first. You sure you don’t want to change your mind and leave right now without complicating things by meeting with Jenkins?” Parsons asked. “Like I said, Buford Gadsden is going to do his best to make this hurt, and the court can appoint someone from the PD’s office to try to negotiate a plea.” Parsons shifted and hitched up the belt straining under his belly.


“Why are you so convinced he’s guilty?”


“Have you heard a word I’ve said?” Parsons threw his hands up and his voice raised an octave.


“Yeah, but Jenkins is the one who called for help. If he had murdered her, he could have walked out and left however he came with no one the wiser. Why make that call?”


“Maybe so his smart-ass lawyer could stand here and ask that question? Or, more to the point, so you can stand in front of a jury and ask it. Because it’s looking like that might be all you’ll have to work with.” Another belt hitch. From around the corner came a detention officer looking harried and already breaking a sweat at seven in the morning.


“Sorry for the wait—we’re short-staffed this morning,” the officer said. “Again.”


“Last chance,” Parsons said.


“I’m ready when you are, officer. See you later, Parsons,” he added as Parsons shrugged and left.


Zach followed the click-click of the officer’s standard issue shoes against the vinyl floor as he led him down a hallway and stopped in front of a meeting room.


“You know the drill,” the officer said. “There’s a buzzer inside. When you’re done, someone will escort you out.”


Zach nodded and braced to meet his newest client.


Samuel Jenkins stared blankly at his hands in the lap of his orange jumpsuit, as though he couldn’t quite make sense of the cuffs that bound them. He didn’t look up when Zach entered and the door closed behind him.


“Mr. Jenkins, I’m Zach Stander—your lawyer.”


No response.


Zach eased into the chair on the other side of the table and put his briefcase on the floor as he studied the young man in front of him. Zach knew it was dangerous to judge a book by its cover. He also knew jurors entered a courtroom with their own prejudices and preconceived notions—many of which were spawned by cliché movie scenes—and he was looking for markers that might trigger those biases. There were no visible tattoos or scars. Any earrings or studs would have been confiscated during booking, but Zach saw no evidence of piercings. Jenkins’s hair was cut short, and his face was clean-shaven except for a slight shadow of new growth. He was tall, but average size for his height. Nothing about him looked threatening.


“Sam—can I call you Sam? It’s okay to talk with me. I’m your lawyer and anything we say is privileged.”


Jenkins showed no sign of noticing anyone else was in the room, though it would have been impossible not to in those close quarters.


“Did they feed you anything?” Zach asked, trying a new tactic.


More silence. Zach huffed out an exaggerated sigh and settled back in the chair, resting his head on the wall behind it. He laced his fingers and tapped out the seconds with his thumbs, hoping Jenkins would come around if he gave him a little space. That hope began to evaporate as minutes ticked by and the insistent buzz of the fluorescent light overtook the quiet of the room. The longer this went on, the harder it would be to establish any kind of rapport.


“Fine,” Zach said, finally. “It’s your ass on the line, not mine.” He made as much noise as he could shuffling his briefcase and standing, but he kept his eyes trained on Samuel Jenkins. “I’ll let Eli know you don’t want his help or mine.” At the mention of his grandfather, Sam’s head shot up. He still didn’t speak, but he held Zach’s gaze with bloodshot eyes teeming with desperation.


Zach jumped at the meager opening. In one fluid movement, he dropped the briefcase and braced his hands on the table to lean down to Sam’s eye level.


“Look, I know you’re scared. Hell, I’m scared for you. But I can’t help you if won’t let me.” Zach sat back down and pulled his chair closer. “Talk to me, man.”


“Yeah,” Jenkins finally croaked out in a voice hoarse from crying.


“Yeah?”


“Yeah, you can call me Sam. You really talked to Lija—my grandfather?”


“I did.”


“How do I know that’s true?”


“He told me his cousin was EMS—that’s how he knew to come to the church.” Zach watched the subtle easing of the young man’s expression. “You call him Lija?” Zach asked.


“He was never keen on being called Grandpa, and when I was little, I couldn’t say Elijah. It always came out Lija, and I guess it took.” Then, after a pause, “What is it you want to know?” Sam sat up slightly straighter and leaned forward.


“Let’s start with easy stuff,” Zach said, steering clear of the obvious question. If Zach asked Sam if he did it and Sam said yes, that would limit Zach’s options for a defense. “Did you know Jessie Gadsden?” he asked instead.


“Only through work.”


“Work?”


“Yeah. I work for a local accounting firm—helping small businesses with their bookkeeping and tax things. She owns a business, and I work her account.”


“Ever see her outside of work?” Zach asked, not missing Sam’s use of the present tense—as though she were still alive.


“It’s a small town—I’ve probably run into her on the street same as anybody else.”


“Nothing other than that?” Sam slowly shook his head after what felt like a beat too long.


“Do you know what her connection was to that church?”


“I know it was on her client list from preparing her books.”


“So, she was there working?”


“That’d be my guess.”


“Okay.” Zach ignored the evasiveness of the answer. “So, what were you doing at the church?”


“She called me at the office earlier that evening. I was working late on something that had a deadline. She asked if I could come by the church and pick up some records for her accounting.”


Zach’s bullshit radar went off. “Why in the hell would she need you to pick up records—why not send them in an email or set up a drop box?”


“Said her scanner wasn’t working and it was a lot of stuff in odd sizes. Receipts and things.”


“Why couldn’t she bring the records in herself?”


“She said she was crazy busy—with a tough week coming up. Said it would help her out if I could save her the trip.” Sam shrugged, and his eyes drifted to the wall and stayed glued there, as though he were expecting some revelation to magically appear.


“And you said … what? ‘Sure thing, Ms. Gadsden, I’ll drive all the way out to Cicada Road at night and pick up your records to save you a trip’? Really? That’s what you want me to ask a jury to believe?”


Sam’s gaze jerked back at the word jury. “Look, Walterboro is a small town with old-fashioned ways. People still expect personal service. Besides, there aren’t a lot of opportunities for a newbie accountant who doesn’t have his own clients. I landed a decent job and was trying to work my way up. Jessie’s business is growing, and her family knows everybody in this Podunk town. Having her tell friends I went out of my way for her could help me build my own book of business. So, yeah, Mr. Stander, I said ‘sure thing, Ms. Gadsden.’”


Zach was unconvinced, but let it go for the time being.


“Okay, so you went to the church. And …?”


“And.” Sam slumped as a ragged exhale deflated his body. He closed his eyes as if watching the scene play out again. “When I pulled up, her car was out front and—”


“Wait, how do you know what she drives?”


“Her company logo was plastered all over it.”


“Okay. Any other cars around?”


“No. Only hers. It looked empty, and lights were on inside the church. As I got closer, I noticed the door was cracked open, but not enough to see inside. I pushed it open and called out, but she didn’t answer. I didn’t see her at first, but then I looked down.” His voice faltered and tears began to course down his face.


Zach waited without interrupting, not wanting to influence where Sam might go with this.


“First thing I saw was her feet—up near the altar. They were sticking out beyond the pews to my left, and one of her shoes was off. I called her name again and started to walk toward the front of the church.” He was sobbing openly now, and his breath was hitched. “It’s a sm-small church, so it only took a few steps for me to see. There was bl—there was blood. Lots of it. Oh, God. Oh, God, I’m not sure I would have recognized her if I hadn’t known who she was. It was so awful—I’ve never seen anything like it. She’d been hit in the head and the face so many times by something heavy or sharp or both. What was left of her face was covered with blood. Then I saw … a brass cross. On the floor by her—by her head, and it was bloody too.” Sam raised an elbow and wiped first his eyes on his sleeve and then his nose before dropping his arm back. He struggled to settle his breathing.


“A cross!” he said, looking up at Zach like he wanted an explanation that would make it all make sense. Zach didn’t have one.


“I froze for a second—my mind not quite believing my eyes—but then I got it together enough to think to call for help. My phone was in my pocket. I dialed 9-1-1 and told the dispatcher I needed an ambulance and where I was. I remember telling her there was a lot of blood, but before I could say more, I saw it and hung up.”


“Saw what?”


“Saw her chest move—she was breathing. Up till then, I thought she was dead.”


“What did you do after you hung up?” Zach asked.


“What any decent human being would have done.” Sam lurched forward and put his forearms on the table, the cuffs clattering against it. “I knelt down to help.”


Zach eyed the fresh scratches on Sam’s arm but didn’t say anything.


“I remember putting my hands on her shoulders and saying her name to see if she could hear me. She must have thought whoever did that to her was back for more because she struggled—kind of clawed at me,” he added, following Zach’s gaze to his forearm. “Then her eyes—one of them anyway—fluttered open and she looked at me, or at least toward me—who knows if she could even see with what had been done to her. I’m not sure whether she knew who I was or whether she finally realized I wasn’t who she’d been afraid I was. She was gasping for a moment, but then she went still. And then she stopped.”


“Stopped what?”


“Everything. Just … stopped. I never took a CPR class, but I tried to do what I’ve seen on TV. It didn’t work.”


“Then what?”


“Then EMS got there, and you already know the rest.” Sam fell back against his chair, spent, and Zach knew he wouldn’t get much more out of him this morning.


“Did you give your phone to the cops?” Zach asked. If they could talk about something other than the murder scene for a minute, Sam might hold out a little longer.


“They took it. Will they give it back to you?”


“Eventually, but they’ll search it first.”


“It had a password on it.”


“They’ll get around that. Why—is there something on that phone that doesn’t line up with what you just told me? If there is, you need to tell me now.”


“No,” Sam answered, but, again, a beat too late. “What about my Tacoma? Will they give that back?”


“It’s not like you’re going to be driving anytime soon …”


“I know, but Lija’s truck is a piece of shit—breaks down more days than it doesn’t. He could be using mine. And how long do I have to stay in here anyway?”


“I can get the Tacoma. They’ll search it first, but when they’re done, they’ll let me take it to Eli, maybe in a day or two.”


“You didn’t answer me about how long I have to stay here.”


“Because I don’t know.”


“Don’t like the sound of that.”


“I know, but I expect you to tell me the truth, and I’ll do the same for you. There will be a bond hearing shortly. Colleton County holds bond hearings at eight in the morning and four in the afternoon. By law, they have to be within twenty-four hours of your arrest, so you’ll likely go at four. The magistrate we’ll have is Judge Strickland. For a lesser offense we’d ask him to set bail, but for murder the magistrate will say we have to wait and petition the general sessions court.”


“You mean I have to stay here? Can’t you say something to convince the magistrate?”


“No—by law the magistrate doesn’t have the authority to set bail for someone charged with murder, even if he wanted to.”


“So that’s it? I’m stuck here with no recourse?”


“No. There’s a process to move your case up to the higher court, and we can ask for bail there.”


“Okay,” Sam answered, though he didn’t sound comforted. “But get my Tacoma and give it to Lija, okay? I know this has him worried, and I hate that. I don’t want him having to deal with a broken-down truck too. You won’t forget?” He seemed anxious about the vehicle, but Zach knew he was probably anxious about everything right about now. Feeling like he was taking control over one small thing might help Sam hold it together.


“I’m on it. I’ll ask about it on my way out.” Zach reached for his briefcase and pulled out documents Sam needed to sign. Sam listened quietly as Zach explained what each provision meant, then he signed them without questions. Zach put the papers away and stood.


“I have to leave now, and they’ll come and take you back to the holding cell. Once I’m gone, keep your mouth shut and don’t talk to anybody. Anybody. Understand?”


Sam nodded.


“Before I go, is there anything else you need to tell me?”


Zach had expected a dismissive “no,” but what he got was an uncomfortable silence. Sam might as well have sent up a flare, and Zach pounced.


“Sam, is there anything else that you remember from the church? Anything at all?”


Sam stared at him wide-eyed and wary, but still silent. Zach wasn’t giving up.


“Are you sure Ms. Gadsden didn’t say anything in that instant she seemed conscious?”


“I never said that,” Sam said, slowly.


“What the fu—? Well, you sure as hell didn’t tell me she did.”


“I said she was gasping.”


“And?”


“It seemed like she was trying to tell me something. But it was hard to tell what she was trying to say. Her lips were moving, but it was mostly air coming out. It sounded like two words, and then she repeated the same words a couple times, but maybe I misunderstood because it didn’t make sense to me.”


“What did the two words sound like?” Zach was trying to appear calm, but every cell in his body lit up as Sam looked around as though for listening ears and leaned forward.


“My father,” he whispered.












CHAPTER 4






ADDIE—ONLY HER MOTHER STILL CALLED HER ADELAIDE—propped her bare feet in a chair at the little breakfast table and shifted to avoid the glare of the morning sun that filled the kitchen. She lifted her coffee mug and stared at the cryptic text: Gone to Walterboro. New client—murder suspect. Could be big. Back for dinner.


“Please let this be the case that puts him back on track.” She spoke quietly to the room as though there might be someone nearby to hear and grant her wish. Zach had been riding high when he first hired her as a private investigator to help with one of his cases. She’d served as a sheriff’s deputy before she had her fill of bureaucratic red tape and quit to open her own shop. Her training and insatiable curiosity made her a natural at sniffing out information, and Zach had a gift for incorporating that information into a compelling trial strategy. Their collaboration on that first case had turned into a regular gig, and one thing had led to another as their relationship evolved from working together to living together. She’d kept this small downtown apartment, but they’d spent most of their time at Zach’s much nicer place on Daniel Island. The one with high ceilings and big windows and a water view. They had been talking about making it official when The Trouble hit.


A teal dragonfly droned outside the window as she exhumed the memories for the millionth time. It had been easy for Zach to find clients who needed a lawyer. It took more traction and name recognition to attract clients who could pay a reasonable fee. Zach had finally made a splashy name for himself, and it paid off with a steady stream of paying clients. Clients like Robbie “Gator” Crosby. Paying fees had never been a problem for Gator. He was always in some kind of low-level trouble; smoking weed, DUI, and the like. But his brother over in Georgia owned a car wash with gaming booths you could play at while your truck was getting spruced up after a good go in the mud—sold lottery tickets and beer too. A cash cow. Gator was big and dumb, but likable, and the brother was always willing to pay legal fees or fines or bail—whatever. Gator became a frequent flyer with Zach, and he even referred friends. Gator would get busted for some small-time shit, Zach would clean it up, and brother would pay. What more could a lawyer want in a client?


Two years ago, Gator had been busted for pot—simple possession, nothing alarming. That had quickly morphed into federal charges when a post-arrest search of Gator’s apartment yielded cocaine and black market oxy in quantities that supported charges for intent to distribute. Gator swore he was being set up, and his brother put up a whopping retainer fee—in cash. These were serious charges, and the fee was big even for a thriving law practice. It was too good to resist, and Zach ignored the voice in his head warning him something was off—nobody paid that kind of fee in cash.


Turned out, the only thing real about Gator was his size. The dumb-but-lovable act was nothing more than a con. Gator operated on the fringes of a lucrative drug trafficking ring, and his “brother’s” car wash was a thinly veiled money laundering scheme. By the time Zach admitted to himself what he’d suspected deep down all along, the feds were swarming all over him too, making noise about his being an accomplice to the money laundering because of the source of the fees.


Zach cooperated every way he could without breaching privilege and gave the feds access to his financial records. They identified—and confiscated—the funds in his account. Zach ended up broke and in trouble with the bar. A bit of luck had helped him avoid criminal charges, and the South Carolina Supreme Court stopped short of suspending Zach’s license on the condition he provide some pro bono legal services, including offering free legal seminars to underserved rural areas. Addie knew Zach was lucky to keep his license and avoid criminal charges, but it had been a hard road after the dust settled. The name recognition he’d worked so hard to build had cut both ways, and he was big gossip all over the street. Who wants to hire a criminal defense lawyer who couldn’t even keep himself out of trouble? He’d had to sell the nice house with the water view. He gave up the prestigious downtown office and settled for a dingy space in a dilapidated strip mall where careers go to die. Now he spent his days haggling over fees for traffic tickets and child support arrears. Addie wanted to help, but he was adamant about doing it himself, so all she could do was keep this apartment for them.


Draining her coffee cup, Addie wondered about this new case. She’d found some posts about a murder in Walterboro—in a church of all places—but it had just happened, so there wasn’t much detail. One of her three brothers was a local cop, but he would be falling into bed after the night shift right about now, so she knew better than to call him, and her best source at the Charleston County sheriff’s office was in specialized training this morning. She would have to be patient for now.


I’m sick to death of being patient, she thought. She’d grown up locally in a big family with three brothers, two parents, a host of dogs and cats, and lots of love. She wanted to build a family like that with Zach. He claimed he wanted that too, but he was adamant that he needed his momentum back before they talked more about marriage. Addie understood that, or at least she was trying to, but she didn’t believe his career was the only problem.


She emptied the coffeepot down the sink and put her cup in the dishwasher before she went to get dressed. Pulling the soft summer blouse over her strawberry blond hair, Addie thought again about the absentee father she suspected had something to do with Zach’s hesitance to get married and start a family of his own.


Zach didn’t talk much about his father—all she knew was he had disappeared from Zach’s life when he was a child. But she didn’t need to know the details to know Zach dealt with the loss by closing off a part of his heart, and until he was ready to open that to her, it would stand in the way of their future. But when would he be ready?


And how long was she willing to wait?












CHAPTER 5






IT WAS BARELY 10:30 A.M., BUT ALREADY THE ASPHALT RADIATED heat and Zach welcomed the cooler air as he stepped through the door and took in the room. The smells of bacon and country ham were as familiar as childhood. This was no gentrified retro diner with gleaming Formica tables and trendy posters. This was the real deal, with a concrete floor and Naugahyde-covered booths worn thin and torn in places from decades of locals sliding in for a bellyful of the Lowcountry’s famous comfort food and an earful of gossip. Second helpings were always available for both. It was late for breakfast and early for lunch, so the place was deserted. Eli was easy to spot.


He would have been easy to spot anywhere. White hair gave away his age, but he was wiry and lean, and his leathered face hinted at a toughness forged by the weight of harsh years trailing behind him. But what stood out this morning was not his looks so much as the air of anguish that hung like a shroud around him. His eyes locked on Zach instantly and held steady.


The waitress made it to the table as quickly as Zach did and was turning over the cup to pour coffee as he sat down.


“Something to eat?” she asked, steam rising from the dark liquid.


“No, thanks. Coffee’s good.” Eli had a plate of eggs and grits that was untouched, though it had been there a while, judging by the congealed look of the grits.


“How is he?” Eli asked after the waitress left the table. There was an edginess to his voice that warned how hard the older man had worked to hold it together while he waited for news.


“Physically, he’s okay, but he’s scared shitless.”


“That makes two of us. What did he say? What the hell happened last night?”


“I can tell you some of it,” Zach answered, stepping carefully. “He gave me permission to talk to you, but I need you to understand that Sam is the client, and there may be some things I can’t discuss.”


“As long as you’re doing whatever you’re doing to protect Sam, I’m good with it. What can you tell me?”


Zach started with Sam’s explanation of how he knew Jessie and why he was at the church.


“What the—? Kids that age don’t drive records to town nowadays. Why wouldn’t she send them on the computer or the phone like they do everything else?” Eli’s reaction reinforced Zach’s concern. If a man from Eli’s generation didn’t think it made sense to drive records to town in the age of the Internet, jurors would balk at the story too.


“She told him her scanner wasn’t working. According to Sam, he was willing to go out of his way to help her because she and her family know so many people and he is trying to win over new clients.”


Eli sat back in his seat and his gaze wandered upward for a second before he leveled it back at Zach. “That last bit rings true at least,” he said. “Been working his ass off at that job. He respects the owner, George Holden, and sounds like the feeling’s mutual. George is mid-sixties, wants to retire in a few years. Both his kids moved away to take fancy jobs in big cities with no plans to come back to this place, so he’ll be looking to sell the business. Sam has it in his head he might be the one to buy it—make his place in the world. He’s been putting in every hour and kissing every ass he can to make that happen. No denying the Gadsdens know everybody who’s anybody round these parts. Having them put in a good word might help and having them talking bad if she wasn’t pleased would hurt plenty.” Zach’s confidence lifted ever so slightly at this news.


“But that only explains why he was there, which is a far cry from explaining a dead white woman in a church,” Eli went on. “Tell me you got more. Was she dead when he got there?”


Zach walked him through Sam’s account of finding Jessie and calling for help. He kept the bombshell last words out. Only he and Sam knew that and, for now, it needed to stay that way.


“He said there was a lot of blood. Was she shot? Stabbed? What?” Eli asked. “And do they have a murder weapon?”


Zach lowered his head, searching for the right words to explain something so ugly. “She was bludgeoned to death,” he said, raising his eyes to meet Eli’s. “Based on what they found at the scene, it looks like someone beat her in the head and face with a heavy metal altar cross.”


“With a cro—? No. No!” The look of total disbelief slowly gave way to one of horror as the realization came to the old man.


“Eli,” Zach started gently. “Sam had her blood all over him.”


“Because he knelt down and gave her CPR, you said he told you that’s what he did,” Eli argued.


“So he says. But that doesn’t explain the fresh scratch marks on his arm.”


“So what—that could’ve been from cuffs when he was arrested.”


“Did he seem to be resisting when you saw him come out of the church?”


“No,” Eli admitted reluctantly, “but that don’t mean it went that way inside where I couldn’t see. Could be they were something less than gentle. At least you could argue that, couldn’t you?”


“And when they find his skin under her nails? Because I think they will.”


Eli didn’t offer an answer to that.


“Sam said he saw no sign of anyone else being in the church—”


“You mean other than the dead white woman he didn’t kill?” Eli cut in.


“—or any other car parked outside. If it wasn’t Sam, Eli, who was it?”


“Seems to me that’s your job—finding out who did this so we can prove Sam didn’t.”


“I’m sure going to try, but I need you to have a firm grasp on how bad this looks right now. Need you to be prepared.”


“Prepared for what? To watch my grandson convicted and locked away like an animal for something I know in my soul he didn’t do? No. There’ve been too many young Black men to meet that fate as it is. I need to know you’re the one who will fight to keep my Sam from becoming another one of those numbers.” Eli’s eyes were hard now, and his nostrils flared. “Because that can’t happen.”


“I know, I know.” Zach held his hands out palms down, signaling they needed to keep it down.


“So how do I help?” Eli asked, lowering his voice again.


“You can start by educating me about Buford Gadsden. You said you knew him?”


“Some. Know of him is more what it is. His family’s been in these parts for a long time. Own a lot of land in Colleton County, including some farms and shrimp boats. Buford was already working the boats when he was younger than my Sam is now.”


“You said he had a Confederate flag sticker on the bumper of his truck?”


“He does.”


“Would you describe him as prejudiced?”


“Reckon we all are to varying degrees,” was the old man’s measured answer. He did not so much as blink and Zach could almost hear the unspoken dare: Go ahead, white boy—tell me you see a man sitting here and not a Black man.


“You’re saying there’s some racist in you? That you might see a person differently because of the color of his skin?”


“Has it really not occurred to you yet that yours was the number I called in the dark of night because you are white? Get over yourself, Zach Stander. I know enough about you to know about the trouble you were in, and I know enough to know you had a lot more wins than losses before that. Sam needs a good lawyer, but not nearly so much as he needs a good white lawyer. So, yeah, I guess you could say I see color too.”


“Is being tuned in to someone’s color the same thing as being racist?” Zach asked, feeling more stung by the old man’s words than he hoped showed on his face.


“You tell me.”


“So, the Confederate flag on his bumper doesn’t say anything to you?


“There’s another bumper sticker on that same truck that says ‘Heritage, Not Hate.’”


“And you believe it?”


“So far, Buford Gadsden hasn’t given me a solid reason not to believe it. Let’s just say there are other people who don’t leave any room for doubt—like that buddy of his that goes by JB. Those are the ones that give hate a bad name.”


“So, Gadsden’s not racist?”


“I said no such thing. For all I know, he could have a white hood in his closet. I’m simply making room for the possibility that not every white man with a Confederate flag on his truck is a bigot.”


Their voices were still quiet, but harsh now, and Zach paused, searching for the right thing to say to ease things back down.


“What?” Eli taunted when Zach didn’t respond. “Does it upset your notion of who I’m supposed to be if I argue your side of it?”


“How do you know who I think you’re supposed to be, and why do we have to have presumed sides? And why do we have to argue about this now when we need to be working on Sam’s case?”


“Because this is what Sam’s trial is gonna be about. It won’t be about an ambitious young professional wrongly accused of killing a woman he drove out of his way to help and called EMS for and tried to give CPR to. It will be about a Black man found with a dead white woman. And I need to know you understand this is real, and that you can talk about and argue about this—from both sides—and can find a way to reach the people on that jury who can’t see past color. ’Cause if you can’t do that, you can’t help me save Sam—white or not.”


The expression on the old man’s face was open and raw, and Zach tried to imagine what it must have felt like growing up Black in the rural south in the 1950s and ’60s. It didn’t take long to admit to himself he probably couldn’t even imagine it. As though he could read Zach’s thoughts, Eli answered them.


“I hear a lot of talk about how things have changed, and since I’m old enough to remember how it used to be, I can admit some of that’s true. Sam’s got a job I couldn’t have hoped for in this part of the world at his age. He earned a business degree at Carolina, and he’s got a future using his brain and not his back—at least he did until last night. But there are still things that haven’t changed, and I’m not going to stand by and let his life be ripped away for something he did not do. Not if I can help it.” Eli folded his arms and sat back with a clenched jaw that said he was done for now.


“Then help me,” Zach said, trying to steer the conversation back to facts he might be able to use. It took a minute, but Eli relaxed and leaned forward, putting his forearms on the table between them and nodding consent.


“You said Buford worked on the shrimp boats when he was young.”


“He did,” Eli said, nodding again.


“Sounds like hard work.”


“It is. Got himself in a bit of trouble back in the eighties for trying to make it pay better.”


“Come again?”


“He figured out the same boat that hauled shrimp to the dock could haul in bales of pot for a lot more money. Sold some weed to the wrong kid and got caught. Did a little time, but not long. Far as I know, he’s been clear of trouble with the law since then.”


“The eighties were a long time ago. How do you know all this?”


“That might be a longer story than you want this morning.”


“Give me the skinny version for now,” Zach said, reaching for his coffee.


Eli sighed as he looked out the window and feigned interest in a lizard on the outside sill soaking up the sun. “Well, the story starts long before the eighties. Not a lot of opportunity for any poor kid in the rural south when I was coming up, even less for a poor Black kid. Then came Vietnam.” Eli’s eyes were still glued on the lizard, its red throat expanding and contracting like a balloon.


“After December ’69, most of the local boys were waiting around with the draft hanging like a sword on a string over their heads. Me? Hell, I figured at least it was a way out. I enlisted in the army and was bound for the jungle. Turned out, years of hunting squirrels and rabbits had given me a skill set they needed. I outshot everyone in basic training and that got me some notice and some special training. I was a sniper—could shoot the hind end off a grasshopper from a mile away. That gained me some respect, which was a new experience for me. Funny what comes to matter to the folks around you in a world where every single day is about shoot or be shot.


“I guess I got used to that respect—a little level of pride, you know? But boy, did I get a rude awakening and a kick in the ass when I got home. You’re too young to remember, but do you know what they called us? Baby killers! They would wait for us at the airport with signs they made with their little poster board and crayons and stand there with flowers in their stringy hair and yell shit at us. It wasn’t like I was expecting a damn ticker-tape parade or nothing, but they spit on us. Spit on us.”


The lizard roused and sprung to the branch of a sago palm and disappeared, and Eli turned his face back to Zach’s. Zach had expected to read pain in his expression, but it was something far beyond that. A stillness that said there were few things that could cause him pain now.


“One disappointment led to another,” Eli went on, “and I guess you could say my life kind of spiraled to a low point. I did some things I’m not proud of, including becoming one of Buford’s more frequent … customers.”


“Pot? Did he turn you in when he got caught?”


“No reason for him to even have known my name. My connection was through a cousin who knew Buford’s brother, Edward. But no, Buford never gave up Edward’s or my cousin’s or any other names far as I know. Did his time quietly and moved on.” Eli picked up a fork and listlessly poked at the grits that now peeled up on the edges like rubber. The fork dropped back to the plate with a plink. “I got myself together by and by, and it looked like Buford did too. He married a girl from his high school class, and they had a few kids. I think the girl who was killed last night was the only daughter.”


The clinking of dishes and glasses from the kitchen signaled that the early lunch crowd would be along any minute and, right on cue, the door opened and three men in blue work uniforms entered and sat down at what Zach guessed was their usual table. They were followed by others, and it didn’t take long for Zach to pick up on a buzz in the room that Eli’s expression said he’d already sensed. Comments made in hushed voices and open stares from other tables. Rumors were already flying.


“We’d best be leaving,” Eli said as he glanced at the check on the table beside him. He slipped double the amount of the tab under the edge of his plate of untouched food and nodded to the waitress, who seemed relieved to watch them go as Zach followed Eli out to the parking lot.


The two men paused behind Zach’s car. “I know this is a hard time and I hate to bring this up—” Zach started.


“—but you need to talk about getting paid,” Eli finished for him. “Just tell me how bad it is.”


“I’m going to need $35,000 to start,” Zach said. Eli didn’t flinch, though Zach suspected that had hurt. Zach also knew that, while it was low for a murder case, it was the biggest fee he’d scored in a while.


“I’ve got some savings and I own the farm free and clear. None of it means anything without Sam anyway.”


“I’ll need more if we have to go to trial,” Zach added.


“I’ll find a way to take care of it. You take care of Sam. How soon can he get bail—I see on all those lawyer commercials that he’s supposed to get a hearing for bail within twenty-four hours? Is that true?”


“Unfortunately, Eli, what you hear in commercials isn’t quite accurate. Yes, you get a bond hearing within twenty-four hours. Sam’s will be at four this afternoon, but that hearing is before a magistrate judge—Judge Strickland—and a magistrate can’t set bail for murder charges. That has to be done by the circuit judge in general sessions court.”


“So, what good is requiring a bond hearing to be within twenty-four hours if it’s impossible to get bail from the magistrate hearing it? How does that even make sense?”


“I’m not sure I can make an argument for it making sense, but that’s how it works. Sam will get a second hearing, though, in front of a general sessions court judge, and that judge can set bail.”


“When will that be?”


“That’s harder to say. It depends on the timing and availability in the courts.”


“And my grandson has to sit and wait who knows how long to be heard on that? Whatever happened to innocent until proven guilty?” Eli looked dangerously close to losing it.


“It’s complicated.”


“So why bother with the bond hearing today?”


“It has other purposes, too. The magistrate will use the hearing to give Sam notice of all charges against him and his right to a preliminary hearing. That preliminary hearing has to be requested within ten days, or it’s waived.”


“And we can request bail at the preliminary hearing?”


“Well, no, the preliminary hearing will be before the magistrate as well and—”


“And a magistrate can’t set bail on a murder. So, a preliminary hearing doesn’t get us anything either?”


“The preliminary hearing doesn’t get us bail, but it does get us something. We get to hear at least the nuts and bolts of the state’s grounds for the charges.”


“Don’t we know that already?”


“Yeah, but we will likely get a little more and a chance to size up at least one of their witnesses and maybe to examine some of their evidence.”


“Okay. When we finally do get to a judge who can set bail, do you know how much bail will be for Sam?”


“Look, Eli”—Zach shifted his weight uncomfortably—“courts rarely deny bail outright, but you and Sam need to be prepared for the possibility that bail will be set so high that it isn’t practical or maybe even possible to pay it.”


“Couldn’t we use a bondsman?”


“You could, but that may not work the way you think it does. See, you have to pay up to 10 percent of the bail amount to the bondsman to post a bond.”


“But when Sam shows up for trial, I get my money back?”


“No. He gets to keep your money either way. If bail is set low enough, maybe that hit doesn’t hurt too bad. But if it’s high …”


“So, if a judge sets bail at a million dollars, I would have to come out of pocket a hundred grand that we wouldn’t get back? Hell, that would put us in the position of having to choose between bail and a lawyer.”
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