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  Chapter 1




  The stalker in a green Nissan sedan thumbed the safety switch on his silenced semi-automatic pistol back and forth between the On and Off positions. Click-click. Click-click. He was unaware that the rhythmic clicking was in perfect time with his heartbeat; his mind was on other things. His large thumb had been flicking that safety switch for over three hours as he waited in the parking garage of the law firm.




  He checked his watch again. Through narrowed eyes he saw it was quarter-after-seven.




  Time crawled, but he was used to that. His patience was not only a virtue, in his line of work, it was a necessity. What little of the sky he could see between the cement pillars and half-walls of the garage indicated that it would soon be dark. The lengthening of shadows only served to remind him of how long he had been waiting.




  The stalker slid lower in his seat when the bell from the garage elevator pinged. His heart raced for a moment before he realized it was just another false alarm. Two women stepped out.




  The ladies called their goodbyes as they headed to their respective cars. As one of them passed the front of his car, he caught the scent of a familiar perfume which set off a flood of bad memories. It was why he was waiting in the sweltering heat, because of memories of her.




  He slapped the leather-wrapped steering wheel and cursed the man he stalked. A moment later, the scent of perfume was replaced by the stench of his body. It was hot and humid, but he couldn’t risk attracting attention by running the air-conditioning. His deodorant had given-out hours ago, and his shirt was soaked through at the armpits. The stagnant, car-exhaust-saturated-air of the parking garage provided no relief.




  Click-click. A few minutes later, the elevator pinged again. The brushed steel doors parted, and a man with sandy-blond hair and a raven-haired woman stepped through. The last click left the safety switch in the Off position ready to fire. As he hissed, “It’s about damn time,” a globule of spit shot from his mouth and hit the windshield. His knuckles strained as he clenched the pistol. The target had arrived.




  Travis Knight and his paralegal, Tina Martinez, laughed about something he could not quite make out as the pair walked towards her car. Travis watched as she backed out of her space, then headed to the exit. He got into his car and did the same.




  “Oh yeah, this looks real good. I’ve got you now, shit-head,” whispered the stalker. He followed one hundred feet behind Travis’ car.




  Travis turned right onto Peachtree Boulevard, and so did the Nissan. Minutes later, Travis made a sharp left turn darting onto the ramp for Highway 400 North. The stalker kept going.




  “Son-of-a-bitch! Not tonight. . . not tonight!” he barked. He pounded the dashboard with a massive fist and yelled, “Damn! Damn! Damn!”




  




  On the other side of downtown Atlanta, another man cursed in Spanish. Carlos Calderon was running out of time. In thirty more minutes it would be too dark to tell the weeds from the flowers in the Albrechts’ flowerbed. All the weeds had to be pulled before he could finish spreading the pine straw. He would’ve been done hours ago, but he had to take his daughter to the doctor that morning, so he’d gotten a late start. The Albrechts were good customers, and they would be coming home from vacation tomorrow. He didn’t want them to return and find that the work he had promised was not done.




  The sky blazed in red and orange as the sun sank lower on the horizon. Carlos had no time to enjoy the show. He was working in the last flowerbed at the rear of the property next to the neighbor’s privacy fence. He stopped for a moment to massage his aching back, then mopped the sweat from his brow with a bandana. Just about to kneel down and pluck another weed, he heard a splash, then another. Next came a yell that almost sounded angry. He wasn’t sure. It was not unusual to hear splashes because most of the houses on this street had heated pools in the backyards. The Calderon Yard Maintenance Company also took care of many pools on this street, but the one next door to the Albrechts’ was not one of them.




  Carlos thought maybe the neighbors were just roughhousing or skinny-dipping. What he heard next was unusual, a cry for help. It took him a moment to find a damaged board on the fence with an opening big enough to see through. A blur of movement in the shallow end of the pool caught his eye. Both people still had their clothes on. He saw a powerful man standing over a woman. The man had a fistful of the woman’s hair as he pushed her underwater. “Madre de Dios,” he gasped. The woman’s head broke the surface, and he heard another garbled cry for help as the man pushed her back under.




  Heart racing, he almost called out, but fear for his own life stopped him. He was sure he would be found on the bottom of that pool next to the woman if he were discovered. Instead, he turned to run, took a step, then stopped and went back to the fence. Carlos tried and failed to calm his ragged gasps for air. He fumbled in his pocket, then pulled out his cell phone. His calloused finger made it difficult to press the small button, but he managed to snap two pictures before dialing 911.




  “9-1-1 operator. What is the nature of your emergency?”




  “He’s killing her. . .the lady,” Carlos whispered.




  “What lady, sir?”




  “She’s in the pool. Hurry! Please hurry!”




  “What is your address?”




  He gave her the Albrecht’s address.




  The big man hunched over her now. He was holding the woman underwater with both his arms. A hand shot out of the water and locked onto his upper arm. The hand stayed there only a moment before it went limp and slipped back under. A torrent of bubbles broke the surface, then stopped.




  Carlos backed away from the fence. When he turned to run he stumbled over the wheelbarrow and fell onto a bale of pine straw. Regaining his balance, he moved further away from the horror he had just witnessed. He could barely hear the woman on the phone asking more questions. Carlos made the sign of the cross with the phone still in his hand. Acidic vomit rose in his throat like molten lava from an erupting volcano. A spasm wracked his body; he dropped the phone. He fell to his knees and threw-up in the grass.




  




  Travis Knight’s phone intercom beeped. “Detective Brikler is on line one. Do you want to take the call?”




  “Yes, I’ll take it. Thanks.” He pressed the button next to the blinking light. “This is Travis Knight.”




  “Knight, this is Brikler. I thought you might be interested to know that your former client, Ron Gurrero, was arrested last night for another murder.” Travis leaned forward and put his elbow on the desk; his stomach knotted. He cradled his forehead in his hand then exhaled before asking, “What happened?”




  “Almost an exact repeat of the first time we went through this shit with your client. He drowned his latest girlfriend in his pool. This time it’s going to stick. You won’t be able to bullshit your way past a jury by claiming it was an accident, like you did last year. We have an eye-witness and pictures. Your boy thought no one was home next door, but the gardener was working late and saw the whole thing. He even took pictures with his cell phone. God, I love technology!” Brikler chuckled into the phone. “You want to take this one counselor? Huh?” Travis thought fast. “I’m slammed. Can’t take on any new cases right now.” Brikler laughed again. “Yeah, I bet. When you know we’ve got an open-and-shut case you get too busy. Imagine that! You made your big, hot-shot reputation defending Gurrero the first time. Come on, are you sure you’re going to pass?”




  Travis ignored Brikler. The headache came on fast like daggers in his temples. He massaged his head. “Is there anything else, Brikler?”




  “Just one thing: If you hadn’t gotten Gurrero off last time, he’d be some con’s bitch in a maximum-security prison instead of choking the life out of another human being. As far as I’m concerned, you helped kill that girl.”




  Travis pushed back from his desk, jumped to his feet and roared, “Bullshit! A jury of his peers set him free, not me! Innocent until proven guilty, that’s the way the system works. If you geniuses would’ve done your job, the jury might’ve found him guilty.” Brikler’s response was just as loud, “We did our jobs! You just confused the jury into letting that murdering bastard go! You saw the evidence. I really don’t know how you sleep at night.”




  “I sleep just fine. Say, I’d love to continue this pissing contest, but I have work to do.”




  “Sure you do, so many killers to free and so little time. Sweet dreams, counselor.” There was a click and the line went dead.




  Travis fell back down in his chair, then leaned forward and buried his face in his hands. A minute passed before he opened the center drawer of his desk. His hands shook as he picked up the aspirin bottle. He fumbled a moment with the cap. “Child proof. Shit!” He poured two aspirins in his hand. The headache was a doozy. He shook out two more for good measure.




  Travis normally didn’t drink this early in the day, but he needed something to wash down the aspirin, and water wasn’t going to do the job. This was, after all, a first in his career. He walked to his wet-bar and filled a tumbler with ice. He poured a few fingers of eighteen-year-old Laphroaig, single malt Scotch over the ice and returned to his chair.




  Travis had been an assistant defense attorney or in the “second chair” with his former law firm a few times at murder trials, but Ron Gurrero’s trial was the first for his own firm. It was the publicity from that trial that lit the fuse on his career rocket. That was just one year ago, and things were going great, until now.




  Everything came tumbling down with just one phone call. Travis knew Detective Brikler was right. If he hadn’t done such a brilliant job defending Ron Gurrero, the poor woman would still be alive. He’d helped keep a killer free.




  Ron Gurrero was the spoiled, playboy son of a local multi-millionaire home improvement chain-store owner. Last year he had been accused of drowning his girlfriend, Alicia Stone.




  Travis was introduced to Ron through a friend of a friend. Ron seemed impressed during their meeting and asked Travis to defend him. There were no eye-witnesses to the crime. The strongest evidence the District Attorney had was the testimony of Courtney Miller, Alicia’s girlfriend. She said Alicia told her she was going to break-up with Ron the day she died, and that she was worried he might hurt her. Courtney claimed she had convinced Alicia to break-up with Ron in a public place like a restaurant, and Alicia agreed. The woman had no idea how or why they ended up at Ron’s house.




  




  Travis was able to discredit her testimony by convincing the jury that Courtney was trying to “get back” at Ron because he had recently rebuffed her sexual advances. He argued that Courtney was the kind of friend anybody would be better off without. The jury agreed.




  Travis popped the aspirins in his mouth, then followed up with a large swallow of Scotch.




  At ninety dollars a bottle the Laphroaig Scotch was an expensive aspirin chaser. The fiery sensation sliding down his throat took his mind off the bad news for a few seconds, which was way too temporary. He needed to talk to Julie, so he mashed the speed-dial button on his phone.




  Julie’s cell phone rang a few times then went to voicemail. She must be in surgery, he thought.




  “Son-of-a-bitching voice-mail.” He slammed the handset back into its cradle. That was it; there was nothing else to do but refill his glass.




  After getting another Scotch, he leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes. He imagined the poor girl fighting with Ron in the pool. He heard her screams and saw that lower-than-whale-shit psycho smiling as he held the girl underwater. Screams echoed though his mind. If he had been there, he would’ve grabbed a pool chair or something and bashed Ron over the head.




  The sad truth was he couldn’t help her now. He’d had his chance a year ago. “I’m sorry,” he whispered, then gulped down the remainder of his drink. He squeezed the glass hard until his hand hurt.




  "This is all your fault, Ron, you stupid-fucking bastard!" he roared as he brought his palm down hard on the desk. He spent the rest of the afternoon trying numb his senses.




  




  The taxi pulled up in front of his house just before dark. The meter showed forty dollars, but in his condition, it was a small price to pay for not having to risk driving home. He’d have to make arrangements to pick up his car tomorrow. Travis managed to fish out what he hoped was a fifty dollar bill. He handed the bill to the driver and said, “Keep it.” The driver thanked him and pulled away. He watched the cab for a moment as it navigated the driveway cul-de-sac.




  After it disappeared, he turned then stared at the walkway to his house. He saw two blurry sets of steps. He lined-up his approach and stepped forward on the wrong set. He fell forward onto the flagstone covered walkway and went down hard on one knee. Travis managed to stand, then rubbed his knee. There was a tear in the knee of his pants. “Shit!” He made a feeble attempt to dust off the yellow pine pollen which coated everything at this time of year. When he thought enough of the obnoxious yellow crap was removed, he wove his way to the front door. He took a second to peer through the etched glass panel in the heavy oak door to see if Julie was in sight.




  She was nowhere to be seen. He would have to open the door himself.




  After a couple of tries, he got his key into the lock. He was about to turn it when the front porch light came on.




  Julie opened the door. “You smell like Scotch.” She shook her head then asked, “Having trouble?”




  “Nope, no trouble. I juss couldn’t see. Issh dark out here.”




  “You’re drunk!”




  Travis steadied himself by grasping the doorjamb with his right hand before slurring his reply, “Yess, yess I am, my dear.”




  “You’re thirty-years-old. I think it’s time you stopped this binge drinking.”




  “Well, thiss time I had a good reason. Thiss has been the absolute sshittiest day I’ve ever had.” He burped. An odor of stale Scotch filled the air.




  “What happened?” she asked.




  




  Once Julie was seated across from him at the table, he began the story of Ron Gurrero’s latest murder. She said nothing, only shook her head from time to time. The scowl on her face grew more severe as he continued. Travis was sober enough to know that this was just the quiet before the storm. He finished the story then sat back and waited for the assault.




  A mere second passed before Julie was out of her chair wagging a reprimanding finger in his face as she shouted, “I knew this would happen someday! I knew it!” Dixie, their Chocolate Labrador Retriever, crawled under the table.




  “Now we are going to have to live with the knowledge that you helped put that killer back into society, and he’s killed again!”




  Travis noticed the extended vein on the left side of her forehead, Not a good sign, he thought. He looked down at the table and whispered, “I believed he was innocent. So did the jury. It’s not my. . .”




  “Oh, don’t give me that lame crap about it not being your fault! If you tell me one more time, ‘The jury did it,’ or ‘Our legal system isn’t perfect, blah-blah-blah,’ I’ll scream! You said this would never happen. Now it has. You’ve got to see it now. You’ve got to get out of this field of practice. You could defend criminals that aren’t accused of murder. You could change to real estate law, handle divorces, medical malpractice, anything but defending murderers!” Silence followed. A drip from the sink faucet produced a single, steel-drum-like note.




  Travis could not look up at Julie. Her tirade helped him focus through the alcohol-induced haze.




  He inhaled, held it a moment, then exhaled. Wiping his hand across his face he answered, “I wish I could undo it somehow, but I can’t. If I had it to do over, I wouldn’t take his case. Maybe a less competent attorney wouldn’t have gotten him off. Maybe that girl would still be alive.” Julie gave a dismissive wave then said, “That’s all in the past, and there is nothing you can do about it now, but you can change the future. Change your field of law.”




  “You know I love you and my job. You and my job make me whole. We’ve been married a year, but I’ve been an attorney for five. It’s like you asking me to choose which arm I want to cut off. I could give up defending murder cases, but I would always miss the rush and sense of accomplishment when I win, and then I would blame you. We would never have a chance for a strong marriage under those circumstances. I can’t do that to you, and I can’t do it to me. This is who I was when we met, and this is who I am now. I know it’s crappy, but sometimes the guilty go free. Rarely they’ll kill again. It’s a risk all attorneys that defend accused murderers have to accept. If I can save one innocent person from being executed, it would be worth the risk. I’m good at what I do, and I can do too much good to give-up on my career. Please try and deal with this. We can help each other.”




  Julie turned and walked to the sink, hot tears streaming down her cheeks. She probably didn’t want him to see her cry, but her jerking shoulders gave her away. She grabbed a paper towel off the rack and dried her face before she said, “So, in your mind, I guess what it boils down to is the old saying, ‘You’ve got to break a few eggs to make an omelet’.”




  “I wouldn’t put it just that way, but, yeah, kind of.”




  Julie turned back toward Travis and threw the wadded-up paper towel at him. “Well, I think one broken egg is one too many.” She stormed out of the kitchen.




  “Julie! Come back! Julie!”




  A few seconds later he heard the bedroom door slam.




  Travis shook his head, then picked up the wadded paper towel. “Shit, shit, shit!” He’d be sleeping in the quest bedroom. . .again. They’d only been married a year, and he was way too familiar with the guest bedroom. Julie, like Travis, had been born and raised in Atlanta, Georgia. She had a hot Irish temper combined with southern tenacity. She was quick to walk away from an argument and prone to slamming doors. They would argue about the usual things like money--how to invest it--the toilet seat being left up, him not picking up his clothes, his career, and the frequency of sex--or the lack thereof. Travis wanted more sex, Julie wanted less. As a Thoracic Surgeon, she worked long hours and was often too tired for romance when she got home.




  Although they both graduated with honors from Emory University in Atlanta the same year, they didn’t meet each other until a few years after. The amount of sex wasn’t an issue during the year they dated, before getting married and a few months after. They couldn’t seem to get enough of each other. Julie’s hours had increased over the last six months resulting in a lot of bad moods and more frequent arguments.




  Dixie poked her head out from under the table. Now that the storm had passed, she took a few cautious steps towards his chair, then sat and looked up at him.




  Travis’ stomach growled, and he rubbed his belly. Dixie nudged him with her cold, wet nose. He scratched her neck a few times and said, “Dixie, don’t get married. It’s too complicated. They try to change you after you’re married. If you got married your husband might want you to quit jumping in the pond and chasing the ducks, and that wouldn’t be fair.




  You love to chase the ducks don’t you? Take it from me, Dixie, don’t ever get married,” he said.




  He stood up and wobbled his way to the refrigerator.




  Julie’s mention of eggs gave him an idea. He opened the door and began rummaging for the egg carton. Dixie followed his every move. She was in perfect position when Travis dropped a few pieces of cheese on the floor during his preparations.




  Fifteen minutes later he was eating a wonderful, steaming hot, ham and cheese omelet.




  Dixie sat staring at Travis, waiting patiently for the last bite. She wasn’t disappointed. Since there was no more food to be had, the four-legged “traitor” went down the hall and scratched at the master bedroom door. Travis heard the door open and close. “Damn dog gets treated better than I do,” he complained. He grabbed three chocolate-chip cookies from the cookie jar for the trip to the guest bedroom.




  Ten minutes later he was lying in bed, a bed that was spinning. He moved to the edge and put one foot on the floor. Aaah, the spinning stopped. A minute later he was unconscious.




  




  Travis was in a pitch-black room, and he could hear a woman in water calling for help.




  Using his hands and feet he tried to feel his way through the cold, damp darkness, but he couldn’t find the edge of the pool. Between garbled screams, the voice was calling his name,




  “Travis, Travis help meee!” As he became more frantic he swung his arms in every direction.




  He seemed to get close to the screams, then they would start again from somewhere behind him.




  He yelled out, “Hold on, I’m coming!” but he still couldn’t find the edge of the pool. Finally, the screams stopped. He was breathing hard as terror gripped him by the throat. He couldn’t find the woman, and he couldn’t find his way out. He screamed for help, then began running blind.




  Travis woke up to find himself tangled in sheets, drenched in sweat and panting. He made his way to the bathroom. With trembling hands he wiped his face with a damp washcloth. He stared at his reflection in the mirror and wondered if this was how it was going to be for the rest of his life.




  




  




  




  




  Chapter 2




  Over the weekend Travis saw on cable news that the woman Ron Gurrero had brutally murdered was twenty-three-year-old April Bennett. Her funeral was scheduled for Tuesday morning.




  Monday morning Travis turned on his cell phone just long enough to call his secretary from his twelve-foot, aluminum rowboat. He had her clear his calendar through Tuesday. Once that chore was complete, he went back to casting a ‘Texas rigged’ plastic worm along the reed bed that ran the length of the West side of his six-acre pond. The pond took up almost a third of the twenty acres that surrounded the old, thirty-five-hundred-square-foot antebellum plantation house he and Julie had called home for the past year.




  He’d begun working the reed line as soon as the sun came up. Slender wisps of vapor rose from the water’s surface as he rowed away from the dock. The smell of rotting aquatic vegetation became stronger as the sun warmed the surface of the water. The sky was cloudless, a Robin’s egg blue, which was a sign that a cold front had moved through the area overnight. Cold fronts weren’t good for fishing as a rule, but a fishing outing was always good when he needed to think. The mindless casting and retrieving allowed plenty of time for concentration on other matters.




  Now that he and Julie were back to sharing a bed--he’d been banished for two nights--there was only one priority on his mind, whether or not to continue defending clients accused of murder. No doubt what Julie wants, he thought. She wants me out of the murder business.




  As he fished, Travis went through the entire issue, everything from the financial effect on the firm to the emotional effect on his psyche and the marriage. He was sure the firm could remain healthy if he stopped taking murder cases. There would be a reduction in potential income over the long term, but the firm was young enough to adapt. He was able to check-off that part of the equation. The remaining issues would be much more difficult. He had some tough questions to answer. Can I handle another experience like the Ron Gurrero case? Every time he asked himself that question the answer was the same, No. Hell no! No doubt about it, he never wanted to go through anything like that again.




  Also, he wondered if he wanted to give up the feelings of power and control he had when he held another human life in his hands. Julie knows how it feels; she’s a surgeon. She should be able to relate. What about the feeling of accomplishment when I do battle against a prosecutor and win? It was a very addictive rush. The most important component in his mind was the way helping people in need made him feel . I must have a hero complex.




  Travis was repositioning the hook in the large, purple worm when he was reminded of his first heroic adventure. He had first realized he liked saving people many years ago after his involvement in the “worm incident.” His mind drifted back to when he was eleven years old.




  




  Walking home from school, he saw a small gang of boys at the street corner. One of the boys straddled the chest of a chubby fellow and tried to make him eat a large worm. As he got a little closer he could see it was Tony Gray straddling Mark Wallace. “Terrible Tony,” as he was known behind his back, was a hard-ass kid that seemed to be mad at the world in general. He was not too particular upon whom he vented this anger.




  His pulse pounded when he momentarily thought of crossing to the other side of the street and pretending he wasn’t aware, but the thought quickly passed. A few more steps and he could see that Mark was crying, and it really didn’t look like Tony was anywhere near growing tired of seeing Mark eat that big, juicy “night crawler.”




  Looking in vain from side to side for help in the form of an adult, he decided he had do something. He had to help Mark, but how? I can’t take-on Terrible Tony; he’s too strong.




  A moment later he noticed a beer can in the road next to the curb, and it gave him an idea.




  He started walking across the street as the idea matured. He wasn’t as strong as Tony, but he was way smarter! Fortunately for Mark, a mouth that is not willingly opened is a very hard target to hit. Tony was having a hard time getting the worm down the hatch.




  Taking a deep breath, he ran full speed into the group. He ignored the other boys and started yelling at Mark, “Mark you better get out of here, your dad is coming, I just saw him, and man is he ever mad! He’s yelling and screaming about something. I don’t know what you did, but you gotta get outta here, and now! “ Tony had a blank look on his face for a second. He was probably visualizing the arrival of Mark’s father. He said, “Well, it sounds like this turd is going to catch more hell from his old man than I had planned for him.” He turned to his gang and said, “Let’s go over to Mike’s garage and see if we can find a cigarette.” With that, Tony and his little entourage left the scene, a little faster, under the circumstances, than their normal departure speed from a bullying episode.




  Travis helped Mark to his feet, but before he could get a word in, Mark spat. Terrified, shaking, and not noticing Travis’s smile, he said, “Wh. . .what direction is my father is coming from?” His father had been known to blacken his son’s eye for the smallest infraction. It was even worse when he had been drinking too much beer.




  “Mark, Mark! Hold on a minute. I didn’t really see your dad, and as far as I know, he isn’t looking for you either.”




  It took Mark a second to realize what he had just done. “Oh man, thanks Travis. You got my butt out of a bad spot. I thought I was going to eat that worm for sure!”




  “It’s okay Mark, I couldn’t let a guy eat a worm. I mean, what did the worm ever do to you?” They laughed over the incident all the way home.




  Terrible Tony was strong but he wasn’t “the sharpest tool in the shed.” Brains had triumphed over brawn. Travis had risked eating worms himself if the ruse had failed, but it was worth it. It was a feeling he’d never forget. He had saved the day.




  




  A tug on his line ended the reminiscing. He yanked back on his fishing pole, but he was a second too late. The fish was gone. He cast the worm back to the same spot, and his mind returned its focus to the burning question of whether or not to change his field of practice.




  Recalling the worm incident helped clarify things. It’s settled. I don’t want to give up the work I love so much.




  That left only one question: What are the odds that another client will kill again? The more he thought about it, the more he convinced himself that he would win the lottery first. An acquitted client killing again was so rare that none of his law professors had ever mentioned it in all his years at the Emory University School of Law.




  Travis had addressed his internal concerns, but the toughest part of the whole thing involved Julie. She was not going to let the problem of his defending murderers fade away.




  When she latched onto something, she was like a Pit Bull.




  Late in the morning he developed a strategy. The only way to diffuse the situation with Julie was to convince her to focus on the innocent people he would save if he continued to defend clients accused of murder. He hoped he could get her to agree that saving one innocent person from the electric chair was worth the risk of freeing one-hundred who were guilty. All he had to do was get Julie to change her perspective on the whole thing.




  Travis snickered out-loud at the thought, “Yeah, that’s all I have to do!” He wasn’t looking forward to the task and wasn’t confident in the least that he would succeed.




  The sun was high overhead. It was hot, and the fish stopped biting altogether, which was just as well, as he wanted to eat some lunch and do some research. He tied the boat up at the dock and headed to the house. He let Dixie out into her fenced-in area so she could stretch her legs and take care of business. He had learned by experience that if he didn’t keep her in the house while he was fishing, she would bark the whole time he was on the pond.




  Travis made a hot, ham and cheese sandwich in the microwave, grabbed some potato chips and a soda then went to his den. He searched the Internet for reports of people acquitted by a jury that had killed again. There was no convenient source for such information, so he did his best to compile the data himself. He found only eleven documented cases of repeat murderers out of the twenty-three-thousand-eight-hundred and forty-two acquitted defendants in the past ten years for the whole country, way less than one percent. But, he wasn’t confident this argument would impress Julie. It was as weak as a house built of straw, but it was all he had.




  The long odds and all the data in the world couldn’t erase the fact that one of his clients had already killed again.




  Travis spent two more hours surfing the Internet doing research on a Motion to Suppress he was working on for another case. The late afternoon was spent working out on his weight machine in the basement. He lifted weights until he was exhausted.




  




  That night, Travis and Julie went out to eat at a little Japanese place they frequented just a few miles down the road. Julie had her shoulder length, honey-blonde hair up in a bun, and looked stunning. The reflection of the flame from the candle at the center of the table danced in her blue-green eyes. Travis was proud to have her at his table, and wasn’t bothered by the covert glances she got from other men in the restaurant. He was used to it.




  Travis had decided earlier that he was going to discuss all the issues he’d addressed while fishing. After their soup was delivered he said, “Julie, I did a lot of thinking today about changing my field of law, and I wanted to run some ideas by. . .” Julie thrust out her hand and said, “Not today Travis, please. I had a tough day at the hospital, and I don’t want us to end up fighting about that tonight.” Travis stared at her for a moment suppressing a smile. Ha! I dodged another bullet!




  “Okay then, what would you like to talk about?”




  “What will happen to Ron Gurrero?” she asked.




  “He’ll go to trial again, and according to Detective Brikler, they have an airtight case with an eye-witness. So, in about twenty years Ron will be sent to the electric chair.”




  “You mean if Georgia still uses an electric chair.”




  “Well yes, the way things are going with our politically correct society, maybe they’ll just tickle him to death,” Travis smirked.




  “As a surgeon, I think that executions are wasteful.”




  “Why do you say that? Is there a less ‘wasteful’ way to kill somebody?”




  “Yes, I think so. I thought of this today when I had to watch a boy die because we couldn’t find him a liver transplant. Here’s my idea: I think all the transplantable organs from criminals that are sentenced to death should be harvested instead of frying them in the electric chair or poisoning them with gas or lethal injections. Last year fifty-two people across the country were executed; that’s a lot of wasted hearts, lungs, livers, kidneys, and eyes.” Travis stared at Julie for a moment waiting to see if she was joking. Her continued silence told him she was serious. The waitress brought their entrees, which was great timing as far as he was concerned. He wanted time to digest her unusual proposal. A large plate of Fried Rice and Yakizakana was set in front of him. He loved the fresh grilled fish the restaurant served, and ordered it whenever they ate there. Two plates, one of Sushi and one of Sashimi, were set in front of Julie.




  Through a mouth half-full of Sushi, Julie said, “So, what do you think of my idea?”




  “It’s way unconventional. I think it’s good, but other people might think you’ve been huffing too much anesthetic. How do you come up with ideas like that?” Travis smiled, then continued, “I never know what to expect next. Just one more reason why I love you.” Julie flashed her one-thousand-watt smile and said, “The way I figure it, people sentenced to death have wronged society is some way. There is nothing to be gained for the poor murdered victim by wasting the killer’s valuable body parts. There is the issue of revenge for the families of the victim, but using my method, the criminal would end up dead anyway. Of course, the criminal would die at some point during the operation, as the major transplantable organs are removed. I say, criminals should be forced to give something back to society by saving lives with their organs. It provides a form of retribution.”




  Travis nodded then washed down a mouthful of rice before saying, “One problem I see is, you might have trouble finding a team of surgeons who will operate knowing their patient is going to die on the table. What’s it called? Oh yeah, the Hippocratic Oath, the ‘do no harm’ part might be an obstacle.”




  “I think there are enough open-minded surgeons in the country that could see the tremendous benefit to those in need of an organ transplant. This is not like the physician-assisted suicide issue, where a patient in a great deal of pain, but not terminally ill, requests to die. Even a terminally ill patient can be treated, and their life prolonged. Sometimes people who are told they are going to die, don’t. Their cancer disappears, or their body heals itself. Harvesting organs from a criminal who has been sentenced to death on a specific date and time doesn’t have the same ethical concerns as a patient, as far as I’m concerned. By law the convicted person is going to die, whether a physician is involved or not. Maybe a special team of volunteer surgeons for each state that still has the death penalty could be put together. Or there could just be one team that would travel the country or the world and harvest the organs of the condemned. Hell, I’d volunteer after watching that child die.”




  Travis nodded. “It would help to make the execution of an innocent person a little easier to bear too. Something positive would come from such a terrible mistake. When the system executes an innocent person now, all we get is waste, as you say.”




  “That’s my point,” she said.




  “I agree. Unfortunately, I don’t think the country is ready for such a radical idea.”




  “Maybe someday.”




  “Maybe,” he said with a raised eyebrow.




  They discussed the rest of the day's happenings while they finished their entrees.




  Afterward, they both decided they had room for dessert. The waitress brought the cart loaded with traditional Japanese deserts, but Travis and Julie always passed them up for traditional, American desserts. A minute later Julie had a strawberry cheesecake in front of her and Travis looked at a slice of chocolate cheesecake. It was his one major weakness. They both went home full and happy.




  When Travis crawled into bed after walking Dixie, he got a nice surprise. Julie was naked under the covers and feeling frisky. Somewhere, Julie had found the energy to be on-top this time.




  Maybe it was the cheesecake, he thought. It was the perfect end to a perfect evening.




  




  




  




  




  Chapter 3




  At eleven o’clock the next morning Travis was seated at the back of the First Baptist Church on Piedmont Road. The immense church had a high arched ceiling supported by marble pillars spaced every twenty feet. The only sound came from the heels of the shoes of those who had come to pay their respects as they walked down the aisle. The pews were oak and stained a dark walnut. The size of the structure was awe inspiring. The front six rows on either side of the aisle were full. As far as he could tell, no one took notice of him sitting alone in the last row.




  Travis caught the fragrant scent of gardenias that lined the sidewalk outside the church every time the door opened behind him.




  Travis had come to the funeral because he wanted to hear about April Bennett. He wanted to know her, as best he could, through the eulogies to be given by her friends and family. April’s father talked of his little girl’s love of life and willingness to help others. That was why, he explained, she’d gone into nursing. He went on to tell how she was a vegetarian and, “She would never harm another creature on God’s green earth.”




  Other family and friends told the people gathered there how April volunteered for various civic projects and was always quick to make donations to an endless stream of good causes.




  April’s best friend announced that she was going to adopt April’s cat, Caesar, into her home, so she would have something to remind her of April every day. April’s mother had been sobbing softly through the service until the announcement of the adoption. After that, her sobbing rose to a wailing crescendo causing a lump to grow in Travis’ throat and tears to fill his eyes. When the Pastor began his remarks, Travis slipped quietly from the pew. He put twenty dollars in the collection box on his way out of the church.




  




  It was hard for Travis to wake up the next morning. He’d had the nightmare about April Bennett again, and it had robbed him of much needed sleep. When he went to the kitchen for a cup of coffee, he was surprised to find Julie sitting at the kitchen table reading the paper.




  “I thought you had surgery this morning.”




  “I did, but it was cancelled at the last minute. There was a problem with the donor organ. I don’t have to be at work until nine.”




  “Well, aren’t you the lucky lady?”




  “Yes, I almost don’t know what to do with all the free time.” Travis leered and said, “I have an idea what we could do.” Julie chuckled and said, “We just did it Monday night.” Travis pouted, “Come on. We could have a quickie.”




  “No thanks.”




  Travis knew the subject was now closed and accepted defeat. Julie took a drink of coffee then said, “You’re not going to wear that tie with your custom tailored, thousand-dollar Italian suit, are you?”




  “Why? This tie goes with this suit.”




  “Well, wear it if you want, but…”




  “All right, all right.” Travis started removing the tie as he walked back to the bedroom. He relied heavily on Julie’s fashion sense and knew he wouldn’t be able to dress properly without her help. The European suits were a result of her influence as well. He had been buying his suits from a men’s clothing chain store. He was a fashion wreck before he met Julie, but no longer.




  He often got compliments on his suits from the ladies at work.




  




  It took another fifteen minutes to find a tie that passed Julie’s inspection. Travis returned to the kitchen and she adjusted the knot in his tie.
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