

        

            

                

            

        




	MURDER GIVES A BURNED OUT ATTORNEY A CHANCE TO SHAKE HIS DEPRESSION AND REGAIN HIS LOST LIFE. 


	 


	After winning the biggest case of his career but falling in love with Jennifer, his client, Matt falls into a prolonged depression when his love is not returned until Sarah comes into his life, but two weeks later, she’s found dead in his house. Matt finds her death suspicious and begins to investigate. He eventually discovers she was a reporter working undercover on stories concerning his role in Jennifer’s murder acquittal and the campaign of a congressman running for the Senate. His life is in danger as he uncovers stones that certain powerful people do not want uncovered.


	 


	“That La Jolla Lawyer is one of the best mysteries I have read. This book is brilliant. I couldn't put it down. In the character of Matt Dawson, Robert Rogers has created one of the most dynamic protagonist in the genre. Watching Matt fall from a legal impresario to a deadbeat drunk only to rise again like a phoenix from the ashes of his life is simply breathtaking. Rogers evokes that pain and the passion of his main character in vivid detail. The reader cannot help being captivated by this story.”— David, author of the highly acclaimed Narmer's Pallet.


	 


	“What a great book. Thank you for letting me read an advanced copy. I felt like I was standing in Matt’s shoes for the entire book, enjoying the adventure without getting dirty or hurt. And, when it was over, I got a great night’s sleep. I loved the characters, especially the cat with the broken tail. That was a master’s stroke. The plot kept me on my toes from the beginning to the end, anticipating what might happen next.”— Suzanne, successful author of sweet historical romance and young adult fantasy books, Savannah.


	



	“I thought the story was superb, both plot and character driven, a tremendously creative effort. When I picked it up, I couldn’t put it down. And, that cat, he should get an Oscar. I guess it was a he. I’m looking forward to your next book.”—Yarka from La Jolla. 


	“That was not the first of your books I have read. Each time I read one, I always wonder how could the next one can get any better. Well, somehow they always do, each just as captivating. You do a wonderful job with your characters and your plots are very well thought out. Both keep your readers turning pages. I didn’t see that cat coming. What a twist! I love cats and that made my day. Who could have guessed?”—Eva from La Jolla.


	I fell in love with Matt, even if his client didn’t. The book and the characters had me by the throat from the first page until Matt got his revenge. Now, I have to go back and read your earlier books, the couple I missed. And, please let me know when the next one is coming out. The only thing you do better than developing your characters is developing your plots. Your books are refreshing to read. How do you do it?”—Karen from La Jolla.


	“That La Jolla Lawyer grabbed me at the first page and didn’t turn me loose until The End. The characterizations were first class, the plot was clever and intriguing, and kept me guessing at every turn. It was a thrilling read. Thank you for asking me to read it.”—Kathy, professional editor, Oceanside.
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Chapter 1


	 


	The gloom that came in with the first day of June dominated the morning sky, but gave way to a bright California sun in the afternoon and beckoned all to enjoy a day on the beach. And after their all day frolic in the sun, many devoted themselves to continuing the fun into the evening in small beach towns along the Pacific Ocean where brightly lit, often gaudy, businesses enticed them inside with offerings of food, drink and entertainment. As one frolicker shouted, “Work is the devil’s invention. Fun rules!”


	Some of those rolled slowly in cars along the main drag in Pacific Beach, trying to hold back the end of another party night. Horns honked and arms waved through open car windows as they passed the Irish Pub, its name in bold, green letters over the pale background of a roof-mounted sign. Below the bold letters, in small script were the words, “but non-believers are welcome.” A floodlight on the sign made sure no one missed it. The exterior of the building was weathered, rustic wood with faux stained glass windows adding colorful decoration. Green shrubbery poked up from beds and brushed the bottoms of the windows. Spotlights at the edge of beds sent channels of white through the openings to add a glow to the windows and walls.


	Inside, wooden tables and chairs filled the space in front of a long copper-covered bar built along one side of the pub’s dining area. A stage occupied another wall. Except for a microphone, it was empty and its lights turned off as the last few minutes of Saturday ticked away. The entertainers were gone for the night, along with the patrons. A sign at one edge of the stage identified the departed group of musicians as the “Irish Red Necks.”


	At one end of the bar sat an unshaven man in rough clothes, unkempt hair stringing almost to his shoulders. The man’s hair and beard were light brown, showing streaks of gray, although it was hard to tell the color of anything in the multicolored, speakeasy lights flowing out from behind the bar. The man’s name was Matt Dawson. The lines in his face spoke of a hard life, one without much joy. Though approaching sixty, no one would have disputed seventy.


	He stared at the few sips of beer left in his glass with a look of desperation, as if wishing more would appear and he’d have an excuse not to leave, not to go home to an empty house. He drank two beers in the pub most every night and listened to the Saturday night entertainment without watching. His contribution to conversation was an occasional agreeing nod to the bartender who dropped by between rushes to say something, usually a bitch about one thing or another. More often than not, about a patron who didn’t leave a tip.


	The bartender, wearing a dingy white apron, his hair mostly white, stood some distance away, polishing glasses. Like many who regularly worked bars, he’d developed a stomach from the free beers and drinks satisfied customers sent his way. Lack of regular exercise didn’t help. Sounds of cleaning up for the night came from the kitchen, accompanied by the loud voices of the kitchen staff, anxious to get home. No more food would be served that night as the pub neared the dark time of its life.


	The bartender slid the glass into its slot in the overhead rack and turned to Matt. “How’re you gettin’ on with that brunette?”


	Matt answered without looking up. “She’s nice. We talk a bit over coffee.”


	“Hell, Matt, I wasn’t thinking about talk.” His face brightened; his head and shoulders did a little dance to accent his thoughts.


	“She sleeps in the spare room. I sleep in mine. That’s about it. She’s not the type to spread ’em for people like me.”


	“Time was…” the bartender turned away without completing the thought.


	The bartender was asking about something that happened a couple of weeks earlier. It didn’t seem like much at the time, but it would change Matt’s life.


	 


	***


	Nearing eleven in the evening, the bartender hurried over to where Matt sat and asked, “Matt, listen. I need a favor.”


	Matt switched his bloodshot, emerald green eyes toward the bartender; his face a question.


	“See that girl over there,” he pointed toward the far wall. At a table along the far wall sat a young woman in a trendy, pale green outfit with orange and yellow flowers embroidered down the front of the blouse. Silky brown hair with blond streaks lay over her shoulders and rippled with enough curls to give it style. Pretty, as far as Matt could make out in the dim pub light. Mid-thirties, he decided. A small suitcase rested on the floor under the table; more like an overnight bag. On the table was half a glass of whatever she was drinking.


	Matt nodded. He briefly wondered what her story might be, but quickly dismissed the thought. It had nothing to do with him and he didn’t want it to.


	“You say you’re not into much of anything these days, but she needs a place to crash for a couple of weeks.” As if to answer Matt’s unanswered question, he added, “I think she’s running from something or somebody. She can pay rent. What about it?”


	“Do I look like anybody she’d want to stay with?” He lightly touched his hand to his worn clothes which looked, even in that light, to be in need of a good wash. Better than that, to be in need of being thrown into a trash can.


	“I don’t think she wants to stay with you so much as just needs a place to stay for a while. She asked if I knew anybody with a spare room nearby. She didn’t say why. Just that she was desperate. First time I’ve seen her but she seems safe if you’re worried she might stab you in the middle of the night. Just wandered in half an hour ago.”


	Matt scoffed at the thought she might stab him.


	The bartender ignored his reaction, looked toward the young woman and added, “Hell, Matt, you know I’ve seen all kinds in my day. Might work out for you, if you know what I mean.” He patted his thigh.


	“Ha.”


	After a second glance at the young woman again as if to verify the bartender’s opinion, Matt shrugged and said, “Two blocks south, two streets over, green shotgun house with a white picket fence, what’s left of it anyway, across the front yard. Door’s unlocked. Old Mercedes in the front yard. Tell her to take the first bedroom. There’s a lock on the door. I sleep in back. I don’t give a shit about rent. Or the working out part. She can help herself to anything she can find in the kitchen.”


	“Up to you. Thanks. You know I’m a soft touch.”


	Matt shook his head to agree although he didn’t care one way or the other. So what if she turned out to be an axe murderer? She’d be doing me a favor. Nobody would even know I died. Ha! And, for sure nobody would care.


	“Oh, by the way, tell her to beware of the gray cat. Got a broke tail and doesn’t like strangers.”


	The bartender nodded and hurried away, tucking his drying towel behind his apron.


	***


	That was how the girl, who called herself Cynthia Chisolm, came to be in Matt’s shack of a house on a half lot in Ocean Beach, California; just north of San Diego, just south of Pacific Beach, and within walking distance of the pub.


	He got home an hour or so later. The extra bedroom door was closed and the lights were out. He went to bed. His cat was not in sight.


	The next morning when he got up, nearing nine, the woman he’d befriended sat at the kitchen table wearing a white terry cloth robe and holding a mug filled with coffee.


	Her hair was already styled for the day.


	Blue eyes. Damn. She is pretty. Difficult to believe she’d need a place to stay, especially a dump like this. Can’t be more than thirty-five at the most. Not a wrinkle on her face.


	An empty plate, showing crumbs, sat on the table in front of her. The scent of toast blended with the smell of coffee and wafted about the kitchen. He wore his pajamas and slippers.


	She introduced herself in little more than a swallowed, diffident whisper. “Thanks for putting me up. I shouldn’t be here long,” she said, barely raising her head as she did. “I just need a place to stay until I get something resolved.”


	Matt shrugged. “No problem, but you’re on your own.”


	“I understand. I found everything I needed.” She made a hand gesture into the kitchen area.


	“Yeah,” he said with a glance as he approached the coffee pot, one of those fancy things that ground coffee fresh for each cup. It was a holdover from the days when he cared and when he could afford such things.


	He paused at a CD player and turned it on. Shostakovich’s Second Waltz began playing. A gray striped cat meowed at the back door. Ah, Matt remembered, the cat wants back in. He’d let him out to do his business before he left for the pub. He detoured back to let him in, then poured fresh food in his bowl.


	The old tom cat just showed up one morning and stayed. No name, just Cat. He answered to it so long as the answer was backed up with food. He snarled at anyone he didn’t know, especially anyone who didn’t feed him. Could be the broken tail’s the reason he’s snarly.” Matt deduced that he’d been abused. Enough reason for me to keep him. Birds of a feather and such shit.


	The Formica top of the kitchen table was chipped and stained. It looked like a salvaged throw-away from somebody’s alley. The stainless steel chairs didn’t match and two wobbled but so far hadn’t collapsed. Stuffing from different colored cushions poked through cracks. The condition of the table and chairs matched the rest of the house’s furnishing.


	The house was built in the fifties. It had no style in particular unless mobile home or shotgun shack qualified, and nothing had been done to it since it was built. The kitchen floor was cheap linoleum. The countertops were chipped and cracked Formica, white.


	The metal cabinets once were white but had turned gray over time. Only half the drawers opened without effort and a like number of the cabinet doors wouldn’t stay closed. The flooring in the rest of the house was wood and in need of refinishing. The walls were painted bead board as were the ceilings. The living room and master bedroom faced the back and looked out at the beach. The combination kitchen and dining area were at the front. A small porch shaded the back of the house.


	 


	***


	He’d received the house as a fee from a drug dealer he’d saved from a murder charge, killing a rival drug dealer. A hung jury in Matt’s favor caused the DA to abandon the case. His client left town the next day and hadn’t been seen, officially, since. Unofficially, he’d been by to see Matt once or twice since then.


	The first time was after the Schofield trial which had left Matt so depressed, he was only getting out of bed to eat enough to stay alive. And, he wondered why he was even doing that.


	One day the doorbell rang. He ignored it but it didn’t stop so he wandered up and looked out to see a smallish man. Looks like somebody I know, but who?


	He wore an expensive suit, white shirt, stiff collar but no tie. His dark hair was pulled back into a top knot like some gangster, with muscles pushing at the fabric of his suit.


	Matt’s reaction to the muscles was, must be eating steroids by the handfuls.


	A thin mustache showed above his lip. He glanced nervously over his shoulder. Who in the hell can that … ah, Roberto Sanchez, the drug client he’d gotten off, the one who gave him the house .


	He opened the door. “Damn, Roberto, I hardly recognized you.” Not with the new body and the mustache.


	“Hey, man, I don’t want to be standing out here in front of God and everybody!” Matt motioned him in to the kitchen.


	“Have a seat. What brings you to town? I imagine the cops are looking for you for something. You look prosperous but I doubt you’ve changed your occupation. Maybe you want to buy the place from me?”


	He laughed. “No way, mi amigo! The cops would have the place staked out in a week. They have informants everywhere. Hey, you look like shit, man.”


	“Yeah. Well, I feel like shit.”


	“You won that big case awhile back. I read about it! Woman killed her husband and walked away free. Thanks to you. You should be jumping up and down. Chicks should be standing in the street waiting to come in. Sleep with the big dog!”


	“Yeah. So, what are you doing here? I hope you’re not in trouble. I’m not open for business.”


	“Just wanted to see the place.” He waved an arm about the room. “You haven’t changed a thing. Still a dump. I don’t want it. I have many houses now. Maids running around. Tits, no bras, short skirts and all smiling to keep me happy. Big, grande houses, man. Some looking over the ocean.”


	Matt nodded. “You’re doing okay then, Roberto? Not in trouble.”


	“No trouble, amigo. My name is Cisco these days. I got networks up and down the state. My biggest competitor died. I think you know that.” He smiled and winked.


	Matt recalled. He got a hung jury out of it. “You want anything … Cisco? Coffee?”


	He shook his head no. “Man, you look like you need some of what I’m selling. Put a skip in your shoes. Not me, you know. My people do the selling. I just distribute. They don’t even know my real name. I learned much since we last talked.”


	The consequences of Matt’s prolonged depression had set in and, like most depressions, he was robbed of the motivation to give a damn.


	“What the hell happened to you?” I barely know you. All that beard and hair hanging over your ears. Shit, man!”


	“Not something I can talk about.”


	“You’re the best, man. Bite that dog that’s got you by the balls! I may need you to stay out of jail.”


	“Don’t count on me.”


	“When the time comes, amigo, you’ll be ready. I know you. You’re still the big dog in here.” He laughed, first patted his chest then Matt on the shoulder.


	Not anymore.


	As the man walked out the door, he waved and immediately, a big black Mercedes rolled up and he quickly hopped in.


	 


	***


	Matt moved into the place after his second divorce, having sold his La Jolla home to pay his wife’s debts and to give her a lump sum in lieu of alimony; the same thing he’d done for his first wife. He viewed divorce settlements with open-ended alimony decrees like holding onto strings of barbed wire that had no end. Lump sum settlements that took his assets didn’t bother him particularly. His reputation as a criminal defense lawyer guaranteed that he’d never have a shortage of clients charged with murder or something almost as dire.


	He had no children. His doctor said he was okay in that department and his wives swore they were not taking pills, but neither had gotten pregnant. That made him wonder, but not long enough to care. He was too busy with his practice to have time for children anyway.


	“They couldn’t breeze around town looking beautiful for the studs if they were pregnant. Too hard to hop in and out of beds with big bellies,” he once joked to a colleague about his wives. “They marry me for my money and my reputation and leave with my money and a big smile. Unfortunately, they never left me with a child.”


	Matt was not a particularly handsome man. Rugged was how the newspapers covering his trials described him. He had high cheek bones, light brown hair and green eyes. He always stayed in pretty good shape; working out or playing tennis depending on how much time he had. Animal magnetism — he liked that one — was the best description he ever got. Plain was how he saw himself and plain suited him.


	He smiled only when it seemed appropriate for a point he was making; likewise a frown or an angry pronouncement. Everything he said and did was designed to achieve something. “Staging” was what he called it. He was always on stage, always giving a line that would help him win. A major part of every defense he undertook was getting the jurors to bond with him, to see him as an earnest, honest man who’d never defend a guilty client.


	During voir dire, when he got to talk informally to prospective jurors before they were empanelled, he took great care to smile at each and when an opportunity arose during the trial, to wink or smile when he felt he’d made a killing point, even when he just wanted the juror to think he had.


	His last birthday was his 55th, though he’d quit celebrating years before. His celebrations came after each case that he won. He was called an adrenaline junkie and didn’t try to deny it.


	After each of his divorces, he vowed to try and focus more energy onto his wives.


	He never made it.


	 




Chapter 2


	 


	He took a mug of coffee to the table and sat down. The smell of BO curled through the smell of coffee and toast and followed him to the table. He only bathed when he wasn’t too depressed, Haunted by ghosts from his past, his moods ranged from very depressed to looking-for-the-razor-blades depressed. The past week, his mood had hovered above the latter.


	The woman caught a whiff. “Uh, you mind if I open a window?”


	He gestured with his head toward a window. “Not used to having human guests. Cat doesn’t mind.” He looked in the cat’s direction. He’d finished the breakfast Matt had dished up and was strolling toward a chair in the living room to sleep out his day.


	Matt wore his clothes, including pajamas until, he liked to say, “They can stand by themselves.” While that wasn’t entirely accurate, it expressed how he felt. He reminded himself it might be time to take a shower and wash his clothes. Taking initiative was taking responsibility, something he had not done in a long time. He’d make an exception for the girl though. It seemed the right thing to do.


	She opened the window and returned to the table. “The bartender told me your name, Matt Dawson. I thought it sounded familiar. About two this morning, I remembered who you are. You’re the lawyer who handled that Schofield woman’s case.”


	He didn’t look up. “Yeah. I was him. Burned out beyond redemption now. A nobody. If I’d had any guts, I’d have killed myself. Just waiting ’round to die now.”


	“That sounds a bit harsh to me.” She wanted to say an “overreaction” but decided on diplomacy instead. “She killed her husband. Nobody expected her to get off. The jurors said you did a masterful job. I read about it in the Union.”


	“Yeah. Well, the trial drained me dry, masterful or not.” He’d inexplicably collapsed shortly after the verdict was read and went into an emotional tailspin. He ended up on disability which, with his 401k, he’d been living on since. That was two-and-a-half years ago. Except for the bartender at the Irish Pub, Cat and an old friend, Carter, he’d barely said two words to anybody since.


	His old Mercedes sat surrounded by weeds in the front yard. It hadn’t been started in years. It was a hard top convertible but he’d never had the top off. He walked wherever he needed to go, which usually involved either the grocery store, liquor store or the pub.


	When the woman, who had introduced herself as Cynthia, got up to get another cup of coffee, his thoughts flashed back to the time just before the Schofield trial began, the case that changed his life; destroyed would have been a better description.


	 


	***


	His cell phone rang. Only a few people had that number so he answered it right away. “Matt Dawson,” he said.


	“Mr. Dawson, I’m Jennifer Schofield, La Jolla —”


	“Yes, I see your picture in the Light from time to time … with your husband, Dr. Schofield.” Like most, he referred to the La Jolla Light, the local newspaper, as the Light.


	Her husband, Aaron Schofield, specialized in cosmetic surgery. He kept all the wealthy people in La Jolla looking beautiful and was in great demand at all the important social functions, especially those seeking donations for causes. She was also a doctor, Internal Medicine, he knew from newspaper reports. And quite good at it from all accounts.


	After a pause, she continued, “That’s why I’m calling … about my husband. I shot him last night.”


	“You what!” She said it so calmly he could hardly believe he’d heard it correctly. “I shot him. Killed him. Can I come in to see you? I need a good lawyer.”


	An understatement if I ever heard one.


	She hadn’t reported it yet. His body was on the living room floor in their home. “He was … he was bleeding. It was all over the floor.” she said, sniffing. “I see lots of blood as a doctor, but seeing Aaron like that…it was ghastly. I didn’t know what to do. I think I panicked. I spent the night with a friend.”


	He met her at his office thirty minutes later.


	His office was an old Mediterranean-styled residence he’d converted into offices, a couple of streets off Girard Avenue in downtown La Jolla. With alley access and a parking garage at the rear, clients could come and go unobserved to talk about their troubles. Wealthy La Jolla clients didn’t want it known that they had legal problems, especially drinking or drugs, or, now and then, spousal abuse.


	It was early May, still cool with enough showers to keep things green. Jacaranda trees, interspersed with taller Torrey Pines, bloomed purple along both sides of the street. A huge ornamental fig grew in the front yard of his office and covered the building in shade most of the day. Its tangled trunk, gnarled roots and hanging vines caught the eyes of people strolling past.


	Almost 30 minutes later, she walked in wearing snug-fitting blue jeans and a white pullover blouse. Her long auburn hair was frazzled and looked hastily parted in the middle to frame her milk-white oval face. The strands brushed her shoulders, adding to her youthful look. Her eyes were bloodshot red; her face strained and tired but she was composed, something he had not expected from her yelling description of her late husband’s body.


	He stood to greet her. He was a bit over six foot with the beginnings of a stomach some men got at his age. She was several inches shorter. Probably five eight, kind of tall for a woman, but it doesn’t hurt her at all. Damn good shape. Must exercise.


	He hadn’t shaved in a couple of days and had barely combed his hair before meeting her. Both were common practices for him and a way for him to relax between trials.


	Looks like the girl next door, sweet and innocent and feminine to the core. Soft, ocean blue eyes. Sure as hell fills that blouse! He realized his jaw had dropped momentarily. It was unconscious. He hoped she hadn’t noticed. The momentary smile on her face told him she had.


	Her pictures in the Light didn’t come close to doing her justice. Based on his memory of when he first noticed her professional sign on Girard, he figured she was at least 45 but no one would have argued if she’d claimed 35. He could see why Schofield would have wanted her as a wife. A trophy with a pedigree. He hadn’t seen many women as appealing as her. In fact, none. I’ve been representing too many drug dealers. “Sit down, please,” he said with a gesture toward a chair in front of his desk. “Mind if I tape this?” The recorder was on his desk.


	She didn’t.  He turned it on.


	She pulled her hair back to show the bruise on the left side of her face, at the hairline above her ear.


	“That where he hit you?” He pointed at the bruise. Evidence to support her claim that she felt threatened. Puts self-defense on the table.


	“He hit me with his cell phone. It wasn’t the first time either. I took pictures of the bruises with my phone and downloaded them to my computer.” Her voice was shrill and verged on tears.


	“Good. I’ll get a picture of that one. Get the others printed for me.” He pulled a camera from his desk and snapped several from different angles, close up, and dated. The DA may object since she took them, but I should be able to get them in. Judge’ll give me some latitude in a murder case. They may have some probative value.


	“Tell me what happened,” he said with a hand gesture. “Start anywhere.”


	“Well, he’s been sleeping with his assistant for the past year, likely closer to two. She calls herself a physician’s assistant. I’ve never seen her wearing a bra. No wonder he was tempted.”


	Matt made notes as she talked, his habit.


	Jennifer sighed and continued. “She’s not the first he’s slept with, either. That’s the only kind he hired, as far as I’m concerned. I don’t know why he gets married. He uses wives as a convenience when nobody else is available. And, he gets upset, like it’s our fault, if we object. One nurse called me for money to pay for her abortion, like somehow I was in on it. Can you believe that?” She wiped tears from her eyes with a handkerchief.


	Matt recalled the gossip around town that Schofield never turned down a carnal invitation from anyone with a “good body and good tits.” And, according to the same gossip, he got plenty of invitations.


	He was on the short side at five seven, with a surfer’s build which he maintained by regularly surfing the waves off La Jolla’s beaches. The Light described him as suave, sophisticated and, devilishly charming with golden brown eyes that wilted women and intimidated men. Adding to his charm, were a neatly trimmed mustache and beard and “bushy” sandy brown hair that had a reddish tint in the bright sun. He kept it cut short and let it flop about where it wanted, unruly and undisciplined. Kind of like the good doctor.


	“Did he threaten you when you objected?”


	She shook her head. “Not only threatened, he got physical if we really got into it. His ex-wives told me they went through the same thing."


	"When did you decide you'd had enough?”


	“A few months ago. I told him I wanted a divorce. He shook me by the shoulders and threw me down. Sometimes he would slap me around. When he hit me it was usually on the shoulders, nothing that would show.” She scoffed.


	“He choked me a couple of weeks ago. I thought he was going to kill me that time. He said he would if I didn’t move out of ‘his house.’ ” Her voice had dropped into what was probably her usual pattern, calming, gentle, almost melodic. Matt felt himself being mesmerized by it.


	Great for a doctor. And, I’ll sure as hell put her on the stand. If she can mesmerize me, she’ll mesmerize the jurors.


	“Is it his? The house?”


	It was, although a pre-nuptial agreement gave her an ownership interest in the house and other property depending on how long they were married. After their marriage, she’d sold her condo and used most of the proceeds to pay down his mortgage. She had also put her money into his other investments.


	“Did you believe him? About killing you?”


	“Goodness yes! I could hardly see patients I was so upset. I took tranquilizers to get through the day. It was the first time I’d ever used anything like that. I hated them. I felt groggy all day.”


	“Did you see anyone about it? A psychiatrist?”


	“No.”


	He wished she had.


	“I bought a gun instead. It made me feel safer. A twenty-five automatic. That’s what I shot him with.” She touched her handbag to indicate she’d brought it. “I don’t remember pulling the trigger. But I saw him on the floor and the gun was in my hand.”


	He couldn’t help but wonder if that was the truth or a recitation of her research.


	But, as her lawyer, I know she’s telling the truth! Absolutely!


	“Why’d he come to the house? Were you expecting him?”


	She shook her head. “I don’t know why he did. Most likely he came to argue about the divorce settlement our lawyers had been working on. He wanted me to give the house to him and waive alimony and my rights to other properties! I didn’t mind waiving alimony — I make decent money — but nothing else. We’d been going back and forth for weeks. Each time we talked about it, he got more and more angry. It got to where I was afraid to talk to him. My lawyer said we’d let the court decide. He didn’t want to do that.”


	“Knew he’d lose.”


	“That’s what my lawyer said.”


	“What time did he come by?”


	“Must have been around ten. I was getting ready for bed.”


	“Pretty late.” He made a note.


	“He was like that. I heard a noise and went to see what it was. I figured it was him. He had a key and was always barging in. Did what he wanted, when he wanted. I should have changed the locks. I wish I had. I didn’t know for sure it was him, however and went downstairs to check. I was scared.”


	“With your gun?”


	“Yes.” Her look said, “Of course.”


	“You saw him. Then what?”


	“He started cursing me.” She sniffed and wiped more tears from her eyes. “He called me a greedy bitch. I’ve never heard so many curse words. He kept poking his finger at my face. Next thing I knew, I was looking down at him on the floor. He didn’t move. I checked for a pulse. He didn’t have one.”


	“You don’t remember anything? When he hit you?”


	“Not really. I just remember being scared when he was cursing me. I was sure he was going to hit me. Then, I saw him dead and had the gun in my hand and felt a throb on the side of my head. I assumed he hit me with his cell phone. He had it in his hand when I first saw him.”


	“We’ll have to give the gun to the police. And, you’ll have to surrender. I don’t suppose you’ve called them?”


	“No. I figured you’d know what to do.” She pulled the automatic from her handbag and lay it on the edge of his desk. There was a red mark on her index finger. It also looked swollen.


	“How’d that happen?” he asked.


	She shook her head as if puzzled. “I don’t know. I just noticed it myself. I guess he tried to take the gun away from me.”


	“Hmm.” He picked it up with his handkerchief and put it in a desk drawer. “You stayed with a friend, you said?”


	She nodded and gave him a name and telephone number.


	His first reaction was that it was an insensitive thing to do, let her dead husband stay on the floor all night, but as he let it play through his mind, he thought it went to the state of her mind. She was so upset and distraught by the event, she didn’t know what she was doing. Taken like that, it was normal. That’s how I’ll spin it to the jury. Her defense was beginning to take shape.


	He called Carter Nelson, an investigator he used, gave him the story and asked if he’d go to the house and check it out before the police got there. Afterward he could visit the friend she stayed with and get an account of what she remembered.


	Jennifer was released by the judge without having to post a bond pending an investigation. In agreeing to the release without bond, the DA assumed that she likely acted in self-defense and would be acquitted for that reason. Not only that, her medical practice was plenty enough reason for her not to leave town.


	 


	***


	A noise brought Matt back to the present. He  became aware that his house guest, Cynthia, was staring at him. She had gotten herself a fresh mug of coffee. He’d been so lost in thought he hadn’t seen her get up.


	“Sorry,” he said. “Just remembering when it started, the case.” He took a sip of coffee and a bite of the roll he’d placed on the bare table beside his mug.


	“Do you mind talking about it? I’d love to know the inside story. You refused all interviews after the trial. It was a monumental trial and you won. Most attorneys would have loved to talk about it.”


	He shook his head to agree. “I could barely think straight. Worn out tired, frankly.


	I didn’t have another staged appearance in me. You know, saying the expected.” She looked at him expectantly.


	He saw her face, grimaced and said, “I guess I can talk about it. It’s been awhile.” She said she understood but from the look on her face, he doubted that she did.


	How could she begin to know? Unless she knew, like everybody else in this damned town.


	“The DA charged her with murder one. She’d bought a gun and told a friend she would kill Schofield if he barged into the house one more time. That night, someone called Schofield and told him a man was sleeping in his bed with his wife. The DA said she’d had someone make the call so he’d charge in and make threats. Lying in wait for him was what the DA was postulating. Premeditation — solid grounds for first degree murder. She testified that she was getting ready for bed with her bedroom lights on but the neighbors said they saw no lights anywhere until after Schofield drove up and they heard the first shot. More evidence, according to the DA, that she was waiting for him. I undercut that testimony some on cross examination — they admitted that they weren’t paying close attention to the lights — but the testimony was there.”


	“Sounds like a strong case.”


	“He thought so. The second problem I had was that Schofield was shot twice. The first shot was a flesh wound to his arm. Five or six feet away. The shot that killed him, the second shot, was to the back of his head; closer. The DA said that was proof that she was no longer under a threat, if she ever had been, so no self-defense. That was pretty much his case. I played it as proof that she had lapsed into insanity.”


	“I think I remember that. You tore into the friend who said the Schofield woman said she’d kill her husband, got her to admit that she’d slept with Dr. Schofield after he’d lifted her face and breasts. The ex-wives didn’t exactly back her story that Schofield had been violent toward them. But, according to the newspaper reports, you made them admit he was physical and that they often felt threatened.”


	“Yeah, I think the ex-wives were happy with their settlements and didn’t much care for my client. My position was that the friend had embellished on what Jen…, my uh, what the hell, Jennifer had actually said. Jennifer testified that she actually told the friend that she feared for her life and bought the gun in case he threatened to hurt her, something he’d done repeatedly. She never threatened to kill him as the friend testified, just wanted to warn him off. It was up to the jury to decide who to believe. It didn’t get that far. The friend — some friend — also testified that Schofield would never have hit anybody with his hands. ‘Too valuable. Dr. Schofield said they were a national treasure.’ It didn’t hurt us that she’d slept with the doctor.”


	“I can see how it wouldn’t. Sex can be a compelling force.”


	“Right. The friend’s testimony, on direct, undermined Jennifer’s credibility. I tried to restore it on re-direct. Talk is cheap when you’re not mad, but who knows what somebody’d do when enraged even if his hands were a national treasure? I hinted at that in my throwaway comments during her cross examination. The DA objected but the jury heard them.”


	“Did it work?” she asked and lifted her cup for a sip of coffee.


	Matt did the same. “I don’t know. It was in the first trial. When the DA began asking about her ‘affairs,’ I objected and moved for a mistrial on the ground that the question was highly prejudicial and would leave the jurors with the impression that my client had killed Schofield for another man. The DA had no real proof, just inadmissible gossip, so the judge granted my motion. He gave me some latitude because it was a murder case.”


	“They refiled,” she said.


	“Yeah. It was a high profile case and the DA was getting lots of publicity. Not a bad thing for someone looking for a Supreme Court appointment.”


	“You think he was?”


	“My investigator said so. Nothing I could use in court, but it was there.”


	“Her shot in the back of his head bothered me. If I were on the jury, I might have thought, as the DA suggested, the fight was over and he was leaving. No need to shoot.” She waved her hands over the table as if to ask a question.


	“That was a problem. The DA’s expert more or less said what you said. During my cross, I tried to lead him into admitting that in the heat of the argument, Schofield might have turned his head, not to retreat, but to find a weapon to hit her with. He had already hit her with his cell phone.”


	“Did they buy it?”


	Matt shrugged. “We won so I assume they did. They couldn’t get anything out of Jennifer. She couldn’t remember anything. Just answered everything with that innocent voice of hers.”


	“Convenient huh? Her loss of memory.” She finished her coffee and glanced at his coffee maker as if trying to decide about another cup. Instead, she put the cup on the table and looked at Matt.


	“Yeah.”


	“The jurors said they liked you. Maybe they liked you more than they liked the DA.”


	“Maybe. Justice can be a fickle thing.”


	“The second trial ended in a hung jury, I think. Didn’t it?” she asked with a thoughtful look on her face, as if trying to remember.


	“Yeah. I entered two defenses, the first not guilty. I figured self-defense would be the big battle ground in that one. The second defense was insanity.”


	“How’d you get a hung jury out of it?”


	He smiled. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d smiled. It lifted his mood. “Well, first of all, my client looked like the girl next door, not a killer. I introduced his history of confrontation, his prior wives — as you said, the DA badgered them into backing off their stories that he could be violent. I had to work on that. I hammered away on his threats to her, their fights and the fact that he was sleeping with his physician’s assistant, among others. Made a mountain out of a molehill when you come right down to it. All proof, I said in my summation, that he wanted to get rid of her. Abuse would have been part of his efforts to do just that.”


	“You were trying to paint him as the bad guy. The girl you want to take home to mother versus the philanderer. Her voice was…almost like a beautiful melody.” She said that with a smile.


	“Yeah. I thought so too. I called it mesmerizing. That’s why I put her on the stand, it went with the image I was trying to present to the jury. A little hard to get everything into evidence, but I squeezed it in. The DA objected to some of it and the judge upheld his objections, but the jury heard it and it hit home.”


	“I remember.”


	“The neighbors were a problem … about the fights. They said on two occasions they’d heard them argue. She pleaded with him not to hit her again. He shouted back that she was crazy. ‘I haven’t touched you.’ They hadn’t actually seen anything, just heard them arguing. I took the jury to the house and let them stand outside. Hell, they could barely hear the radio turned way up. Of course, I took them out during the busiest and nosiest part of the day.”


	“She might have been setting him up.” She twisted her head to emphasize the point.


	“That’s what the DA said. My loud response was that it wasn’t my client doing the setting up, but him. He hit her, knowing neighbors were within earshot, and shouted that he had not. What would you do?”


	“I guess I’d do the same thing.”


	“So, it was up to the jury to decide who to believe. We got a hung jury out of it. 9-3 in favor of murder.”


	“That was close.”


	“Yeah. Too close but it was hung. In a murder case, a hung jury is as good as an acquittal. The DA offered to drop murder for something less, but we had no choice but to go for an acquittal. Any conviction would have ruined her career.”


	“You handled the trial by yourself. Why didn’t you get help? The DA had all sorts of bodies handling their side of the case, didn’t they? It had to wear you down.” She again emphasized the point with a palms-up gesture across the table.


	“It did. In retrospect, I should have had help. I was always a one-man office and she was running short of cash. However, an associate counsel might have saved my sanity.”


	“One newspaper story said you’d fallen in love with her.” She half-laughed. Then, as if having a second thought, asked, “Did you?”


	He sighed, looked away, then back at her. “That’s one reason I didn’t want to be interviewed. That story. An attorney in love with a client should disqualify himself from representing her. I didn’t.”


	“So…you were in love with her?”


	It crossed his mind that she already knew the answer.


	He looked at her, hesitated then answered. “Body and soul. Probably from the first time she walked into my office, the first time I heard her voice, but I didn’t admit it to myself or tell her until the second trial.”


	“Wow! That’s a story all right. Maybe that’s why you fought so hard to get her free.”


	He shrugged. “Maybe.” May also be why I never brought in associate counsel. I didn’t want to have to explain that.


	“Did you make plans, assuming you got her off?”


	He shook his head. “I was in love with her, still am, I think. Maybe not so much anymore, but I still can’t get her quite out of my mind. I think that’s why I stay depressed all the time.”


	Matt stared over the table at the young woman as if to gauge her reaction. He didn’t see one he could identify so he continued. “She wasn’t in love with me though. I tried to make her love me. Tried hard. I don’t mind saying it now, but she kept putting me off. ‘Wait until the trial is over, Matt. Then we’ll discuss it. It wouldn’t be right to do anything now.’ I began to suspect that her only interest was in keeping me totally committed.”


	Damn, how I tried. Flowers, dinner at great restaurants, every compliment I could think of to boost her ego, little weekend trips to relieve the stress of the trial. I tried it all. Hell, we even slept in the same bed once, but she refused to let me touch her. Friendly kisses and sterile hugs were all I got. As it turned out, that was all I would ever get.


	Stupid bastard, that’s what I was.


	The young woman sitting at the table brought him back to the present with a loud, sympathetic sign. “They say you more or less closed down your office.”


	“Yeah. Her dead husband’s heirs enjoined her from using any of his separate property, even though under the pre-nup she had some rights to it.” He shook his head with resignation. “So, not so cleverly, I sold my office and leased it back to get the money to fund the defense. I finally closed it as well. I ran out of money.”


	“You put everything you had on the table.”


	“I didn’t have a choice. She was faced with a law in California called the slayer rule. That rule precludes a killer from inheriting from a victim under certain circumstances. So, pending the outcome of the trial, the court prevented her from disposing of, or using, property which she otherwise might get under the pre-nup or his estate if convicted of murder.”


	“Ah, you were between the rock and the hard spot. It was crucial that you win.”


	“About seven million dollars’ worth of crucial. And, she owed a lot of that to me.”


	Still does.


	“In the third trial, you pulled out your Pavlov’s Dog defense.” She added a laugh at the end.


	“I know. People said it sounded like a joke.”


	“I didn’t mean it like that. Well, maybe I did.”


	“Yeah. It was actually a variation of the Pavlov thing with Post Traumatic Stress Disorder mixed in. My lapsed sanity theory that the press had fun mocking. We didn’t have a choice. If I claimed straight insanity, that’d be the end of her professional life. So, I had to claim only a lapse. It cost me big bucks to get noted criminal psychologists around the world to testify that it was valid…after they’d counseled with her. And, I coached the hell out of her before each counseling session. Of course, the DA had their psychologists as well, but mine had more academic letters behind their names and more dollars in their bank accounts, if you know what I mean.”


	She said she understood completely about the psychologists. “I know what the press called it, but I never completely understood what it was.”


	“I’m not sure anybody understood it. I just wanted to give the jury something to hang their hats on if they wanted to acquit her even if they didn’t completely understand why.” He gave her a thumbnail sketch of what he presented to the jury. “Russian physiologist Pavlov won a Nobel prize by showing how stimuli could induce uncontrolled responses in dogs. A guy by the name of Watson did the same thing with humans. Then, soldiers began coming back from the wars with what the doctors called post-traumatic stress disorder, PTSD, from having been exposed to high trauma. If exposed to something similar once back home even in a safe environment, they could and did often react violently without knowing what they had done. That’s what I said Jennifer did. Schofield’s years of traumatizing her caused a conditioned response, PTSD. So, when he confronted her that night, like the returning soldiers with PTSD, she lapsed into an induced insane mental state, feared for her life and reacted to eliminate what was causing it. Once the stimulus was removed, when Schofield was dead, her sanity returned.”
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