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			Yet each man kills the thing he loves

			By each let this be heard, 

			Some do it with a bitter look, 

			Some with a flattering word, 

			The coward does it with a kiss, 

			The brave man with a sword!  

			—Oscar Wilde, The Ballad of Reading Gaol
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			Will the defendant please rise?

			Casey’s knees wobbled as she rose from her chair. She stood with perfect posture—shoulders back, gaze ahead—but her feet felt unsteady beneath her.

			The defendant. For three weeks, everyone in this courtroom had referred to her as “the defendant.” Not Casey. Not her given name, Katherine Carter. Certainly not Mrs. Hunter Raleigh III, the name she would have taken by now if everything had been different.

			In this room, she’d been treated as a legal term, not as a real person, a person who had loved Hunter more deeply than she’d ever thought possible.

			When the judge gazed down from the bench, Casey suddenly felt smaller than her five-foot-seven frame. She was a terrified child in a bad dream, staring up at an all-powerful wizard.

			The judge’s next words sent a chill through her entire body. Madame Foreperson, have you agreed upon a unanimous verdict?

			A woman’s voice responded. “Yes, Your Honor.”

			The big moment was finally here. Three weeks ago, twelve residents of Fairfield County had been selected to decide whether Casey would go free or spend the rest of her life in prison. Either way, she’d never have the future she’d envisioned. She would never be married to Hunter. Hunter was gone. Casey could still see the blood when she closed her eyes at night.

			Casey’s lawyer, Janice Marwood, had warned her against trying to read anything into the jurors’ facial expressions, but Casey could not resist. She stole a glance at the forewoman, who was short and plump with a soft, gentle face. She looked like someone Casey’s mother would sit next to at church picnics. Casey remembered from voir dire that the woman had two daughters and a son. She was a new grandmother.

			Surely a mother and grandmother would see Casey as a human being, not simply a defendant.

			Casey searched the forewoman’s face for some sign of hope, but saw nothing but a blank expression.

			The judge spoke again. Madame Foreperson, would you please read the verdict into the record?

			The pause that followed felt like an eternity. Casey craned her neck to scan the crowd seated in the courtroom. Directly behind the prosecution table sat Hunter’s father and brother. A little less than a year ago, she was going to join their family. Now they stared at her like a sworn enemy.

			She quickly looked away to “her” row, where she immediately locked onto one set of eyes, bright blue like her own and almost as fearful. Of course her cousin Angela was here. Angela had been there for Casey since day one.

			Holding Angela’s hand was Casey’s mother, Paula. Her skin was pale, and she was ten pounds lighter than when Casey was first arrested. Casey expected to see her mother’s other hand also being held, but the next person on the bench was a stranger with a notepad and pen. Yet another reporter. Where was Casey’s father? Her eyes scanned the courtroom wildly for his face, hoping that somehow she had missed him.

			No, her eyes hadn’t let her down. Her father wasn’t here. How could he not be here, of all days?

			He warned me, Casey thought. “Take the deal,” he said. “You’ll have time for another life. I’ll still get to walk you down the aisle and meet my grandchildren.” He wanted the babies to call him El Jefe, the Boss.

			The instant she realized her father was absent from the courtroom, Casey believed she knew exactly what was about to happen to her. The jury was going to convict her. No one believed she was innocent, not even Daddy.

			The woman with the gentle face and the verdict slip finally spoke. “On Count One, the charge of murder, the jury finds the defendant . . .” The forewoman coughed at that very moment, and Casey heard a groan from the gallery.

			“Not guilty.”

			Casey held her face in her hands. It was over. Eight months after she had said good-bye to Hunter, at last she could begin to envision tomorrow. She could go home. She wouldn’t have the future she’d planned with Hunter, but she would sleep in her own bed, take a shower by herself, and eat what she wanted to eat. She’d be free. Tomorrow, a new future would start. Maybe she would get a puppy, something she could take care of, that would love her even after every­thing that had been said about her. Then maybe next year, she’d go back to school to get her PhD. She wiped away tears of relief.

			But then she remembered she wasn’t done yet.

			The forewoman cleared her throat and continued. “On the alternative charge of manslaughter, the jury finds the defendant guilty.”

			For a second, Casey thought she might have misheard. But when she turned toward the jury box, the forewoman’s expression was no longer unreadable, her face no longer soft. She had joined the Raleigh family in staring at Casey with condemnation. Crazy Casey, just like the papers called her.

			Casey heard a sob behind her and turned to see her mother making the sign of the cross. Angela had both hands on her head in utter dismay.

			At least one person believed me, Casey thought. At least Angela believes I’m innocent. But I’m going to prison anyway, for a long time, just as the prosecutor promised. My life is over.
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			Fifteen Years Later

			Casey Carter stepped forward once she heard the click, then heard the loud, familiar clank behind her. The clank was the sound of her cell doors. She’d heard them close every morning when she stepped out for breakfast, every night after dinner, and usually twice in between. Four times a day for fifteen years. Roughly 21,900 clanks, not including leap years.

			But this particular sound was different from all the rest. Today, instead of her usual orange prison attire, she wore the black slacks and crisp white cotton shirt her mother had brought to the warden’s office yesterday—both a size too large. Today, when she walked out, her books and photographs would be leaving with her.

			It was the very last time, God willing, that she’d hear that stifling metallic echo. After this, she was done. No parole. No restrictions. Once she stepped from this building, she would be completely free.

			The building in question was the York Correctional Institution. When she’d first arrived here, she’d felt sorry for herself every morning and every night. The papers called her Crazy Casey. More like Cursed Casey. Over time, however, she trained herself to feel grateful for small blessings. Fried chicken on Wednesdays. A cellmate with a lovely singing voice and a fondness for the songs of Joni Mitchell. New books in the library. Over the years, Casey had earned the privilege of teaching art appreciation to a small group of fellow inmates.

			York wasn’t a place where Casey had ever pictured herself, but York had been her home for a decade and a half.

			As she walked the tiled halls—one guard in front of her, one behind—fellow inmates called out to her. “You go, Casey.” “Don’t forget about us.” “Show them what you can do!” She heard whistles and claps. She wouldn’t miss this place, but she would remember so many of these women and the lessons they had taught her.

			She was excited to leave, but she hadn’t been this scared since she first arrived. She’d spent 21,900 clanks counting down her days. Now she had finally earned her freedom, and she was terrified.

			As she heard an entirely new sound—the prison’s outside doors swinging open—she wondered, What will my life be like tomorrow?

			A wave of relief washed over her when she saw her mother and cousin waiting outside. Her mother’s hair was gray now, and she was at least an inch shorter than when Casey began serving her sentence. But when her mother wrapped her arms around her, Casey felt like a small child again.

			Her cousin Angela was as gorgeous as ever. She pulled Casey into a tight hug. Casey tried not to think about the absence of her father, or the fact that the prison hadn’t allowed her to attend his funeral three years earlier.

			“Thank you so much for coming all the way up from the city,” Casey said to Angela. Most of Casey’s friends had stopped talking to her once she was arrested. The few that pretended to remain neutral during her trial disappeared from her life once she was convicted. The only support Casey had received beyond the prison walls was from her mother and Angela.

			“I wouldn’t miss it for the world,” Angela said. “But I owe you an apology: I was so excited this morning that I left the city without the clothes your mom asked me to bring. But no worries. We can stop by the mall on the way home for some basics.”

			“Leave it to you to find any excuse to go shopping,” Casey joked. Angela, a former model, was now the head of marketing for a women’s sportswear company called Ladyform.

			Once they were in the car, Casey asked Angela how well she knew the Pierce family, which founded Ladyform.

			“I’ve met the parents, but their daughter, Charlotte, runs the New York operations. She’s one of my best friends. Why do you ask?”

			“The disappearance of Amanda Pierce, your friend’s younger sister, was featured on last month’s episode of a show called Under Suspicion. It re-investigates cold cases. Maybe Charlotte can help me get a meeting. I want them to find out who really killed Hunter.”

			Casey’s mother sighed wearily. “Can’t you just enjoy one peaceful day before starting up with all this?”

			“With all due respect, Mom, I’d say fifteen years is a long enough wait for the truth.”
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			That evening, Paula Carter was sitting in bed, her back against the headboard, an iPad mini on her lap. She found comfort in the muffled voices of Casey and Angela from the living room, backed by a television laugh track. She’d read several books about the “reentry” transition for prisoners returning to the outside world. Based on Casey’s free-spiritedness in her younger years, Paula had initially been worried that her daughter might immediately try jumping back into a busy life in New York City. Instead, she’d learned that, more often than not, people in Casey’s position had a hard time realizing the extent of their freedom.

			Paula was self-confined to her room to give Casey a chance to move around the house without her mother hovering over her. It pained Paula to think that a trip from the bedroom to the living room, with full use of the TV remote control, was the most independence her smart, talented, strong-willed daughter had enjoyed for fifteen years.

			She was so grateful to Angela for taking the day off to meet Casey when she was released. By blood, the two girls were cousins, but Paula and her sister, Robin, had raised their daughters as if they were siblings. Angela’s father had never been in the picture, so Frank had been a father-figure to Angela. Then when Angela was only fifteen years old, Robin was gone, too, so Paula and Frank finished raising her.

			Angela and Casey were as close as sisters, but couldn’t be more different. They were both beautiful and shared the same bright blue eyes, but Angela was blonde, and Casey was brunette. Angela had the height and frame of the very successful model she had been in her twenties. Casey’s build had always been more athletic, and she had played competitive tennis in college at Tufts. While Angela skipped college to work on her modeling career and a busy social life in New York, Casey had been a serious student, dedicated to multiple political causes. Angela was a Republican, Casey was a Democrat. The list went on and on, and yet the two of them remained as thick as thieves.

			Now Paula looked down at the news she’d been reading on her iPad. Only ten hours after leaving her cell, Casey was back in the headlines. Would the attention drive her into her room, never to venture out again?

			Or even worse, would it send her straight before the public eye? Paula had always admired her daughter’s willingness to fight—often loudly—for what she thought was right. But if it were up to Paula, Casey would change her name, start a new life, and never speak of Hunter Raleigh again.

			She had been so relieved today when Angela sided with her against Casey’s idea of contacting the producers of Under Suspicion. Casey had dropped the subject once they were at the mall, but Paula knew her daughter. That wouldn’t be the end of the conversation.

			She heard another burst of canned laughter from the television. Casey and Angela were watching a sit-com for now, but with one click, they could stumble onto the news. She was surprised that word had leaked so quickly. Did reporters monitor the names of prisoners released each day? she wondered. Or maybe one of the prison guards had made a phone call. Or perhaps Hunter’s family had put out a press release. Lord knows they thought Casey should have gone to prison for the rest of her natural life.

			Or maybe someone had simply recognized Casey at the shopping mall. Paula kicked herself again for delegating to Angela the task of pulling together a wardrobe for her cousin. She knew how busy her niece was.

			Paula had made such an effort to have everything Casey would need waiting for her at home. Magazines on the nightstand. New towels and a bathrobe. A medicine cabinet filled with the very best spa products. The whole point of preparing was to keep her out of the public eye, but instead they’d ended up at the mall.

			She looked again at her iPad screen. CRAZY CASEY’S SPENDING SPREE! There were no photographs, but the so-called reporter knew which mall Casey had been to and which stores. The hit piece concluded, “Apparently prison food was kind to the sleeping beauty’s figure. According to our source, Casey is slim and fit from all the hours she spent exercising in the prison yard. Will the accused gold digger be wearing her new wardrobe to find a new boyfriend? Only time will tell.”

			The blogger was Mindy Sampson. It had been a long time since Paula had seen that name in print, but she was up to her same old tricks. The reason Casey was in excellent shape was because she had always been the worker-bee type, constantly on the go between her job, volunteer work, political groups, and art showings. In prison, she had nothing to do but exercise and obsess over finding someone to help her clear her name. But a tabloid hack like Mindy Sampson made it sound like she’d been preparing for a red carpet.

			Whether Paula wanted to or not, she had to alert Casey. As she walked down the hallway, she could no longer hear the sounds of canned laughter. When she turned the corner, Casey and Angela were staring at the television screen. The cable news host’s face was filled with pious indignation. “It has been reported that Casey Carter was released from prison today and headed for a shopping mall. That’s right, folks, Crazy Casey, Killer Casey, the so-called Sleeping Beauty Killer is back among us, and the first thing on her mind was a closet full of new clothes.”

			Casey clicked off the television. “Now do you see why I’m so desperate about Under Suspicion? Please, Angela, I’ve written to defense lawyers and law clinics across the country, and no one will help me. That television show could be my best shot, my only shot. And your friend Charlotte has direct access to the producers. Please, I just need one meeting.”

			“Casey,” Paula interrupted, “we already talked about this. It’s a terrible idea.”

			“I’m sorry, but I have to agree with Paula,” Angela said. “I hate to say this, but some people think you got off with a slap on the wrist.”

			Paula and Frank had been devastated when their only daughter was convicted of manslaughter. But the media reported the verdict as a loss for the prosecution, which had depicted Casey as a cold-blooded murderer.

			“Let one of those people spend a week in a cell,” Casey protested. “Fifteen years is an eternity.”

			Paula placed a hand on Casey’s shoulder. “The Raleighs are a powerful family. Hunter’s father could pull strings with the producers. That show could paint you in a very negative light.”

			“A negative light?” Casey scoffed. “I’d say I’m already there, Mom. You don’t think I saw all those people staring at me when we went shopping today? I can’t even walk into a store without feeling like a zoo animal. What kind of life is that? Angela, will you call your friend for me or not?”

			Paula could feel Angela beginning to cave. The two of them had always been so close, and Casey was as persuasive as ever. Paula looked to her niece with pleading eyes. Please, she thought, don’t let her make this mistake.

			She felt so relieved when Angela tactfully responded, “Why don’t you wait a few days and see how you feel then?”

			Casey shook her head, clearly disappointed, but then reached silently for the remote control and turned off the television. “I’m tired,” she said abruptly. “I’m going to bed.”

			Paula fell asleep that night praying that the media would move on to something else so Casey could start adapting to a new life. When she woke up in the morning, she realized she should have known that her daughter never waited for anyone’s approval to do anything she believed was important.

			Casey’s room was empty. There was a note on the dining room table. Took the train into the city. Be home tonight.

			Paula knew that Casey must have walked the mile to the train station. She didn’t need to wonder why Casey had left while she was sleeping. She was going to see the producer of Under Suspicion, no matter what it took.
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			Laurie Moran smiled politely to the waiter and declined another refill on her coffee. She stole a glance at her watch. Two hours. She had been at this table at 21 Club for two full hours. It was one of her favorite restaurants, but she needed to get back to work.

			“Mmmm, this soufflé is absolute heaven. You’re sure you don’t want a bite?”

			Her companion at what was turning out to be a painfully long meal was a woman named Lydia Harper. By some accounts, she was the brave widow from Houston who’d been raising two boys on her own since a deranged stranger killed their father, an esteemed medical school professor at Baylor, after a road rage incident. By others, she was the manipulative woman who’d hired a hit man to kill her husband because she desperately feared that he was going to divorce her and sue for custody.

			The case was perfect for Laurie’s show, Under Suspicion, a series of true crime–based “news specials” focusing on cold cases. It had been two weeks since Lydia agreed on the phone to participate in a reinvestigation of her husband’s murder, but she still hadn’t signed the paperwork. After telling Laurie repeatedly that she “kept meaning to go to the post office,” she suddenly declared two days ago that she wanted to meet in person—in New York, with a first-class airline ticket and two nights at the Ritz-Carlton—before signing on the dotted line.

			Laurie had assumed that Lydia was looking for a free five-star trip on the show’s dime, and was willing to oblige if that’s what it took to get her to sign her participation agreement. But each time Laurie tried to broach the issue over lunch, Lydia had changed the subject to the Broadway show she’d seen the previous night, her shopping trip to Barneys that morning, or the excellence of 21’s classic turkey hash she’d ordered from the lunch menu.

			Laurie heard her cell phone buzz from the outside pocket of her handbag once again.

			“Why don’t you answer it?” Lydia suggested. “I understand. Work work work. It never stops.”

			Laurie had ignored several other calls and texts, but was afraid to ignore this one. It might be from her boss.

			She felt a pit in her stomach as soon as she saw her phone screen. Four missed calls: two from her assistant, Grace Garcia, and two from her assistant producer, Jerry Klein. She also saw a string of text messages from both of them.

			Brett is looking for you. ETA?

			OMG. Crazy Casey is here about her case. She says she knows Charlotte Pierce. You’re going to want to talk to her. Call me!

			Where are you? Are you still at lunch?

			CC is still here. And Brett is still looking for you.

			What do you want us to tell Brett? Call ASAP. Brett’s head might explode if you don’t get back soon.

			And then a final message from Grace, sent just now: If that man comes back to your office one more time, we might need an ambulance on the 16th floor. What part of “she’s not here” does he not understand?

			Laurie rolled her eyes, picturing Brett pacing the hallways. Her boss was a brilliant and renowned producer, but he was impatient and petulant. Last year, a Photoshopped image of his face pasted onto the body of a swaddled baby with a rattle in hand had made the rounds among studio employees. Laurie always suspected that Jerry was the guilty party, but she was confident that he’d covered his electronic tracks so as not to get caught.

			The truth was that Laurie had been avoiding Brett. It had been a month since their last special aired, and she knew he was eager for her to start production on the next.

			Lord knew she should be thankful. It wasn’t that long ago that Laurie had been losing sleep wondering if she still had a career. First, she’d taken time off from work after her husband, Greg, was killed. Then when she returned, her track record was bumpy at best. With each flop of a show, she heard ambitious, young production assistants—each of them eager to take her place—wondering aloud whether she was “in a funk” or had “lost her touch.”

			Under Suspicion had changed all that. Laurie started toying with the idea before Greg died. People loved mysteries, and telling the stories from the perspective of the suspects was a fresh take on cold cases. But after Greg was killed, she sat on the idea for years. In retrospect, she realized she didn’t want to look like a widow obsessed with her husband’s own unsolved murder. But, as they say, necessity is the mother of invention. With her career at stake, she finally pitched what she knew was her best idea. They’d had three successful specials, with ratings and “viral trending” increasing each time. But, as they also say, the reward for good work is more work.

			A month ago, Laurie had been convinced that she was well ahead of schedule. She had what she thought was the perfect case. Students from the criminal law clinic at Brooklyn Law School had contacted her about a young woman who was convicted of murdering her college roommate three years earlier. They had proof that one of the prosecution’s key witnesses had lied. It didn’t fit her show’s typical model, which looked at unsolved cases from the perspective of the people who’d lived for years under a cloud of suspicion. But the possibility of freeing a woman who had been wrongly convicted tapped into the sense of justice that had drawn Laurie to journalism in the first place.

			She fought like the dickens to get Brett to approve the idea, selling him on the concept of wrongful convictions as a hot narrative trend. Then three days after Brett gave her an enthusiastic green light, the prosecution announced at a joint press conference with the law students that they were so convinced by the new evidence that they had agreed to release the defendant and reopen the case on their own initiative. Justice was served, but Laurie’s show was dead before arrival.

			And so Laurie had moved on to her second choice: the murder of Dr. Conrad Harper, whose widow was now seated across from her, almost done with her dessert. “I’m terribly sorry, Lydia, but there’s an urgent matter at my office. I need to get back, but you said you wanted to speak in person about the show.”

			Lydia surprised Laurie by setting down her spoon and signaling for the check.

			“Laurie, I did want to meet in person,” she said. “I felt it was only fair. I won’t be participating after all.”

			“What—”

			Lydia held up a palm. “I’ve talked to two different lawyers. They both say I have too much to lose. I’d rather live with the dirty looks from the neighbors than put myself in legal jeopardy.”

			“We already talked about that, Lydia. This is your chance to help find out who really killed Conrad. I know you have deep suspicions about his former student.” Her husband had been stalked by a student he’d failed the previous semester.

			“And by all means, if you want to investigate him, be my guest. But I won’t be submitting to any interviews.”

			Laurie opened her mouth to speak, but Lydia immediately interrupted. “Please, I know you need to get back to work. There’s nothing you can say to change my mind. My decision is final. I just felt that I should tell you the news in person.”

			At that exact moment, the waiter arrived with the check, which Lydia promptly handed to Laurie. “It was very nice to have crossed paths with you, Laurie. I wish you all the best.”

			Laurie felt a chill run up her spine as Lydia rose from the table and left her there, alone. She did it, Laurie thought, and no one will ever be able to prove it.

			•  •  •

			As she waited for the server to return with her credit card, Laurie sent a joint text message to Grace and Jerry: Tell Brett I’m ten minutes away.

			What was she going to say once she got there? Her murdered-professor case was down the drain.

			She was about to hit enter when she remembered Jerry’s earlier text about Crazy Casey. Was it possible? She revised her message. Did Casey Carter really ask to see me?

			Grace immediately responded. YES! She’s in conference room A. A convicted killer is in our building! I nearly called 911.

			As a journalist, Laurie had interviewed several people accused and even convicted of murder. Grace, however, still flinched at the thought. Jerry’s response arrived immediately after Grace’s. I was worried she’d leave but when I thanked her for waiting, she said we wouldn’t be able to get rid of her until she saw you!

			Laurie found herself smiling as she signed the bill for lunch. Lydia Harper’s pulling out of the show may have been a blessing in disguise. Casey’s release had been the lead story on every network last night, and now she was asking for Laurie. She typed a new message from the cab. Buy me as much time as possible with Brett. Tell him I have a lead on a promising new case. I want to talk to Casey first.
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			When Laurie exited the elevator on the sixteenth floor of the Fisher Blake Studios offices in Rockefeller Center, she headed directly to the conference room. Grace had managed to learn from Brett’s secretary, Dana, that Brett would be on a conference call for the next fifteen or twenty minutes, but that he’d be continuing his hunt for Laurie once he was finished.

			She was wondering why Brett was so eager to speak to her. She knew he was pushing her to lock down her next case, but that was nothing new. Was it possible he had somehow figured out in advance that the professor’s widow was going to cancel on her? She shook off the thought. Her boss might want people to think he was clairvoyant, but he wasn’t.

			The woman waiting for her in the conference room sprang to her feet when Laurie opened the door. Laurie recognized Katherine “Casey” Carter immediately. Laurie was just out of college, beginning her journalism career, when the Sleeping Beauty case hit the headlines. The start of her “career” meant fetching coffee in the newsroom of a regional paper in Pennsylvania, but at the time, Laurie was in heaven, soaking up every ounce of training.

			As an aspiring journalist, she’d been riveted by the trial. When she’d heard the news last night of Casey’s release, Laurie couldn’t believe it had been fifteen years already. Time flew so fast, though probably not for Casey.

			When her trial had occupied the headlines, Casey had been absolutely stunning, with long, shiny dark brown hair, alabaster skin, and almond-shaped blue eyes that sparkled as if she was thinking of a joke. Right out of college, she had landed a coveted job as an assistant in the contemporary art department at Sotheby’s. She was pursuing a master’s degree and dreamt of having her own gallery when she met Hunter Raleigh III at an art auction. It wasn’t just because of her fiancé’s prominence that the nation had been riveted by the case. Casey was captivating in her own right.

			Even after fifteen years, she was still beautiful. Her hair was shorter now, bobbed at the shoulders like Laurie’s own style. She was thinner, but looked strong. And her eyes still sparked with intelligence as she shook Laurie’s hand firmly.

			“Ms. Moran, thank you so much for seeing me. I’m sorry I didn’t call for an appointment, but I imagine you get flooded by requests.”

			“True,” Laurie said, gesturing that they should both take a seat at the conference table. “But not from people with names as well known as yours.”

			Casey let out a sad laugh. “And which name are we talking about? Crazy Casey? The Sleeping Beauty Killer? That’s why I’m here. I’m innocent. I did not kill Hunter, and I want my name—my good name—back.”

			•  •  •

			For those who weren’t on a first-name basis with him, Hunter was Hunter Raleigh III. His grandfather, Hunter the first, had been a senator. Both of Hunter the first’s sons, Hunter Junior and James, joined the military after graduating from Harvard. After Hunter Junior was an early casualty of the Vietnam War, his younger brother, James, committed himself to a lifelong army career, and named his first-born son Hunter the Third. James ascended to the level of a three-star general. Even in retirement, he continued to serve as an ambassador. The Raleighs were a smaller version of the Ken­nedys, a political dynasty.

			And then Casey killed the heir to the throne.

			At first, the papers called Casey the Sleeping Beauty. She claimed to have been sleeping soundly while an unknown person or persons broke into her fiancé’s country house and shot him to death. The couple had attended a gala for the Raleigh family’s foundation in the city that night, but left early after Casey said she felt sick. According to her, she fell asleep in the car and did not even remember arriving at Hunter’s house. She woke up hours later on the living room sofa, wandered into the bedroom, and found him covered in blood. She was a young, beautiful up-and-comer in the art world. Hunter was a beloved member of a treasured American political family. It was the kind of tragedy that captivated the nation.

			And then, within a few news cycles, the police arrested poor Sleeping Beauty. The prosecution’s case was strong. The papers started calling her the Sleeping Beauty Killer and, eventually, Crazy Casey. According to most theories, she’d flown into a drunken, jealous rage when Hunter broke off the engagement.

			Now she was in a conference room with Laurie, claiming still—after all these years—to be innocent.

			•  •  •

			Laurie was aware of the seconds ticking away before she’d need to speak to her boss. Normally, she would have wanted to walk methodically through Casey’s side of the story, but she needed to cut to the chase.

			“I’m sorry to be blunt, Casey, but the evidence against you would be hard to set aside.”

			Even though Casey denied ever having fired the handgun that was determined to be the murder weapon, her fingerprints were found on the gun. And her hands tested positive for the presence of gunshot residue. Laurie asked her if she was denying those facts.

			“I assume the tests were done correctly, but all that means is that the real killer pressed my hand to the weapon and let off a shot. Think about it: Why would I have said I never fired the gun if I had shot Hunter with it? I could have easily explained my prints by saying I fired it at the range. Not to mention, whoever shot Hunter apparently missed twice, based on the bullet holes found at the house. I was a very good shot. If I had wanted to kill someone—which I never would—trust me, I would not have missed. And if I had fired his gun, why would I consent to GSR, gunshot residue, testing?”

			“What about the drugs the police found in your purse?”

			Casey described her illness that night as so severe that the police had tested her blood for intoxicants. But by the time the results confirmed that she had both alcohol and a type of sedative in her system, a search of Hunter’s home had turned up that very same drug in Casey’s own evening bag.

			“Again, if I went through all the trouble of drugging myself, why would I keep three extra Rohypnol tablets in my own purse? It was one thing to accuse me of being a murderer, but I never thought anyone would believe I’d be that stupid.”

			Laurie was aware of Rohypnol, a drug commonly used in date rapes.

			So far, what Casey was saying was all a rehash of the arguments that her lawyer tried to raise at the trial. She was claiming that someone drugged her at the gala, went back to Hunter’s house, shot him, and then framed her while she was sleeping. The jury hadn’t bought it.

			“I followed your trial at the time,” Laurie said. “Forgive me for saying this, but I think one of the problems was that your lawyer never seemed to suggest a concrete alternative explanation. She hinted that police may have planted evidence, but never really explained a motive for them to do so. And most importantly, she never gave the jury an alternative suspect. So tell me, Casey: If you didn’t kill Hunter, who did?”
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			“I’ve had a long time to think about who might have killed Hunter,” Casey said as she handed Laurie a sheet of paper with five names on it. “I don’t think it was a random break-in or failed robbery while I was knocked out on the couch.”

			“I wouldn’t have thought so either,” Laurie agreed.

			“But when I found out there was a sedative in my system, I realized that whoever killed Hunter must have been at Cipriani for the Raleigh Foundation gala that night. I felt fine earlier in the day. It wasn’t until an hour or so into the event that I began to feel sick. Someone must have slipped the drug into my drink when I wasn’t looking, which means they had to have access. I can’t imagine anyone wanting to hurt Hunter, but I know it wasn’t me. These people all arguably had motive and opportunity.”

			Laurie recognized three of the five names, but they were all a surprise to her as possible suspects. “Jason Gardner and Gabrielle Lawson were at the gala?”

			Jason Gardner was Casey’s ex-boyfriend and the author of a tell-all memoir that ingrained the nickname Crazy Casey into the cultural lexicon. Laurie couldn’t recall all the details about Gabrielle Lawson’s connection, but the woman was one of the city’s famed socialites. As Laurie recalled, there was tabloid chatter that Hunter was purportedly still interested in her, despite his engagement to Casey. Laurie hadn’t realized that either Jason or Gabrielle had been at Cipriani the night of the murder.

			“Yes. Gabrielle always seemed to turn up wherever Hunter went. I remember her coming over to our table and throwing her arms around him in typical fashion. She could easily have slipped something into my drink. And Jason—well, supposedly he was there to fill one of the seats at his employer’s corporate table, but it seemed far too coincidental for me. Sure enough, he pulled me aside at one point and told me he still loved me. I of course told him that he needed to move on. I was marrying Hunter. So both of them were clearly jealous of what Hunter and I had together,” Casey argued.

			“Jealous enough to kill?”

			“If a jury believed it about me, I don’t see why it couldn’t be true about one of them.”

			The third familiar name on the list was especially shocking. “Andrew Raleigh?” Laurie said, arching an eyebrow. Andrew was Hunter’s younger brother. “You can’t be serious.”

			“Look, I don’t enjoy accusing anyone. But like you said, if I didn’t do it—and I know I didn’t—someone else did. And Andrew was drinking a lot that night.”

			“As were you,” Laurie added, “according to many witnesses.”

			“No, that’s not true. I had a glass of wine, two at most, but stopped when I began feeling ill. When Andrew drinks, it’s . . . well, he becomes a different person. Hunter’s father never made it a secret that he loved Hunter more than Andrew. I know the man has an outstanding reputation, but he could be cruel as a parent. Andrew was incredibly jealous of Hunter.”

			It sounded like a stretch to Laurie. “What about these other two names: Mark Templeton and Mary Jane Finder?” Neither rang a bell.

			“Those take a little more explanation. Mark, in addition to being one of Hunter’s closest friends, was also the chief financial officer of the Raleigh Foundation. And, if you ask me, he’s the most likely suspect.”

			“Even though he and Hunter were friends?”

			“Hear me out. Hunter hadn’t said anything publicly, but he was preparing to run for elected office, either as the New York City mayor or potentially for a seat in the U.S. Senate. Either way, he was determined to shift from the private sector to public service.”

			He may not have declared his political intentions, but the public certainly had speculated. Hunter was a regular on the lists of the country’s most eligible bachelors. When he suddenly announced his engagement to a woman he’d been dating less than a year, many wondered if it was the first step toward becoming a candidate. Others viewed Casey as a risky choice for a political wife. The Raleigh family was well known for its conservative views, while Casey was an outspoken liberal. They were a political odd couple.

			“In advance of any political race,” Casey explained, “Hunter had been inspecting the foundation’s books to be absolutely certain that there were no donations or fundraising practices that could prove embarrassing or controversial under public scrutiny. The night of the gala his chauffeur drove him down from Connecticut, and they picked me up at my apartment. In the car he mentioned that he was going to hire a forensic accountant to conduct a more thorough investigation because of what he called some ‘irregularities.’ Hunter quickly assured me that he was being abundantly cautious and was certain there was nothing to worry about. I never thought about it again until four years after I was convicted, when Mark suddenly resigned without notice.”

			This was the first Laurie had ever heard of the subject. “Is that unusual?” Laurie asked. She was not well-versed in the workings of private foundations.

			“The finance reporters apparently thought so,” Casey said. “The prison law library allowed us to search online media outlets. Apparently, the foundation’s assets were low enough to trigger speculation. You have to understand, when Hunter poured himself into that foundation, he tripled fundraising results. It’s one thing for revenue to fall off without Hunter at the helm. But the media reports said that total assets were actually down, raising questions about whether they were mismanaging the funds or perhaps worse.”

			“How did the foundation deal with the speculation?”

			She shrugged. “All I know is what I could glean from my media searches, and the assets of a nonprofit foundation aren’t quite as newsworthy as, say, a high-profile murder trial. But from what I can tell, once reporters started talking about Mark’s sudden resignation, Hunter’s dad appointed a new CFO while praising Mark at length. The story went away. But the fact remains, the foundation’s assets were mysteriously low. I think Hunter detected the problem years earlier. Plus, I can tell you this: Mark Templeton was seated right next to me at the gala. He could easily have slipped a drug into my drink.”

			Laurie had only agreed to see Casey out of curiosity and to tell Brett she had a lead on a possible story, but she could already picture putting each of these alternative suspects in front of the camera. She realized that when she envisioned the show, she still pictured Alex as the show’s host. Once their last case was finished, he had announced that he needed to focus full-time on his criminal defense practice. His departure from the show left the status of what had been a deepening personal relationship between them unclear. She shook the thought from her mind and pressed on.

			“And Mary Jane Finder? Who is she?”

			“General Raleigh’s personal assistant.”

			Laurie felt her eyes widen. “What’s the connection there?”

			“She began working for him a few years before I met Hunter. Hunter did not like Mary Jane from the very beginning, but was especially concerned about the authority she seemed to wield after Hunter’s mother passed away. He thought she was trying to take advantage of his father, or perhaps even marry him now that he was a widower.”

			“The boss’s son didn’t like her? That doesn’t seem like a strong motive for murder.”

			“It’s not just that he didn’t like her. He thought she was scheming and manipulative. He was certain she was hiding something and was determined to get her fired. And here’s the thing: when we were on our way to the gala, I heard him call a lawyer friend for a referral for a private investigator, saying he needed a background check on someone. Then I heard him say, ‘It’s a sensitive matter.’ When he hung up, I asked him if it was related to the audit he was planning of the foundation.”

			A knock at the conference room door interrupted them. Jerry popped his head in. “I’m very sorry, but Brett’s off his conference call. He’s with Grace now, demanding to know where you are.”

			Laurie didn’t dare give Brett an exact location or he’d barge in here and take over the discussion. But she also didn’t want to put Grace in a position where she was directly lying to her boss’s boss.

			“Can you please tell him you spoke to me and that I will be in his office in no more than five minutes?” Brett would assume that the conversation was a phone call. It would get him off Grace’s back, but Laurie needed to hurry.

			“Okay, so the private investigator was for the foundation,” Laurie said, getting back on track.

			“No, it wasn’t. Or at least, I don’t think it was. I asked Hunter if it was related to the audit. He looked sort of warily toward his driver, Raphael, as if to say, Not now. It made me think that he didn’t want Raphael to hear the name of the person he was checking on.”

			“Maybe it was Raphael,” Laurie speculated.

			“Absolutely not,” she said. “Raphael was one of the kindest, most gentle men I have ever met, and he and Hunter adored each other. He was almost an honorary uncle. But he was also extremely trusting and wanted to believe the best about everyone, including Mary Jane. Hunter had stopped complaining about her in Raphael’s presence to avoid putting him in an awkward position with a woman who was exercising more and more influence on the family staff. If Hunter was right about Mary Jane hiding something, she may have found a way to stop him from finding out the truth.”

			“But was she at the gala?” Laurie asked.

			“Oh, she certainly was, in the seat right next to General Raleigh. There was a reason Hunter was worried about her agenda.”

			Laurie could almost picture Brett starting to look at his watch, counting the minutes until her arrival. “Casey, this list is a great start. Let me do some preliminary research and get back—”

			“No please, I have so much more to say. You’re my only hope.”

			“I’m not saying no. In fact, I’m very intrigued.”

			Casey’s lower lip started to shake. “Oh my gosh, I’m so sorry.” She fanned her eyes. “I swore I was not going to cry. But you have no idea how many letters I’ve written to lawyers and law clinics and reporters. So many of them wrote back saying the same kind of thing—I’m intrigued, or let me look into it. And then I’d never hear from them again.”

			“That’s not what’s happening here, Casey. If anything, I should be the one worried that I’ll pour a lot of resources into investigating these claims, only to find out that you’ve taken your story to the nearest website that will hit the publish button.”

			She shook her head adamantly. “No, absolutely not. I’ve seen the hatchet jobs these so-called journalists come up with. But I know your show, and I know that Alex Buckley is one of the best defense attorneys in the city. I won’t talk to any other media until you make up your mind.”

			The mention of Alex’s name grabbed Laurie in the heart.

			Casey implored her. “When can we meet again?”

			Laurie remembered Jerry’s text message from earlier. She said we wouldn’t be able to get rid of her until she saw you. Right now, she needed to get rid of her.

			“Friday,” Laurie blurted. That was two days from now. She was about to backtrack when she realized it would be a good idea to meet Casey and her family outside the office before making any final decisions about whether to proceed. “In fact, I can come to you. Maybe meet your parents?”

			“My father passed,” Casey said sadly, “but I’m staying with my mother. We’re in Connecticut, though.”

			I guess I’m going to Connecticut, Laurie thought.

			They were at the conference room door when Laurie realized she’d forgotten to follow up on one part of the earlier string of text messages. “My assistant producer mentioned that you know Charlotte Pierce?”

			Three months ago, Laurie had had no sense of Charlotte Pierce as a person. She thought of Charlotte as “the sister”—as in “the sister” of Amanda Pierce, the missing bride whose disappearance was the subject of Laurie’s most recent special. But, to Laurie’s surprise, once the production was over, Charlotte had invited her to lunch. Several meals later, Laurie now thought of Charlotte as a friend, the first one she’d made in a very long time.

			Casey grinned sheepishly. “I may have overstated our connection,” she confessed. “My cousin, Angela Hart, works with her. They’re super-good friends, but I’ve never actually met her.”

			Laurie watched as Casey put on large dark sunglasses, twisted her hair up, and pulled a Yankees cap low over her forehead. “It was bad enough being recognized at the mall,” she said bitterly.

			As Laurie rushed to Brett’s office, she dictated a reminder to herself to call Charlotte to see if she had any insider information. She also made a mental note: Casey Carter was willing to stretch the truth if it served her purposes.
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			Brett’s secretary, Dana Licameli, gave Laurie a sympathetic look as she waved her into what felt in that moment like the gallows. “Beware,” she warned. “I haven’t seen him on a tear like this since his daughter came back from Europe with a pierced nose.”

			Brett immediately swiveled in his chair to face her. “I thought with your extended sojourn from the office, you might return with a tan, smelling of rum and sunscreen.” He glanced at his watch. “Nearly three hours at 21 Club? We should all be so lucky. Don’t blame your staff, either. They did their best to cover for you, but I made Dana sneak a peek at your calendar on your assistant’s computer.”

			Laurie opened her mouth to speak but nothing came out. She hated the idea that she had subjected Jerry and Grace to Brett’s abuse during her absence. If she said what was truly on her mind, all three of them would be out of their jobs. She finally found words she was able to force herself to mutter. “My apologies, Brett. I obviously forgot we had a meeting scheduled for this afternoon.”
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