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Leanna Floyd has a doctorate in clinical psychology and has worked firsthand with murderers, psychopaths, narcissists, and borderlines while working in a Florida prison. In this setting, she explored the minds of notorious killers and obtained an insider’s view of their secrets as they recounted their darkest hours. Leanna lives in the Sunshine State, Florida, with her husband, a retired major league baseball player, and their two young boys.





About the Book

Brooke Douger has a knack for helping others with their broken lives, which explains her interest in criminal psychology and profiling. She convinces her childhood friend, Jacob, to move to Tampa after his latest fiasco, where he finds a job at a legal firm, which is defending Zach Barton, a rich, young entrepreneur who is accused of murdering his ex-girlfriend. When Brooke has to provide expert testimony in Barton’s trial, Jacob and Brooke end up on opposite sides of the courtroom. As Brooke prepares to testify, she discovers a pattern of violent, impulsive behavior in Barton’s past, eerily similar to those of the Surfside Killer, the case she has been asked to help profile for the FBI. Brooke is swirling in dangerous waters with the killer lurking on the fringe of her life. Who will be his next victim? Will Brooke’s knack for profiling be enough to keep her safe?
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The first one was by accident—it really was, I swear.

Yes, my fingers were around that girl’s neck, but the throbbing of her pulse electrified me like a shock. I couldn’t let go, not even if I’d wanted to, which I didn’t. She thrashed and instinctively arched her back to break my grip, but she couldn’t.

After picking her up in some seedy little bar off Highway 295, we’d both had a few drinks, and she made it clear she liked to play rough. So, we left and drove down to the beach and sat in my car, rolled the windows down even though it was late September. She wanted to hear some music, so I started the car again and let her push ‘SEEK’ on the digital console until she settled on Amy Winehouse singing about how tears dry on their own. I pulled out a pint of Jack from the back floorboard, and we drank straight from the bottle. Before the song was over, my belt was undone and her hand dipped below my waistband. She chewed my ear and guided my hands to help unzip her.

I’ll never forget the feel of that dress, as blue as the sky and flimsy as a cloud, and how easily it ripped in my hands. Bless her heart, she laughed about it, actually giggled like we were school kids on the playground and she’d accidentally torn her skirt. That’s when I put my hands around her neck, at first to stop her laughing, but then that surge of lifeblood thrummed through my fingers like the tide coming in.

I don’t know how long we sat there like that, locked together. After a few moments, she could tell something had changed—and I was as surprised as she was. The warm, moist feel of her neck in my hands reminded me of holding a puppy or a kitten, strong yet vulnerable at the same time. Then I couldn’t stop, and the more she resisted, the more excited I became to see her squirm. I held the power of life and death in my hands, literally.

My fingers clamped like steel vices until something gurgled in her throat and her eyes rolled back. Only then did I realize she wasn’t pretending. One minute she was a live wire sizzling in my hands, and the next, nothing, gone. That throbbing pulse that had captivated me with its surging rhythm just stopped. Her neck and spine flexed in one last spasm before relaxing, a balloon being deflated, as I cradled her in my hands.

I couldn’t believe I’d done it, nor could I deny how good it felt. It was like discovering a taste for single-malt scotch or basking in that first mellow wave of pleasure the first time you smoked really great weed. And once you find something you like, you know what they say, "Once is never enough."





Chapter 1

“Hey, it’s me. Things are not good. Please call me!”

Brooke sighed and listened to the two messages that followed, the deep masculine voice more panicked with each one. With anxiety rising in her chest, she forced herself to take a slow, deep breath. Okay, Jacob, what is it this time? I’m not your personal therapist, but I might as well be.

Only a few minutes earlier, she had known exactly how she would spend her evening. Late afternoon sunshine had reached through the oversized library windows, and a quick swim on the beach before heading home sounded like the perfect reward for researching psychopathology for the past five hours. Swimming remained her outlet, the one time in her hectic day when she was free—unplugged and unreachable to her students, other faculty, and even to her best friend, Jacob. She thought of her body rolling with the soft waves, the surf muffling all sounds except for the rhythm of the tide, and the weightlessness of her body in her underwater sanctuary. One of the benefits of living in Florida, the Gulf of Mexico remained warm well into the fall.

Watching specks of dust orbit in the fading light, Brooke considered calling Jacob right then but knew she couldn’t do it in the library—its ‘no cell’ policy strictly enforced and the reason she’d missed his messages. Not that she minded trying to eliminate as many distractions, including texts and emails, as possible. Besides, most messages weren’t urgent: queries from undergrads in the study group she led or the community clients she counseled as part of her program, or pleas to visit more often from her mother. So, she had been surprised to turn on her phone and see three voice messages from Jacob.

Yes, she’d call him on her way home—there went her swim—but she couldn’t leave her workspace in such a mess. Scanning the small cubicle that had become home since starting her dissertation, Brooke stacked books on similar topics together and began returning dozens of articles she’d printed to their color-coded file folders. She saved the various open documents on her laptop and put it in her leather satchel. She knew she was lucky to have a research cubby on the same floor where most of the hard copies of her sources were located. Online research certainly produced more comprehensive results quickly, but she still liked marking up paper copies of articles by hand. Dr. Gregory, her advisor and academic mentor, even teased her about having OCD, ‘obsessive color disorder’, because of her bright highlighters and colored pens. Despite being only twenty-eight, maybe she was old school and a bit of a book nerd. But it had gotten her this far.

Brooke gathered her purse, book bag, and satchel and headed toward the elevators. The air smelled of musty books and stale carpet, and she passed only a handful of other students, pretty typical for a Saturday afternoon. Able to access most sources online, many of her undergrads had probably never even been in the place, which made her sad. She loved how the worn discolored paths in the faded carpet created a labyrinth where other students had tread decades before her; she loved libraries and considered herself one of the many fortunate pilgrims visiting its sacred shrines.

If she remained on schedule, she would finish her dissertation by the end of the semester, defend it in the spring, and have her Ph.D. in hand by May. It was hard to believe she’d been at the University of South Florida for over three years now. The program had been exhausting, but it had exceeded her expectations.

Helping others made her feel content, satisfied that she was doing something significant with the intellect and intuitive emotional intelligence she seemed to possess. Even when helping others pushed her to her limits mentally, emotionally, and physically, she couldn’t think of anything she’d rather do with her life. Even when her clients’ problems encroached upon her own personal life. If she could alleviate some of the pain of other human beings and equip them with coping strategies, then it was worth it. She seemed to have a certain knack for finding a pattern for healing within the messy, broken, distorted pieces of others’ lives.

Curiously enough, this knack had led her to criminal psychology and profiling as her primary areas of interest. This was also Dr. Gregory’s expertise, of course, but even before she heard his stories about famous cases on which he’d worked or research he’d conducted, Brooke had always been intrigued by the complexities of the human mind and the way moral values influence choices, motivations, and actions. Dr. Gregory sometimes worried about her being naïve and idealistic, but she believed in the possibility of disrupting evil before it could take root in the human heart.

Once outside, Brooke paused and closed her eyes for a moment, feeling the fresh wind on her face with its faint scent of seawater. She weaved through the student parking lot, spotted her little, blue Prius, nicknamed ‘Carl’ for both Jung as well as Rogers, and dumped her stuff in the backseat. Pulling out her phone, she listened once again as Jacob’s voice escalated with each subsequent message. Maybe she would wait a few more minutes before calling. Wasn’t Dr. G always telling her to work on boundaries? And she knew he was right.

As much as she loved her work, there were limits to her patience and empathy when it came to what others took from her. She grew tired of reading about other people’s phobias and neuroses, weary from listening to her clients’ issues, and exhausted from her best friend’s frequent ups and downs. The first two came with the territory, but why did she keep letting Jacob use her as his one-woman crisis-counseling center? He knew she had an intense caseload this term, the final deadline for her dissertation was approaching, and she had her own issues related to a past eating disorder—not to mention her mother’s impending fourth marriage.

Brooke was growing tired of his need to share every detail from his dead-end job or to update her on the latest drama with his old girlfriend. That’s what social media was for, right? She felt proud of herself for waiting until she had pulled into her apartment complex before hitting ‘call back’ on her phone.

“Brookie?” Jacob’s voice sounded disoriented, and she wondered if he’d been drinking.

“Hey, it’s me. Sorry, I didn’t call you back right away. I was in the library,” she said.

Silence—which was not like him.

She let five seconds pass before asking, “Jacob, what’s wrong?”

He swallowed hard and said, “Summer’s been in an accident. Her…her mom called and said Summer’s in a coma and probably won’t recover. She…swallowed a handful of Xanax, washed it down with a fifth of vodka, and went for a drive late last night down A1-A. Miracle no one else was hurt.” His tone remained detached, as if he were merely reporting a news story.

“Oh my god, Jacob,” Brooke said. “I’m so sorry, honey. How long’s it been now since you last heard from her?”

He paused and then said, “Almost six months. She drunk-dialed me, crying about how sorry she was, how I was the best thing that ever happened to her. Same old bullshit. Same old Summer.”

“Right,” said Brooke, “I remember now.” She swallowed hard and closed her eyes, searching for what to say that would sound like a friend and not a counselor. “You know what Summer did is not your fault—it’s really sad, but she chose to do that. This was clearly a suicide attempt.”

“Yeah, I know,” he said. “Still…you should hear these two messages her mom left begging me to come to the hospital. How much good it would do Summer to wake up and see me there. That if anyone could make a miracle happen, I could. But it sounds like she’s not going to wake up, doesn’t it?”

Brooke released a long sigh, her heart aching for him. “Jacob, do not second guess yourself. You and Summer were on-again off-again for how many years? And she only got worse. She leaped on the hood of your car while it was moving, for god’s sake! And that whole crazy episode with the faked pregnancy…no one could have stayed in a healthy relationship with her.”

“I tried, Brooke,” he said and began to cry. “I really…tried. I thought if you loved somebody enough, you could change them.”

“No, babe,” she said, “you can love someone all you want, but it’s not enough by itself. They have to want to get well. You did what you had to do to take care of yourself.” She felt a twinge of guilt because she had been the one frequently encouraging Jacob to break up with Summer, whom Brooke suspected of having borderline personality disorder along with substance abuse issues. “Listen to me. You did the right thing—you couldn’t stay in a relationship with someone so unstable. She’s an addict, Jacob, and a user. I know you once cared for her, but you have moved on. You have gotten on with your life.”

“But I could’ve done things differently maybe,” he said, “I could’ve saved her.”

“You can’t save someone from themselves,” she said forcefully, “you can’t save someone who doesn’t want to be saved.”

“I know you’re right,” Jacob said, “It’s just…hard.”

“I can’t tell you what to do, but you don’t have to talk to Summer’s mom, and you certainly don’t have to go to the hospital. And choosing not to engage with them does not make you a bad person. It makes you a strong, courageous person doing what he has to do for himself. Boundaries, remember?”

He sniffled and then got quiet. “Yeah, you’re right. It’s just…you know what’s crazy, Brooke? I listened to those messages from Cheryl, Summer’s mom, a couple of times and did something I haven’t done in forever. I actually got on my knees and prayed for her. I prayed for God to heal her and make her whole or to take her and give her peace.”

“You’re a good man, Jacob,” she said. “Your willingness to pray for her shows how much you care. That was a very kind prayer. A loving prayer. It’s out of your hands now. Summer’s life is beyond your control. I think praying is a great way to acknowledge that.”

“Right,” he said, “as if praying does any good. You know how I feel about God.”

“Yes. I do. Listen, you’re going to be okay, but you want me to come up tonight? I could drive up; we could have brunch in the morning at that place you like with the fancy crepes. What do you say?” She twirled a strand of honey-blonde hair with her free hand before pushing it behind her ear, a habit since childhood.

“You’d really do that?”

“Of course, I would,” she said, “you know that.”

“Yeah, I do. No, I’m okay—I think I want to be alone, probably just hang here.”

She wondered if she should insist but knew it was healthier to respect the answer he gave. “Call me if you need me. Keep the faith, okay? Love you.”

“Love you, too. Thanks for being there, Brooke.”





Chapter 2

Maybe he should have let Brooke come up. Being alone might not be so good for him after all. Talking to Brooke had helped, but not enough. The call from Summer’s mom had unlocked the vault of memories he kept buried deep inside, and it was going to be difficult to close it again.

Jacob stood on the balcony of his eighth-floor apartment vacantly watching indigo clouds gather in formation right above the setting sun. In the distance between a row of condos, hotels, and office buildings, he could see a sliver of silver-blue water and smell the briny scent of decay in the air. He reached for the glass on the plant stand beside him and sipped his bourbon.

Honestly, Jacob knew it was a doomed relationship from the start. As Brooke had said, “You met her in a strip club, for heaven’s sake!” But Summer had been part of his life for over three years now. At first, she had seemed so into him, and they were really good together. She loved to party as much as he did, had friends from Tallahassee to Titusville, and scored the best blow and weed he’d ever had.

Unlike some men, he’d loved having a stripper as his girlfriend; she was a badge of honor, proof of what an alpha stud he must be. Strange as it seemed—at least to some people, including Brooke—he loved the idea of other men lusting and drooling over his girl. And the more he got to know Summer, the more Jacob believed he could be her knight in shining armor, the hero who could rescue her from past pain and present addictions. He imagined them together forever, living it up for a year or two before settling down and having kids, getting real jobs and all that went with adulting.

But one year turned into two, then three, on the roller coaster of their relationship. While he didn’t mind other guys watching her perform, he hated the idea of anyone else touching her. He knew she was a big flirt, that was part of her job, but he didn’t worry about her taking it any further until one day when he saw this old dude stuffing twenties and fifties into Summer’s thong. A middle-aged, divorce attorney who was now divorced himself, the old geezer thought he was Hugh Hefner, acting like royalty and clearly accustomed to being treated that way. Soon, the old sugar daddy became a regular, showing up two or three times a week.

Jacob hated the man but didn’t say anything to Summer until one afternoon when he pulled into her apartment complex and saw her waiting for him next to a gleaming new red Mercedes-Benz CLS 400.

“Hey, babe,” she’d said. “Look what I got!”

“Where the hell did you get this?” Jacob said, jerking his hand free from hers. “You can’t afford a ride like this.”

“Don’t you love it? The color’s called ‘Scarlet Letter’!”

“Where’d you get this?” Jacob circled the car, angry at himself for admiring it, despite the situation.

“It’s just a little gift,” she said. “You know how many…friends I have. I thought you would be happy,” Summer pouted and reached out to hug him. “It’s just a car, baby.”

“Really? You thought I’d be happy?” His face flushed as red as the Mercedes. “Friends? Admit it—you’re just a whore. One of your sugar daddies bought you this in return for your services. It was that club-lizard Randy, wasn’t it?”

“So, what if he did? Randy’s harmless. You know how my business works, baby—he’s just showing his appreciation,” she said. “You’re the only man I ever make love with.”

“So, you screw the rest just for exercise?” he said. “We’re done. I mean it this time. Done.”

Jacob had left and didn’t answer any of her calls for three days. Finally, she called him from someone else’s phone so he would answer, crying and begging him to give her another chance. But when he asked if she would quit stripping and dealing drugs in order to be with him, she went silent. He hung up, and the next day changed his number and blocked her on all his social media accounts.

After several months of no contact, however, she somehow got his new number and called one night, obviously stoned and threatening suicide. She had already told him about the way she used to cut herself when she was a young teen. “Unless you take me back,” she’d said, “I’m going to keep slicing until I don’t feel a thing.”

Jacob had hung up on her, sick of her warped games. Then, two days later, Summer’s mom, Cheryl, called to say Summer had been hospitalized—not for her cuts but because of her mental instability. After a total meltdown at the club during her act, Summer had been involuntarily admitted—something Brooke called being ‘Baker Acted’—and held in the psych ward for a mandatory 72 hours.

Cheryl had begged Jacob to visit Summer in the hospital then and at least be friends with her. But that incident was the last straw. He was done—done with drugs and partying and strippers. After that, he had gotten clean and started becoming a new man, one who didn’t need that way of life. Brooke had supported his decision whole-heartedly and praised him for his courage in taking a hard stand. Now, almost a year later, he had moved on—or at least he thought he had. Sipping his bourbon, he replayed Cheryl’s first message:

“Jacob, it’s Cheryl Phillips. I knew you’d want to know… She’s in a coma—Summer’s been in a bad accident. She took some pills and flipped her car. She has swelling on her brain, and she’s going into surgery. They say she will probably have…permanent brain damage…please, I beg you, call me back. She’s my baby and she needs you.” The older woman’s voice then crumbled into a sea of tears.

He could not bear to listen to her second message, which was even more rambling and raw, and instead deleted them both. There was no way he was calling Cheryl back or going to visit Summer. Not because he didn’t still care, but because he had once cared too much. He had locked away too many of his feelings for Summer to have them spilling out now. It was a matter of survival—his own.

He hated himself for breaking down and trying to pray for Summer earlier that day. Pathetic. He had given up on God over ten years ago, not long after turning sixteen and getting his license. Driving home from a friend’s house, he’d turned a corner in his neighborhood and immediately noticed a car angled into a cypress tree at the end of the block. Smoke seeped from beneath the dark sedan’s crumpled hood, and as he pulled up behind it, he saw a woman slumped over the steering wheel.

“Ma’am, can you hear me? Are you okay?” he yelled after opening her door. She didn’t respond, and then he saw the two children, also apparently unconscious, in carrier seats behind her. He felt around for the woman’s seat belt fastener. He was scared, but with adrenaline pumping through his veins, he pulled the woman from the driver’s seat and gently dragged her onto the front lawn of the nearest home.

He ran back to the car, which had even more smoke pouring out of the front end. The smell of burning oil filled the air, and even as he knew what was about to happen, he acted without thinking about it. Jacob grabbed the older child, a big, blond-haired toddler, from his car seat just as the boy opened his eyes and cried out for his mother.

“It’s okay, buddy,” Jacob whispered and held the boy to his chest while running as fast as he could to the spot where he’d placed the mom. Once there, he dragged her closer to the front door of the brick ranch, yelling for help at the same time. An older woman with short snow-white hair and a leathery face opened the door and gasped.

“Call 911! Now!” Jacob called over his shoulder, after dumping the toddler in the old lady’s arms. Then he sprinted back across the street, praying the whole way. Red and orange flames erupted just before he reached the car. By now, two other drivers had stopped and were watching the tragedy unfold. He heard an older man yell out, “Stay back! It’s gonna blow!”

Intense heat enveloped him, but Jacob ignored the pain searing his hand as he yanked open the other back door. Cocooned in her infant carrier, the baby girl had a ribbon of blood streaming down her cheek, and one eye swollen shut. Jacob tried to lift the entire car seat out only to discover it was anchored tight by the fastened seatbelt. He pulled frantically at its buckle, but it wouldn’t budge. He then tried ripping the fabric connected to the buckle with no success and wished he had his pocketknife. Thick black smoke enveloped them as the heat became unbearable.

Blinking back sweat and tears, Jacob tugged on the baby, and she began to cry, but he couldn’t pry her from the snug-fitting car seat. Suddenly, he felt strong hands clamp onto his shoulders and pry him away. Fighting to regain his balance, his arms flailing, Jacob was dragged to the opposite curb just as the car burst into a fireball.

Some nights in his dreams, he still heard her crying, heard the screams of her mother after regaining consciousness and seeing the smoldering shell of the vehicle. No one blamed him—just the opposite, they praised him for rescuing two of the three occupants. But he would always feel like he could’ve saved her if only that EMT had not pulled him away.

Now, over a dozen years later, he still became enraged. How could a good God permit such a horrible thing to happen? How could He allow an innocent child—a baby, for Christ’s sake—to die like that? Why did He allow me to save the woman and her son but not the baby girl as well?

Jacob downed the rest of his bourbon. A rosy glow lingered on the horizon and somewhere below he heard voices discussing tomorrow’s Jaguars’ game. Never again would he waste his breath praying to such a God, if one even existed. He was done hoping for more in this life than what he could do for himself.

Done.





Chapter 3

“The body of Candace Anne Fletcher, age 27, was found in the dunes along a deserted stretch of beach south of Jacksonville this morning, and police investigators are calling it a homicide… here with more details is Channel Nine’s crime reporter, Chad Montgomery. Chad, what can you tell us?”

Poor girl, so young, so much of life ahead of her and now her life was over. Brooke shivered at the thought and leafed through a stack of APA articles for the remote. Aiming at the flat screen above the faux fireplace in her apartment, she turned it off and headed to the bathroom where hot water was filling the tub. She shrugged off her sweats and tossed them through the doorway toward her bedroom. Stepping carefully into the tub, she let her body adjust to the warmth of the water before reclining into the soothing bliss of its embrace.

Brooke closed her eyes and rested her head against the inflatable bath pillow. Her tiny bathroom smelled of lavender, and a pink pillar candle burned on the shelf beside her tub. The hot water felt heavenly, and she couldn’t remember the last time she had allowed herself such a relaxing indulgence. But she deserved it.

After grading papers all Sunday afternoon and reading through several articles related to her dissertation emailed to her by Dr. Gregory, Brooke needed a break. Something more than just a nuked chicken-and-pasta dish and a glass of chardonnay. A bubble bath had seemed like just the thing. She found her thoughts turning to Jacob. She debated calling him just to make sure he was really okay but didn’t want to hover and encourage further emotional codependence.

Ah, what the hell—ever since they were little, they had depended on each other. Brooke fumbled for the Bluetooth earpiece just within reach next to her phone lying on a towel near her sink. After two rings, it went straight to voicemail.

“Hey, it’s me. Just soaking in the tub and thinking of you—no, not like that, you perv,” she laughed. “Been working all day and treating myself to a nice soak. Remember how I’d take a bubble bath and call you in high school? And we’d talk forever—or until there was no more hot water. Just checking on you, babe. Call me back if you want. Bye.”

She smiled thinking about those bathtub conversations back in school. Brooke couldn’t remember a time when Jacob wasn’t in her life. Back in Sadersville Elementary, he seemed so vulnerable, so uncertain and tentative. From the moment Jacob walked into Mrs. Thomason’s first-grade classroom with his hair spiked up, Brooke had wanted to befriend him and put him at ease. As it turned out, her instincts were right. Jacob was funny and bright, unafraid of girls, unlike most of the boys in their class, and drawn to her precocious maturity. While their peers watched Drake & Josh and listened to Radio Disney, they had been glued to The X-Files and the Goo Goo Dolls.

And over the years, they had endured so much together—bullies, crushes and breakups, each other’s parents’ divorces, the suicide of a friend their senior year—and through it all, they were always there to lean on each other. Without even trying, they had forged a bond years ago that couldn’t be broken. There was something special about Jacob that always melted Brooke’s defenses and rational boundaries. He could see a part of her that was invisible to others. A place that was so vulnerable and allowed her to feel deeply what everyone around her felt. Jacob appreciated the gift Brooke had for wanting to help people.

As if on cue, she heard the familiar chords of I Melt with You by Modern English, Jacob’s unique ringtone.

“Hey, I was just thinking about you!” she said.

“You still in the tub? You can call me back if you need to.”

She smiled. “No, the water’s still warm. It’s just like old times. How you doing?”

“Better,” he swallowed, “I think.”

“You don’t sound too sure. Any other messages from Cheryl?”

Jacob paused. “No—not that I know of. I blocked her number. It’s time to move on.”

“Good for you,” Brooke said and meant it. “You’ve been doing so well these past months. Don’t let this set you back. Did you… go out last night or stay in?”

They both knew she was basically asking him if he went clubbing and got drunk or chose a quieter evening at home.

“No, I could’ve gone out with a couple of guys from work, but I just hung out here. Watched a baseball game, did laundry.”

“Good for you. Very responsible.”

“No, actually quite boring,” he said and Brooke imagined him smiling. “I’m becoming an old homebody just like you.”

“Nothing wrong with that,” she said. “It’s called becoming an adult.”

“Yeah, well, I’m not claiming to be a grown-up just yet.”

There was a moment of silence, but neither of them found it awkward. It was one of the things she loved about their friendship. Finally, Jacob said, “Well, I’ll let you go and enjoy your bubbles. Thanks for checking on me.”

“Of course. You know I’m here if you want to talk—any time.”

“I know. Love you, Brooke. Talk soon.”

“Back at you.”

She put the phone and earpiece back on the towel and turned on the hot water.

Maybe Jacob really was maturing after these past few years of sowing wild oats. Despite how much she hated watching his ups and downs with Summer—and picking up the pieces of their breakup, Brooke knew she would always care about Jacob and want him to be happy. It was just who she was.

As a girl, she was always reaching out and mothering everything and everyone around her—stuffed animals, American Girl dolls, shy kids sitting alone in the lunch room, her stepbrothers after an argument with their father, and stray pets from the neighborhood. By the time she was thirteen, Brooke seemed mature for her age, studious and reserved, more interested in discussing Dexter than Sex and the City. Jacob always accepted that she was different, special. Her mother had divorced for the second time and her father had died of a heart attack on a golf course in Hilton Head. Brooke already understood the huge impact her father’s abandonment had on her.

Shortly after her dad’s death, Brooke discovered a self-help book, Black Swan: The Twelve Lessons of Abandonment Recovery, and recognized the link between her father’s absence and the ache inside her. From what she’d experienced, most men caused pain, loss, and feelings of unworthiness. They came around just long enough to plant dreams before exiting to make sure those dreams remained unfulfilled.

Despite such a painful awareness while so young, Brooke liked growing up in Sadersville. It was small-town, sunny with blue skies, large old oak trees draped with curtains of Spanish moss and palmettos swaying in the breeze. Even though it was sticky and humid, she enjoyed sitting on the front porch swing and watching the world go by.

Orange groves were prominent in that part of Florida, and they bordered the town on every side. Their sweet citrus smell always seemed to fill the air. Life seemed simpler and somehow seemed untouched by the constant encroaching development.

Even though she still thought of herself as a small-town girl, Brooke knew her big dreams required a larger launching pad. This desire to pursue dreams for a bigger life was something she and Jacob shared. As they had grown older and reached high school, they hung out more, still listening to the same music—Green Day, Red Hot Chili Peppers, Pearl Jam…and of course her guilty pleasure, Britney, every now and then. They had this incredible connection, and they could say one word and know exactly what the other person was thinking. Brooke would call him and say, “I am so pissed!” but he would interrupt her and nail the exact thing about which she was pissed.

Jacob was awesome at figuring people out, and he especially had Brooke figured out. Jacob knew all her secrets, and she knew his. They had flirted with the idea of being boyfriend and girlfriend, but neither wanted to risk losing the special friendship of the other. They had a connection that felt stronger than any of the one-month crushes they saw, and occasionally indulged in, with their peers.

Despite his indifference about grades, Jacob was smart, intellectually and emotionally. His street smarts seemed far superior to her academic scores, and she envied how comfortable he seemed in his own skin. He had jet black hair, sea-blue eyes, and pale skin that he tried to keep tanned. He dressed like most of his peers in jeans and polo shirts, but Jacob always managed to find some quirky, retro way to express himself. He’d wear old Ray-Ban aviator sunglasses and Chuck Taylor high-tops, slick his hair back like Elvis or John Travolta in Grease, and pull it off with his devilish smile.

In high school, some people misperceived him as gay until they realized his impeccable taste and sense of style were more metrosexual, a way to express himself and, in his thinking, to attract girls at the same time. His bad boy attitude was, for the most part, a mask of bravado used to attract girls and intimidate other guys. When she had moved away to go to school, Jacob had stayed behind and worked at his grandfather’s car dealership. They had managed to stay in touch and, in some ways, grow stronger.

That certainly seemed to be the case now that he was done with Summer once and for all. Brooke had never approved of her and was surprised that Jacob’s relationship with Summer had not burned out sooner. Brooke had never told Jacob how jealous she felt, something she had not even admitted to herself until after he broke up with the stripper.

Brooke hated to be a snob, but Jacob deserved someone better, someone who could appreciate more than just the surface looks and charming BS. Someone who could see the real Jacob, his heart, and his incredible potential.

Someone like her.





Chapter 4

“Why don’t you move to the West Coast?” Brooke said. A week had passed since their last conversation. They had texted a couple times, and she remained proud of Jacob’s resolve not to get sucked back into all the drama with Summer.

“California?” Jacob asked. “You think I could ever leave Florida?”

“No, silly,” Brooke said. “Move down to Tampa or at least St. Pete. The West Coast of Florida has some of the most beautiful beaches in the world. Calmer, warmer waters. Swaying queen palms framing one gorgeous sunset after another. Sands like sugar crystals. Better clubs and restaurants, ones that can compete with Miami but without the elitist attitude. The economy’s picked up and—”

His laughter interrupted her. “How long you been working for the Greater Tampa Chamber of Commerce? You’re worse than an infomercial!”

She echoed his laughter and said, “And you’d be closer to me. You could take a few classes at USF—I could tell you which ones to take—and finish your degree. You can find a job. You know, a fresh start.”

It was tempting. Jacob thought it made sense. Other than Summer and the familiarity of the corner of his home state, there was nothing tying him there. Both parents were dead. His grandmother on his mom’s side lived near Pensacola, and he had a half-sister in Charleston, but he was close to neither. Brooke was the closest thing he had to family. If he left the Sadersville area, he could get away from all the reminders of Summer and the times they’d shared together; the idea of starting over appealed to him. He could reinvent himself, be someone else, someone better than he had been.

“You still there?”

“Yeah, I’m still here, Brooke. Just thinking of what it would be like if I moved down to your neck of the woods.”

“Could be a good thing…”

“You’re sure you wouldn’t get sick of me?” he said. “Me and all my problems?”

“Sick of you?” she laughed. “How long have we known each other? If I were going to get sick of you, I would have done it a long time ago.”

“Ouch! Well, thanks for that,” he shot back. “You really think I could find a job? You know, besides waiting tables or grinding beans at Starbucks?”

“With your charisma and good looks, babe, you’ll get hired right away…” Brooke paused dramatically. “Disney is always looking for actors—you’d be perfect for Peter Pan or maybe Goofy.”

“Not what I had in mind,” he said, laughing, then added, “For someone who says she wants me to move closer, you sure are sending mixed messages.”

“I’m just teasing. If I didn’t want you to move down here, I wouldn’t have suggested it in the first place.”

“True.”

“Just think about it, okay?” she said. “Hey, I gotta run. People who really need me await.”

“Tell all the crazies ‘hello’ for me,” he said.

“Jacob! What have I told you about calling my clients—”

“Just teasing you back, girl! You know I love you. Hey, I’ll let you go. Talk to you soon.”

The move happened quickly. He talked to the only other friend he knew who lived in the Tampa area, his old buddy Roger, a geeky kid Jacob had befriended in high school who went on to Stanford and launched a successful tech start-up. As it turned out, Roger was raising capital for global expansion and would be traveling in Asia and Europe for several months. He offered to let Jacob stay in his beachside condo as long as Jacob wanted, rent-free.

It seemed too good to be true, but Jacob took it as a sign the universe (He still preferred to leave God out of it.) wanted him to move to Tampa. He began a job-hunt and that didn’t fall into place quite as smoothly. Sure, there were plenty of seasonal jobs and entry-level positions, the kind of positions most of his peers used to put themselves through college or to sustain their beach bum lifestyles, but surely he could do better than an eight-buck-an-hour job selling t-shirts at the mall or pulling beers at a sports bar. He called a couple of temp agencies, but all they had were day-labor type jobs working construction. While he’d nail two-by-fours if he had to, Jacob knew the kind of job he wanted usually happened because of who you know. He called Roger back.

“Hey, Roger, it’s me again,” he said, quickly adding, “Jacob Connor.”

“Jacob! Do you know what time it is here in Bangkok?” he said with a chuckle. Jacob was still amazed at how the once awkward Roger became a millionaire hipster. “What’s up, buddy? You’re not changing your mind, are you? Honestly, you’re doing me a favor by staying—”

“No, I’m still moving this weekend,” Jacob said. “But I’m having trouble finding a new job. I thought maybe your company had a branch in Tampa or…”

“We used to,” Roger said, “but I moved it to Miami last year. But let me think for a moment who I know in Tampa.”

True to his word, the next day Roger introduced him via text to Emily Travarian, who agreed to meet Jacob for drinks after he arrived in Tampa that weekend. She suggested a place called Goldie’s within walking distance of Roger’s condo, and Jacob easily spotted her on Saturday afternoon, having friended her on Facebook already. Emily was full-figured and had an earthy, natural beauty, with minimal makeup, long sun-streaked hair, and a radiant smile. She was not what he expected the head of HR in a prestigious law firm to look like—she seemed too chill for that—but that only made him like her more.

From following her on Facebook and other social media, Jacob knew a lot about Emily and her place of employment but didn’t want to come across as a cyber-stalker. He let their conversation evolve naturally over locally microbrewed IPAs before directing his questions to Taylor, Dwights and Associates, the firm where she worked.

“How long have you worked there?” he asked. A college football game on the flat screen above the bar held the attention of most everyone else in the bar, which definitely seemed to cater to young professionals.

“About six years now, straight out of college,” Emily said. “It’s demanding, but I really love it, you know? Are you interested in a legal career?”

“Yes, actually I am,” Jacob said as convincingly as possible. “I’ve got to finish my undergrad degree first, but then I plan to go to law school and see what happens. Working at a firm like Taylor Dwights would be great experience and help me see the various kinds of litigation firsthand.” He leaned in closer and let his ankle brush against hers beneath the table. She sipped her beer and smiled.

“I’m not sure we’re hiring any entry level positions right now, but send me your resume to keep on file. Well, DeMato does want someone for…but she would never—no, I’ll let you know if anything becomes available.”

“I really appreciate that, Emily,” he said, turning up his new-in-the-big-city boyish charm. “For the chance at a real job, I’d do most anything, you know? Is DeMato one of the partners at the firm?”

“Yes,” Emily said, eyeing him warily. “Lisa DeMato. I’m surprised you haven’t heard of her. In her mid-fifties, she’s the dragon lady of criminal defense attorneys. Just wrapped up a case for a wealthy Miami…entrepreneur brought up on charges of drug smuggling and money laundering. You probably read about it.”

Fortunately, he had. “The Rodriquez Trial? Wow, she’s the one who got him acquitted? Very impressive.”

Emily nodded. “Somehow, she got hold of a recording in which the arresting federal agent acknowledged planting extra coke in order to make sure the drugs confiscated could not be considered a recreational quantity. Even though it was inadmissible in court, DeMato played it for the judge and asked that the case be dismissed, and it was. Nobody really likes her but everyone respects her.”

“Incredible,” Jacob said. “I’d love to meet her. Are you sure she doesn’t need another clerk or assistant or para-something?” Once again, his most bewitching smile played on his lips.

“But you have no real experience, right? I mean, DeMato does not suffer fools, so if you don’t know your stuff, she wouldn’t let you near one of her cases. And neither would I. I may look like a hippie chick, but I kick ass with my hires.”

“I’m sure you do,” he said. “That’s why you want to hire me.”

“I don’t know, Jacob,” she said before finishing the last of her beer.

“I’m a quick study—really, I am. What if I had someone coach me on what I would need to say for my interview with DeMato? Someone who really knows their stuff… someone like you.”

Emily laughed and shook her head. “And what’s in it for me? Roger’s a pal, and I’m all for helping a friend of a friend, but I really don’t know you.”

“Well, maybe we could change that,” he said and smiled his best mischievous smile.

“I don’t know…” She traced the rim of her empty beer glass but kept her eyes on Jacob.

“You’re blushing!” he said. “That’s about the sexiest thing I’ve seen in a long, long time! You do know you’re beautiful, don’t you? I love that you’re not some spray-tanned Barbie, like most of the women you see in Florida. You seem so… real.” He let his hand graze the top of hers.

“I’m not sure most guys feel the way you do about my pale skin and extra curves,” she said.

Jacob leaned in to kiss her.

And it was that simple.

Before Emily left the next morning, she prepped Jacob and told him exactly what DeMato would ask and how he should respond. Some of it sounded like a foreign language, but he knew he could do it. She also told him to go online and research Zach Barton’s impending trial, the big case DeMato had just agreed to take on. The 29-year-old son of a prominent plastic surgeon, Barton had been charged with first-degree murder in the shooting death of Abigail Winters and her unborn child.

Winters had allegedly been Barton’s on-again, off-again girlfriend for several years, and the two were known to be regulars in the local club scene. As he read the online tabloid gossip about them, Jacob couldn’t help but think of the similarities to his relationship with Summer. After a bitter break up with Barton, Winters was found by her mother dead outside her home. The investigation lasted only three weeks before Zach Barton was charged, only to be released on bail for one mil, which his wealthy father, Dr. Alexander Barton, wasted no time posting. No surprise then that daddy had hired the most respected, high profile law firm in the state, Taylor, Dwights and Associates, to defend his son.

The article quoted the firm’s press officer, Sarah Goldman, as saying, “Mr. Barton’s defense team will be led by our firm’s senior partner with an international reputation for defending and exonerating accused individuals, Elizabeth DeMato.” Jacob loved the way the spin-person had gone out of her way to avoid the word criminal when referring to her firm’s clients.

“To a fresh start,” he said as he clinked glasses with Brooke the following Monday. The two of them sat outside at a little bar not far from the university, enjoying mojitos and tapas on a breezy, palm-covered patio overlooking the beach and nearby docks. He described how he happened to call Taylor Dwights that morning and how their HR person just happened to arrange an interview that afternoon with a senior partner who needed a research clerk for a big case ASAP.

“So, you just called up this law firm and claimed to be a paralegal with expertise in criminal defense?” Brooke asked, sipping her icy drink. “We usually call that compulsive lying around the counseling office. Pathological behavior even.”

“I’m shocked, Dr. Douger,” he said, “that you would think that I would deceive anyone.” She burst into a laugh and almost choked on a bite of queso. “And what is truth? The truth is just what we want to believe.”

“I’m not so sure about that,” she said, with a sputter in her voice. “About the truth part—the Dr. Douger part, I hope by this time next year.”

“I told you—Roger introduced me to Emily, the firm’s HR person,” he leaned in closer. “And once I spoke with Emily, well… let’s just say, she and I hit it off.”

“You snake!” Brooke said. “You are shameless. So, you seduced that poor young woman, conned her into meeting her boss, and managed to slither your way into a job!”

“Exactly!” he said and flicked his tongue at her.

“Ooh, gross,” she laughed. “And did the same trick work with the boss?”

“No, my dear,” he said as if instructing a slow student in the art of solving a difficult problem. “With Ms. Lisa DeMato, the approach is entirely different—all business, facts and figures, statistics on murder trials in our beautiful Sunshine State, psychological factors in jury selection—all those things that are right up your alley.”

“Very impressive,” Brooke said. “I told you that you’d land on your feet down here. So, when do you start?”

“I go in tomorrow afternoon to fill out paperwork and start on Wednesday,” he said. “I’ve already been given homework—basically getting up to speed on the facts of the trial and digging up dirt on the victim.”

She eyed him warily as a half-smile formed on her lips. “Don’t you find that… I don’t know… morally repulsive?”

“Not at all,” he said. “The truth is out there.”

“Wait a minute,” Brooke said, tracing the wet ring her glass had made on the patio table. “I thought you said truth is what we want to believe.”

“Truth is whatever works!”

I really can’t remember much of what happened afterward. I would like to say I was immediately overcome with guilt and remorse for what had happened, but I can’t. How could I regret doing something that made me feel more alive than I’ve ever felt?

Carrying her from the car, I struggled not to topple in the sand dunes nearby. So that’s where I left her. The wind had kicked up off the water, and I knew a blanket of sand would cover her by morning. The seashell was a last-minute addition, a thank-you gift for the thrill she gave me as my second kill.

Earlier that afternoon, I had been walking along another beach a few miles away, one where my sister and I used to play as children. The drab grey skies and sulfurous smell of rotting seaweed there matched my mood, but as I began to think about happier times, I noticed a smattering of shells near the shoreline. The tide was going out, and so I crouched down and began picking up the ones still intact.

Mostly just cockle and scallop shells, tan and faded black and butterscotch brown, but there was one little perfect spiral from a pear whelk, worn smooth as an ivory button. It was only about two inches long, and rubbing it between my fingers relaxed me, so when I stood and started back for the parking lot, I dropped the thin little twirl in my pocket.

They say most killers like to take a souvenir from their victims, but my only desire was to leave her with something, a small token of my appreciation. I thought of the shell and impulsively placed it in her hand and closed her cool fingers around its smooth surface, knowing it was a sensation she would never feel. I was starting to get a chill and wishing for another drink; I left her there with my little shell.

I never dreamed that I would need more shells.

But I did.

Lots of them.





Chapter 5

“Brooke? Is everything okay? You seem a bit distracted today.”

Brooke returned her focus to the older man sitting across from her, Dr. Paul Gregory, her academic advisor and professional mentor. They met every Tuesday morning in his office so she could update him on her latest research findings and the progress made on her dissertation. A tall, lean, tanned man with silver hair and matching goatee, Dr. Gregory was one of the preeminent criminal psychologists in the country. He had consulted for virtually every notorious murder trial of the past three decades—including those involving serial killers Ted Bundy, Jeffrey Dahmer, BTK killer Dennis Rader, and Aileen Wuornos, the Florida prostitute convicted of killing at least six men and made famous by Charlize Theron’s Oscar-winning turn in the film Monster. Dr. Gregory was respected by law enforcement, legal professionals, and judges alike, not an easy accomplishment.

“Oh, sorry, Dr. G,” Brooke said. “Just tired—you know how it is. I’m fine.”

“Hmm,” he said. “You sure about that? You work too much, Brooke—and you’re the only graduate student to whom I would ever say that. Didn’t you tell me your friend Jacob had just moved here? I hope you’ve been able to spend some time with him.”

Brooke smiled. “Yes, he arrived last week. I’ve already seen him a couple times. It’s fun to have him around again—he’s a good friend.”

“Yes, sometimes childhood friends know us best,” said Dr. Gregory. “Sure he’s just a friend? Might he be someone you would like to…?”

Brooke blushed and shook her head. “Absolutely not—he really is just a friend. We went through a lot together growing up in Sadersville. Besides, he’s not my type.”

Dr. Gregory laughed, and she joined him, saying, “And before you ask what my type is, I’m still figuring that out.”

“I’m just teasing—none of my business,” he said and closed his notebook. “I think you know that in addition to being the most talented graduate student I’ve had the privilege to work with, I also think you are an extraordinary young lady. Margaret and I think of you like our daughter.”

Brooke soaked in the warmth of his compliments. “I’m so grateful to you both. I would never have made it this far without your help—and without the kindness of you and Mrs. G. Oh, my goodness—it’s after five! I’m late for my practicum with the first-year students.”

“Get going then—sorry I kept you,” he said, standing as she gathered her notes into her oversized purse. “But come by the house this weekend if you can. I know Margaret would love to see you, and I have an active consulting case I want to talk to you about—the Barton trial. The D.A. has asked me to get up to speed, and I’m going to need your help.”

“Really?” she said. “The case where the Peter Pan playboy is accused of shooting his pregnant ex?”

“That’s the one,” he said, “but you may want to be careful how you refer to him outside these walls.”

“Of course,” she said. “Sorry—I’ve seen too many tabloid headlines about the trial. Does the fact you’ve been asked to consult mean the D.A. suspects Barton of more than one murder. I mean, aren’t you usually brought in only when they’re tracking a serial?”

“I’ll explain everything when I see you this weekend—now get going!”

Brooke hugged him quickly and dashed out the door. “Thank you! It will probably be Saturday afternoon, but I’ll call first.”

Rushing down the hall, Brooke smiled to herself, thrilled at the prospect of working an actual case with her mentor. Dr. Gregory talked about many of his consultations during their conversations, but he only referred to closed cases. To have him discuss an active case was a huge milestone.

She hit the down button at the elevator and shifted the weight of her book bag higher on her shoulder. Hadn’t Jacob said something about the Barton trial? About his new boss leading defense counsel? She’d research the case online and give him a call later in the week, after he had a couple days under his belt. Enough time for him to decide what he thought of Barton, and whether he was capable of killing a defenseless pregnant woman—or maybe more.





Chapter 6

Tuesday morning, Jacob sat by the pool and read through a stack of files about the Abby Winters’ trial. Flipping through the various documents, he stopped when he came to the preliminary deposition of Katherine Lidle, age 49, Abby Winters’ mother. He’d already gathered that Mrs. Lidle was one of the prosecutor’s most powerful weapons; not only was she the victim’s mother but also the first to find her daughter in a pool of blood at the scene of the crime.

Jacob tilted the umbrella for more shade and began to read Lidle’s sworn description of the night that she discovered her daughter’s lifeless body. Apparently, Lidle’s daughter lived only a few blocks from her in a deteriorating suburb of Tampa called Shelton Beach. Lidle acknowledged that raising Abby as a single mom had been a struggle. Her daughter, to say the least, was a handful—frequently starting drama, lying to skip out of school, threatening to run away, and manipulating anyone she could. By age seventeen, Abby was caught up with a local drug dealer and going nowhere fast.

The night of her death, a panicked Abby had called Katherine from an impromptu party at a girlfriend’s apartment. The transcript of the actual call was included: “Mom, it’s me. Please call me. It’s Zach—he’s here with Brent and their friends. They wouldn’t leave me alone, so I finally told Zach about the baby. That’s when he started going crazy—shoving and pushing me. Mom, he said he’s going to kill me if I don’t have an abortion. I’m going home now—should never have come anyway. Will you meet me at my house? Please? I really need you.”

Katherine had tried to calm her daughter and instructed her to leave the party and return home to the small bungalow in Shelton Beach that Zach had rented for her. Katherine would meet her there. Upon arriving at Abby’s house about an hour later, Katherine noticed two cars parked at the end of the block. One car was running, maybe an Audi or BMW she thought, and from a distance, she couldn’t see anything through its tinted windows. Seconds later, the car peeled out in the opposite direction.

Lidle had testified that she instantly felt afraid something bad had happened. As her heart began to race, she quickened her pace and ran to the front door of her daughter’s house. Katherine pounded on the door, and soon Abby cracked it open and peered through the small opening.

“Are you all right?” Katherine had asked.

Abby had assured her, “Yes, Mom—everything’s fine. I… I just got a little freaked out when Zach started saying all that shit about me. I’m okay—really. Sorry I overreacted.” Lidle had insisted on coming inside and perused the inside of her daughter’s home to make sure everything really was okay. Although the house was a mess, Lidle spotted nothing out of the ordinary, well aware of Abby’s poor housekeeping skills.

Mrs. Lidle did not tell her daughter about the cars she’d seen at the end of the block because she didn’t want to worry Abby. Katherine also acknowledged her daughter could be overly dramatic and sometimes exaggerated the truth in order to get attention from others. After about five minutes, Abby shooed her mom to leave and reassured her, “Everything’s under control. I promise.” Katherine described her daughter’s tone as apologetic, while she herself was frustrated at falling for another situation where Abby was only crying wolf.

Nonetheless, Katherine had testified; she still felt uneasy. As she was leaving, she could tell the remaining car at the end of the block was gone. Everything appeared relatively normal for a late spring night. She got in her car and started driving back to her home. As she pulled up to a stop sign a few blocks away, Katherine’s cell rang, showing it was Abby. When she answered there was no one on the line. Katherine hung up and repeatedly tried to call Abby several times with no luck. Wondering if something was actually wrong or if Abby was just playing games, Katherine was torn. After several more tries to Abby’s phone—confirmed at twelve attempts—Katherine decided to drive back to her daughter’s place.

And that’s where she found her daughter five minutes later in a pool of blood.

Katherine Lidle called 911 at 12:38 A.M. saying her daughter had been shot and wasn’t breathing. Eight minutes later, paramedics confirmed two gunshots to the victim’s head; she was beyond resuscitation. Two police officers arrived ten minutes later, examined the scene, and without a weapon at the scene, called it in as a homicide. As a formality, the doctor on call from the county medical examiner’s office pronounced Abby dead at 2:17 A.M.

Katherine was brought in for questioning, and her description of the scene had been transcribed:

“The garage was open, but it was dark inside. I knew something was wrong—just knew it! Then I used my phone as a flashlight, and that’s when I saw her… a dark pool of blood surrounding her. There was a smell like fireworks, gunpowder I guess, lingering in the air. Time stood still. I began to think maybe this was all just a bad dream. I began to scream and cry, ‘Wake up! Abby, wake up, honey! Please wake up!’ Then I knelt on the concrete floor next to my baby, and I could barely recognize her. Her body was still warm; she was trying to catch her breath. There was just so much blood coming out. I placed my mouth to hers, and I tried to breathe into her, but the blood just kept pouring out. My breathing wasn’t going into her. I tilted her head to the side to try and drain some of the blood out of her mouth, but it just kept pouring out. She had a faint pulse. My Abby was still alive, barely holding on, starring straight up to the carport ceiling like she didn’t even know I was there. Her stomach was dark with blood, and a pool had formed beneath her, and I tried to stop the bleeding by placing my finger inside her wound. That’s when I realized she’d been shot. I screamed at her to stay with me. But I was alone; she was gone. I stopped what I was doing and started rocking back and forth…squeezing my eyes shut as tight as I could, begging her to come back to me.”

Jacob closed the file folder and watched a tanned body in a blue bikini slide into the pool. Several residents, all young and athletic looking, had gathered poolside. The sun had climbed and he was beginning to sweat. Time for a nice cold drink and maybe a workout at the gym. Then, he had to get down to the office—he liked the sound of that—and get Emily to fill out all of his HR forms for him.

As he gathered his towel from the chaise and collected the file folders, he found it hard to imagine a young woman, just as beautiful and vibrant as those lounging by the pool, having her life end in such a horrific fashion. Katherine Lidle’s testimony was certainly compelling. And it would definitely play well on the witness stand—a mother’s tears would be hard to overcome with a sympathetic jury.

Still, this was his job now. Jacob had to stop thinking about this case as a mother losing her daughter and start seeing it as objectively as possible. He had to start thinking about what Lisa DeMato would paint as her version of the truth.

About what it would take to get Zach Barton acquitted.





Chapter 7

The rest of Brooke’s week flew by, with excellent research progress made, she discovered a conference paper that was a veritable gold mine of other sources, and all of her appointments were going smoothly. She had a single mother struggling with an addiction to online shopping, two undergrads wrestling with their parents over different but similar issues of control, and several other community clients. While she felt drained at the end of each day, Brooke also enjoyed feeling as if she made a difference in these people’s lives; somehow, she helped them make sense of their world and the choices before them. If Brooke believed anything, she believed everyone always had choices. They might be very limited or simply choices about how to respond, but people always had choices.

On Saturday, after cleaning her apartment, going for a quick swim on the beach (The water was starting to get cooler—fall was definitely in the air.), and grading a few papers, Brooke kept her promise to drop by the home of Dr. and Mrs. Gregory. They lived in an older suburb, a few miles inland from the Bay, in a beautiful Craftsman-style bungalow. Their two sons were grown, with one in California and the other in London. Pleasantries were exchanged and iced tea was enjoyed on the screened-in porch by their tiny pool, and then Mrs. Gregory left her husband and Brooke to discuss business.

“As I mentioned during our appointment this week,” Dr. Gregory began, “I recall, you seemed familiar with our defendant, Mr. Peter Pan.”

Brooke smiled sheepishly and said, “Yes, a little more than when we last spoke—more than just the headlines.” She started to mention Jacob’s new job at the law firm providing the defense team for Zach Barton but for some reason decided to wait. She and Jacob had not been able to catch up with one another and had only texted a few times.

Brooke at least wanted to see what her best friend thought of Barton before conflicts of interest came up.

“Well, here’s a case file with preliminaries, the coroner’s report, and some of my notes,” he said, handing her a large manila envelope.

Brooke stared at it and asked, “Great—what would you like me to research for you?”

“It’s not just research I need help with, Brooke,” he said, smiling. “I’ve been waiting on the right time to bring you into an active case, and this seems like as good a time as any. So, when my old friend Buddy Armstrong called me, I told him I would need an associate to help me on this case, and he agreed. Which means you’ll be paid at the same rate I am by the D.A.’s office. That is, if you’re willing to come on board and help. I don’t want to add something else to your plate if you don’t have the capacity to give it your full attention.”

Brooke knew William ‘Buddy’ Armstrong was the Florida State Attorney General. She swallowed hard and tried to process the implications of Dr. Gregory’s words. After a moment, she said, “Well, I’m honored—and I would love to help you with this case. I’m just surprised, that’s all.”

“I understand,” said Dr. Gregory. “But as I said, I’ve been wanting to do for some time. You’re definitely ready to profile a case, and this one has some interesting angles. Barton may not be a killer at all, let alone a serial murderer. But there are some curious aspects to this case… well, you’ll see. I don’t want to bias your assessment more than I have already.”

Brooke nodded and opened the envelope, feeling very much like Pandora about to unleash all kinds of sorrows into the world. And as she gazed at the coroner’s photographs of Abby Winters, Brooke felt a deep sadness inside. The young woman had been beautiful, with long brunette hair and golden tanned skin. In the photo her brown, almost amber, eyes stared back at Brooke, lifeless and yet begging for someone to avenge her death, to see that justice was served to her killer.

Brooke knew she had accepted Dr. Gregory’s offer, but now she wondered if she could also accept Abby’s. And what about Jacob? Could she tell him that she was working on the opposite side versus his new employer? Would they perhaps even see each other in the courtroom? Was there a potential conflict of interest with both their involvements in the case? Her mind spun with questions.

As she leafed through the other documents, the photograph of the dead woman caught her eye again. They were about the same age, and it felt odd looking at someone who might have been a co-worker or fellow grad student. Almost like looking in a mirror.

Brooke shivered.

And even though she replaced the photo back in the envelope, she knew Abby Winters’ eyes would stay with her for a long time.





Chapter 8

Jacob pulled into the courthouse parking lot, already teeming with people, cars, reporters, and mobile satellites for live news broadcasts. He circled the block until he saw a sign indicating the parking garage for judges, attorneys, and court employees. His first week at Taylor, Dwights and Associates had flown by as he crammed in as much research, data, and legal jargon as possible. Lisa DeMato seemed pleased he would be working with her and the half-dozen other members of her team.

The main courthouse was a huge colonial style building made up of red bricks with white trim that bordered the windows. Five stories tall with green reflective windows, the front of the building declared it to be the Sixth Judicial Circuit Court of Florida. With various additions and new buildings expanding the site over the decades, the offices of the court now sprawled along a ten-block radius. Four large pillars guarded the front entrance with a dome crowning the top of the building. In front of the dome was a large oversized clock with Roman numerals reminding attendees of the importance of punctuality.

Jacob parked his leased Lexus in the parking spot closest to the private entrance of the building. Curious to check out the boisterous crowd that had gathered, he peered out from behind a concrete pillar and immediately saw clusters of cameras swarming the front steps of the courthouse.

Protestors had already gathered, holding signs that read ‘Life at Conception’, ‘Baby Killer’, and ‘Abby Needs Justice’. Just then a black SUV pulled up, and two women emerged. One Jacob recognized as Katherine Lidle, the victim’s mother, whose preliminary deposition he had read several times now. She was of medium height and slightly overweight, with autumn brown hair and matching big brown doe eyes. Deep lines on her weathered face told the stories of her life. She wore an oversized beige sweater with black slacks and held a large box of tissues; she appeared to be trembling as she held onto the younger woman—presumably her other daughter, Rachael Winters—for support.

Reporters encircled the two women, thrusting microphones in their faces. Jacob strolled closer eager to hear what Mrs. Lidle would say just as a tall, heavyset man burst through the pack to shield the two women. He wore a dark grey suit with bright blue pinstripes with matching cobalt-colored tie and pocket square. Middle-aged and clean-shaven, with latte-colored skin, Caleb Carver was the state prosecutor assigned to this case. An established star with several significant convictions on his resume, Carver was also known for his dramatic, eloquent speech and flamboyant designer suits. A lifelong civil servant eager to be appointed to the State Supreme Court, Carver had already made it clear he would not rest until Zach Barton was behind bars with a life sentence.

“Mrs. Lidle and Ms. Winters have no comment at this time. Please respect their privacy during this emotionally devastating time of seeking justice for the daughter and sister they lost. Now, please, let us through,” said Carver. He placed an arm around each woman and ushered them into the courthouse. Spying another employee entrance nearby, Jacob pulled his bar-coded access card from his wallet and made his way into the cavernous lobby. A police officer scanned his ID card and nodded as Jacob waited to walk through the metal detector.

The crowd shuffling forward reflected all kinds of people from different walks of life. Hardcore men with tattoos covering their necks and arms, women in flip flops with dirty feet exposed, mothers with their babies waddling in tow, a few who looked like college students, some who looked like office workers, and then a handful of lawyers dressed in dark suits.

Once inside the lobby, he knew it would be quicker to take the stairs to the third floor where the largest courtroom had been reserved. He had been instructed to look for a conference room marked ‘Counsel’, which he found two doors down from the large auditorium where the trial would be held. Once inside, Jacob was surprised to see he was apparently the last one to arrive. The three men and three women on the defense team were all listening attentively as Lisa DeMato went over the proceedings of the day and for what they should be watching. She paused momentarily when Jacob entered the room, nodded curtly as he took a chair, and then continued.

“As I was saying, I want you to watch every juror very carefully during my opening statement. I’ve assigned two jurors to each of you—yes?”

Jacob had raised his hand. “Which jurors would you like me to watch?”

“Ah, yes, Jacob,” she said. “I have a very special assignment for you. I want you to be watching Judge Ranier. If she blinks, twitches an eyebrow, or her stomach rumbles, I want to know it.”

Everyone smiled and Jacob nodded and said, “Yes, ma’am.” He had to hand it to her—she was quite the performer. Elizabeth Anne DeMato was in her mid-fifties with sandy blonde hair, and a few dark brown roots poking through. Fair skinned and petite, she had an athletic, tomboyish build. She wore a tailored black suit, an elegant choker-length strand of pearls, and a white linen collared blouse. She looked the part…a tough, successful lawyer with no weakness. Smart, elegant, and ruthless as they come—that’s what everyone at the office said about her. She rarely smiled and often looked like she smelled something offensive. She was a no-nonsense, dot your i’s and cross your t’s type of woman. Often labeled a heartless bitch, especially by opposing counsel, it was hard to imagine Ms. DeMato ever letting loose in the real world.

From what Jacob had observed, even towards her client, Zach Barton, Ms. DeMato said the bare minimum in terms of being compassionate, and even when she did, it came across as forced, as if she had been desensitized by the intricacies of the legal system over the years. Ms. DeMato only worked on murder cases, and throughout her career she had dealt with some of the most heinous murders. Jacob had to assume she was bombarded with images of murder victims on a regular basis, so at some point, she had to shut off her emotional sensitivity and human compassion to such graphic scenes.

“Okay, we have ten minutes before Judge Ranier is due to make her grand entrance, so take your places and do more than I pay you to do,” DeMato said. Jacob suppressed a smile and thought that was some rah-rah ending to their little pep rally. They shuffled back into the courtroom, walked down the aisle to the front, and took their places behind the defense counsel. The room buzzed with the whispered voices of various comments and conversations from the spectators. Tension hung thick in the air.

The calm before the storm.

I waited as long as I could but knew the time would come when I would have to get away and take another drive and find another beach. Several weeks had passed, but the craving had been building inside me ever since that night. Most of the time, I kept it locked in the cellar of my subconscious, protected by my desire to be normal—whatever that means. And I don’t remember what day it was or what exactly happened, only that my head pounded like a giant blade was splitting it in two. It was no trouble to leave work early. What were they going to do, fire me? I started driving home but somehow never got there.

Instead, I was taking State Highway 90 West, watching the sun seem to remain in place as I drove toward it. The farther away I drove, the more my head stopped hurting. Of course, I knew what I was going to do, even if I couldn’t admit it to myself. I was just taking a leisurely drive after work one evening in mid-autumn, chasing that glowing burnt-red ball along the horizon.

I wonder if I did know, somehow, where I was going because after two or three hours, and many turns on several other state and county roads, I realized that I was headed to Horseshoe Beach. I couldn’t remember ever having been there before but wondered if maybe it, too, held memories from my childhood.

The evening progressed very similar to that first time. Once I got to the beach, the sun had flatlined along the horizon into a band of pink and gold. The wind was picking up, making the water choppy as waves grew higher before crashing along the shore. The air held the clean, salty scent of the sea and made me remember how my father had always said, “There’s nothing like sea air to cure what ails you!”

I took my shoes and socks off, rolled the cuffs of my jeans up, and walked along in the dull glow of twilight. Occasional glimmers of white from the wet sand along the surf caught my eye, and I went closer to inspect. Lots of tiny butterfly clam shells, silvery and slick. Several cockles and a beautiful Calico scallop shell broken in jagged halves. Then I saw the most coveted of shells, at least when my sister and I used to collect them: a sand dollar.

About the size of a fifty-cent piece, it was perfect, with no cracks or fissures running across the ghostly-grey five-pointed star on top. I knew I couldn’t put it in my pocket, so I just held it in my open palm. That’s when this beautiful redhead showed up.

“Whatcha got there?” she said. She wore jeans and flip-flops and a Jacksonville Jaguars t-shirt. The wind was blowing her hair into her pretty, freckled face as she stood there with an empty leash in her hand. Far behind her, I could see a frisky golden retriever bounding toward us.

“My sister and I used to love collecting these when we were kids,” I said, turning to show her my find.

“Wow,” she said, pushing a copper strand of hair behind her ear and leaning to look. “I haven’t seen one of those in a long time! You must be having a lucky day.”

“I met you, didn’t I?” I said and smiled in a way that tried to be both convincing and apologetic of how cheesy that line sounded.

Fortunately, she laughed and extended her hand. “I’m Wendy Jo,” she said. “And this is Brody.” The retriever came up beside her, kicking up sand and carrying a piece of driftwood in his mouth, which he dropped to emit a low growl in my direction. I extended my palm for him to sniff, which he did and then licked in a seal of approval.

We walked together for a few hundred yards while Brody raced the surf and looked for more driftwood to fetch. Twilight turned into darkness. No one else was on the beach.

An hour later, I was alone when I returned to the car parking area. I’m not even sure why I placed the sand dollar in her hand. It just seemed like the thing to do since it had brought us together.

Yeah, I felt bad about the dog, but it couldn’t be helped.





Chapter 9

“I want you to see something.”

Brooke sipped her latte and looked up at Dr. Gregory. He had proposed they extend their regular weekly dissertation meeting by another hour to discuss the Barton trial, and she was excited to dig in. She had intended to tell him about Jacob’s involvement with the firm handling Barton’s defense, hoping Dr. G wouldn’t reconsider her involvement in profiling the accused and the victim. But she had to choose the right moment.

“You read through all the case notes I gave you, right?” Dr. Gregory retrieved a flash drive from his old battered leather briefcase beside his desk.

“Yes, of course,” Brooke said. “Lots to process, but I’ve been through it all twice.”

Reseating himself at the small conference table in his office, Dr. Gregory popped the drive into his laptop and placed it between them. “Watch this and tell me what you think—both of the subject being interviewed and the way the interview was conducted.”

She nodded and leaned in toward the screen. In a deep baritone, a man’s voice announced, “May 4, 9:24 A.M., first interview with Zachary Malone Barton, age 29, concerning the shooting death of Abigail Winters. Conducted by Detective Joseph Lawson, Sumter County PD headquarters. Begin interview.”

On the screen, the interrogation room was small and bare. There was a small table and two battered folding chairs on each side of the table. Behind the table near the door, a uniformed officer stood like a statue, broad-shouldered and unmovable. The camera was positioned behind the head of one of the men, presumably Detective Lawson, and focused on the younger man slumped across from him, Zach Barton. The suspect wore dark chinos, a red polo, and topsiders with no socks. Beard stubble clouded his tan face, and his eyes looked bloodshot. Brooke thought he looked like one of the hung-over frat boys who often crawled into her 8 A.M. class.

“Mr. Barton, can you understand, read, and write English?” asked Lawson.

Barton murmured something and sneered. His head was hung low, and he refused to make eye contact with Lawson, who repeated the question.

“When am I getting my watch back? If anything happens to my Daytona, I swear to God, I’ll—that baby costs more than you’ll make this entire year. Did you know that, Detective?” He smiled but refused to look at Lawson. “And you realize I’m doing you a favor by agreeing to talk to you without my attorney. Once my father finds out—you’ll wish—”

Lawson boomed, “Just answer the damn question! Do you understand English or not?”

“Yes!” Barton roared back. “I read and write and speak English! But I’m not one of the helpless wetbacks you’re used to scaring with your little song and dance. Maybe I should wait until one of my dad’s lawyers gets down here…”

Unfazed, Lawson wrote something in the notebook in front of him and said, “Your choice—questions are the same with or without ’em. Are you currently under the influence or intoxicated?”

“No,” Barton said, calmer and more composed.

“When was the last time you drank alcohol or smoked cannabis?”

“I don’t know, man…me and the boys had a few brews last night. You already took my blood—probably the only reason you brought me in—so you tell me.”

“Can you tell me how you knew Abigail Winters?”

Barton answered, “I don’t remember—through a mutual friend, I think. Maybe at one of the clubs a few years ago. Ladies can’t keep their hands off me. Always wanting some of the Zach-Man.” He chuckled to himself.

“And what was the nature of your relationship with Ms. Winters?”

Barton was shaking his head and suppressing more laugher. “So, we were together for a couple years, okay? Maybe longer. On and off—no biggie. She wanted to play house, and I wasn’t ready to settle down, so we split. Breakups happen all the time. No big deal.”

“Approximately when did you break up with Ms. Winters?”

“Uhmm…well, the last time,” he snickered. “I guess maybe a few months ago. Like, right after Christmas—yeah, I felt bad ending it during the holidays. I’m a classy guy, so I got her some nice bling from Santa and waited until January.”

“Can you be more specific? What day in January?” Lawson’s voice became more animated, as if the date were clearly significant.

“I told you…I don’t know…maybe about a week after New Year’s, something like that.”

Lawson scribbled in his notepad before continuing. “And when was the last time you saw Ms. Winters?”

Barton shifted and looked uncomfortable. “Last night. We ran into her at a friend’s place—she saw us come in and immediately started saying shit about me and my brother. Wouldn’t leave us alone, started crying about getting back together. So, me and my guys left.”

“The name of this friend?”

“Sabrina Anderson—she’s an actress. You might have seen her in—”

“Is it true that Ms. Winters told you she was pregnant with your child at this party last night? Several witnesses told us they heard her shouting”—Lawson looked down and read from his notes—“‘It’s Barton’s baby, y’all!’ and ‘He’s my baby daddy!’—true?”

Shaking his head, Barton said, “I don’t know what that crazy bitch was sayin’ about me. She definitely had put on some pounds, but I just figured she was eating too much, you know? I don’t mind a little extra—you know, more Kardashian style—but Abby was past her sell-by date. Zach don’t look back.”

“So, did she or did she not inform you that she was pregnant with your child last night when you saw her?” Lawson was clearly growing impatient.

“She might’ve said something like that,” Barton said and then quickly added, “But you gotta understand Abby—that’s just who she was. Always about the drama—always talking shit or planning something or wanting more. I quit paying her rent after we split, but she was always begging for more. I just figured this was one more of her stunts to clean my pockets.”

“Had Ms. Winters ever told you she was pregnant before last night?”

Barton looked around, as if the guard by the door might overhear them. “I just said the bitch was crazy, didn’t I? Yeah, she blew up my phone and Facebook with all kinds of ‘baby announcements’, so it’s no secret. But she and I hadn’t hooked up for a long time—and once she started using…well, she’d screw anybody who’d give her a fix.”

“Had she ever slept with your brother Brent?”

Barton lunged lightning fast toward the detective before the guard grabbed the suspect from behind and restrained him. The screen went to black as Lawson said something Brooke couldn’t quite make out. Then the video resumed but clearly some time, at least a few minutes, had passed since Barton’s outburst.

Dr. Gregory hit pause and then leaned back in his chair. “Tell me what you see so far.” He said and nodded encouragingly, resting his palms together into his chin as if in prayer. Brooke had seen this pose of his many times, a sign that he was deep in thought and wanted his students to join him there.

“Well, Barton looks like he’s straight out of central casting for the spoiled young trust fund type,” she said, speaking slowly while she thought through her response. “There’s indication of narcissism, self-aggrandizement, mood fluctuation, anxiety, repressed anger toward women, misogyny, and anti-authoritarian behavior.”

“Which you could find in half the undergraduate males on this campus,” countered Dr. Gregory.

“True,” said Brooke, “but there’s something very contrived about Barton’s demeanor—almost like he’s auditioning for a part in a film. He’s shielding his personality from view.”

“What evidence do you have for this conclusion?”

Brooke nodded, used to Dr. Gregory forcing her to focus on evidence and not just intuition. “I would have to review the footage again to be sure, but it looked like Barton was very deliberate about not maintaining eye contact with Lawson. His references to himself border on dissociative at times: referring to himself in third-person as ‘Zach-Man’ and that comment about ‘Zach don’t look back’.” She looked down and realized she had been doodling the letter Z. “That sounds like a quip he’s used before—you know, a set piece that he uses frequently around his friends. And all that talk about his father’s attorney—like he’s doing Lawson a favor by deigning to talk to him without a lawyer present.”

“Excellent, Brooke,” said Dr. Gregory, nodding in agreement and resuming the video. “Let’s finish the interview.”

Lawson said, “Suspect Barton requested bathroom break, which was granted. Interview is now resumed at 9:57 A.M.” The detective paused before asking, “Mr. Barton, were you aware of your brother Brent ever dating or being involved with Ms. Winters?”

Brooke thought it might be interesting to profile Lawson as much as Barton.

Someone, probably his superior officer, had obviously told him to act more professionally during the little break when they were filming.

“Yes,” Barton said without emotion. “Abby got her hooks into Brent about a month after I broke up with her this last time. They hooked up at a party and probably spent about a week together before Brent reached the same conclusion his big brother had: Abby Winters was a user—she always had been and she always would be.”

“And how did Ms. Winters handle it when your brother broke up with her?”

“The same—you know,” said Barton, composing himself again. “Just like she’d done with me, she harassed him constantly…calling, leaving messages, telling him what she was going to do to him if he didn’t come see her,” Barton said. “All her usual tricks.”

Detective Lawson raised an eyebrow and asked, “And did she tell your brother she was pregnant?”

Barton hesitated and said, “Well, you’d have to ask him.”

“To your knowledge, had Ms. Winters ever been pregnant before your involvement with her? Had she ever told you she had an abortion?”

“Oh, yeah,” said Barton. “She told me the football coach got her pregnant when she was in high school, and he paid for her to have an abortion. Then she told me she had an affair with a married man who also paid for her to have one. She could spin a yarn, our Abby.”

“So, you didn’t believe her?”

“Not really,” Barton said, shrugging. “I took everything with a grain of salt with that girl. She loved to lie when it was just as easy to tell the truth.”

“Did you go to Ms. Winters’ residence last night after leaving the party at Ms. Anderson’s?”

“Nope. Went straight home. Chilled with the guys. Called it a night.” He paused and swallowed hard. “It’s a shame about Abby—it really is—and I hope she finds the peace she never had in this life.” His voice cracked as he lost his swagger.

Brooke noted the time marker of the interview because it was the first time Barton had shown any real emotion. She still wondered if somehow it was part of the act.

“Do you own a gun, Mr. Barton?”

“You know I do,” he said. “They’re all registered and kept in a safe at my dad’s place. Well, except the protection I keep at home.”

“And what is that ‘protection’ you keep at home?”

“It’s an H & K 9mm,” he said. “You know, just in case someone breaks into my place.”

“Did you shoot Abigail Winters with it last night?”

“No,” said Barton. “Did you?”

“Did you kill Abby Winters, Zach?”

Barton paused, as if the use of his first name had surprised him. “No, Joe,” he said. “I did not.”

Detective Lawson asked, “Prior to this incident, have you had any previous encounters with law enforcement?”

“Yeah,” Barton said sheepishly, “I was arrested when I was 15 for driving without a license while under the influence. Then for assaulting a police officer, and then six months from that date, there was a vandalism charge for slashing some a-hole’s tires—he tried to steal my girl! You probably know more of the details than I do.” He nodded toward the stack of files in front of Lawson.

“Do you recall a young woman named Teresa Anne Montgomery—she went by Terri?”

“Nope, doesn’t ring a bell,” said Barton.

“She filed charges against you six years ago for rape, aggravated assault, and attempted murder. Now ring any bells?”

Barton smiled from the side of his mouth, and Brooke once again thought he looked like a little boy, this time caught with his hand in the cookie jar. He said, “Oh, that—year, I remember some bitch giving me grief when things got a little too rough for her. Those charges were dropped, though, as I recall.”

“Yes, but they were pending right up until a trial date was set, so the incident report remained in our system. So, you didn’t rape, harm, or threaten to kill Ms. Montgomery?”

“Nope, not a chance,” Barton said. “I just give ’em what they want. Nothing more, nothing less.” And then he looked right at the camera—the first time Brooke recalled him doing that. It was a bit unnerving, as if he knew she was watching him.

“You know what, Joe?” Barton said. “We’re done. My lawyer should be here any minute, so if you want to ask more questions, they’ll have to wait.” Barton looked straight at the camera again and grinned.

Brooke shuddered and wondered how in the world Jacob could willingly participate in defending someone like Zach Barton.





Chapter 10

Toward the end of the week, Jacob noticed it was getting darker outside earlier and earlier, a translucent turquoise band along the horizon his only clue that the sun had set only a few minutes ago. There were no stars and no evening breeze, just the sky holding its breath. Grateful to be back at Roger’s condo, he threw his briefcase and suit jacket onto a barstool, grabbed an apple from the fridge, and stood looking out over the balcony.

He could’ve gone out with some of the crew from work, which he had done several times already, but he really just wanted a little downtime. Or maybe he’d give Brooke a buzz and see if she wanted to grab a bite. Maybe he was getting older, wanting more than alcohol-induced hook-ups could provide, which reminded him of the new friend he’d just made on Facebook the night before, a friend of a friend. Talk about hot! There was something else, though, that intrigued him. He didn’t even know her yet, but he found himself more curious than usual.

Jacob had just changed into sweats when his phone rang. “Dr. Douger,” he said, “I was just thinking of you. Have you had dinner?”

“Hey, there,” Brooke said. “Yes, just got in—a few of the grad students went out. Sorry, babe.”

“No problem,” he said. “You head-cases need time to discuss all the other head-cases.”

“Ja-cob,” she warned. “What have I told you about referring to mental health professionals and their clients?”

“Oh, sorry,” he said, “no crazy talk,” and they both laughed.

“So, what’s up?” she asked. “How’s work? Trial keeping you busy?”

“Definitely. I’m getting a better education than any law school can provide.”

“I don’t doubt that,” she said.

“But I’m still finding time for a social life—unlike some people who bury their heads in books and take their job too seriously, present company excepted, of course,” he teased.

“Hey, I went out tonight,” she said. “I’ve got friends.”

“Well, good for you,” Jacob said. “But when was the last time you went out on a date?”

“Touché—you don’t give up, do you?” Brooke said.

“Never!” he said in a mock-serious tone. “Actually, I’m kinda excited—I may be going on a date of my own this weekend.”

“Stripper or Victoria’s Secret model?”

“Wow, I guess I deserved that,” he said. “She’s actually a friend of Juan’s—remember? The guy I texted you about who’s the son of Jack Taylor, one of the founding partners—”

“At your firm,” she said, “Yes, I remember. So, Juan introduced you to this poor woman you’ve set your sights on?”

“Well, not exactly. When I got in last night, I was on Facebook and got a friend request from someone named Alicia Gonzalez. Her profile pic was hot—you know, great body, beautiful smile, arched back with a curvaceous booty.”

“Sounds just like your type.”

“Yeah, she looked like she was posing for a photo shoot straight out of the pages of H Para Hombres. If you go to my homepage, you can see her for yourself. Take a look.”

“Hold on,” Brooke said.

Jacob brought up Alicia’s pic, too, wondering if she really looked as hot as he remembered. Smiling back at him was a beautiful Latina in a red swimsuit, her butt perked up in the air, her back perfectly arched as she stood on her tiptoes to reveal smooth calf muscles. Dark caramel colored ringlets cascaded down and contrasted against her cocoa brown shoulders. Her eyes were chestnut brown with shards of butterscotch, piercing but inviting, the type that was bound to make any man vulnerable to falling under her spell.

“She’s very beautiful,” Brooke said politely.

“So, this hot Puerto Rican woman wants me to be her friend? And she’s a friend of Juan’s? That’s a no-brainer. But you know what sold me? Her quote of the day: ‘Live life to the fullest!’ Yep, definitely my kinda girl!”

“Yes, it does sound like you two might have a few things in common,” Brooke said.

“So, I accepted her request and asked her how she knew Juan,” he said. “She said they partied together a few times, and since she saw me on Juan’s page, she figured I was cool to hit up. I wrote back and asked her if she wanted to grab dinner or a drink this weekend.”

“Boy, you don’t waste any time,” Brooke said.

“Hey, that’s just what Alicia said! Anyway, she said she’d love to meet and would let me know about this weekend as soon as she figured out her schedule. Only problem, she’s in Miami.”

“That’s great, Jacob. I hope you two hit it off.”

“We’ll see. You know how it goes. She may end up being just another pretty face, after me for my body.”

Brooke laughed and said, “You really are full of yourself—did you know that?”

“What can I say? I’m modest and humble to boot!”

“So much to love about you.”

“Exactly. And what about you? Any prospects on the horizon? Any reformed psychos that have been cured by your sorcery and fallen under your spell?”

“Just you,” she said, “so I’m still looking.”

They laughed again and any tension between them seemed to melt. “Well, I better let you go—hey, guess who’s online?”

“Who?” Brooke said.

“Alicia! She wants to know if I can chat right now—gotta go!”





Chapter 11

Brooke walked along the beach, disappointed that she didn’t get to talk to Jacob about the reason she called—the trial. Still it didn’t surprise her. She knew he had the attention span of a fly most of the time. And this new thing with that Facebook bombshell he just met online—same old Jacob. Sometimes she wished he would grow up and quit chasing after fantasies, but what if that day never came? And why did she care so much anyway? She and Jacob would never be more than friends—would they?

The tide was coming in and lapped at her feet. Off in the distance just below the dark horizon, she could see the lights of a fishing boat. She passed a couple joggers and an older couple, but the beach was mostly quiet. Despite her disappointment, she felt peaceful listening to the surf lapping along the shore. Stars glistened in the twilight and the air was noticeably cooler; it felt like autumn.

It was probably time to pull her sweaters and light jackets out of the closet, and she made a mental note for the weekend. It amused her the way many Floridians, especially the wealthier ones, looked for any excuse to wear winter clothing, even though the winters rarely dipped below fifty degrees. She remembered attending a psych conference one fall in Boca Raton a couple years ago and being amazed at the number of ladies in fur coats and mink jackets.

Brooke liked nice things as much as the next girl, but money and status symbols had never motivated her ambition. She wanted to help people, plain and simple.

Whenever she was able to assist clients in making different, better choices for their lives or to facilitate the recovery of someone battling an addiction, she felt alive. Yes, there was a price to pay, but it was just part of the current season of her life. She knew she spent a considerable amount of time in the library, the classroom, and the counseling office, and as a result, her love life had been at an all-time low for the past couple years.

She would occasionally go out for drinks with a few of the other grad students, but they often wanted to hit the clubs and stay out late. She wasn’t sure why she had lied to Jacob on the phone—it was just the thought of going out that bugged her. Of course, Brooke enjoyed having a good time, but she felt the weight of her responsibilities.

Besides, there would be plenty of time for drinks and clubs after she had her degree.

Darkness had fallen by the time she walked back to her apartment building. After changing into a long t-shirt, she knew she needed to eat something, and found a Lean Cuisine in her freezer, which she popped into the microwave. Debating whether to have iced tea or a glass of wine, she uncorked the nice cabernet she’d been saving for some unknown special occasion and poured herself a glass.

Maybe her natural disciplined tendencies explained why she continued to live vicariously through Jacob’s very active social life. He made friends easily and could always dazzle whomever he happened to set his sights on. Just last weekend, he had called to tell her all about his new buddy, Juan Carlos Taylor, the twenty-something year old son of the legal firm’s founding partner, Jack Taylor.

Juan’s mother was a former model, and he had inherited her Latin good looks.

With a dark tan, washboard abs, hazel eyes, bright smile, and chiseled looks, Juan was an actor and had played a major role in one of Lady Gaga’s music videos the previous year. Jacob had forced Brooke to watch part of it and had become annoyed when she’d laughed at how clichéd Juan’s role seemed. While a bikini-clad Gaga lounged poolside, Juan along with three other hot, exotic-looking men—all in skimpy Speedos—danced around her.

Clearly, Jacob admired Juan and felt like he was becoming part of the ‘in’-crowd because he’d hung out with Juan at a couple of parties. Brooke had seen this pattern with Jacob before. He always boasted like he knew who’s who in every hot spot and always played it off like he had access to all of the exclusive clubs. But in reality, Brooke knew, it was not Jacob who had the privileges, but rather it was always a friend of a friend who would have this type of pull. He just always seemed to be at the right place at the right time.

Brooke rinsed her empty plate, placed it in the dishwasher, poured another half glass of wine, and got comfortable on the sofa. She distracted herself with busywork, commenting on the case notes of her first-year students and looking over the next major area of research for her dissertation, violence related to psychopathology. Not exactly bedtime reading, but as her eyes grew heavy, she decided to call it a day.

Tired as she was, though, she couldn’t sleep. As she lay there, staring at the light creeping in from the moon through small openings in her blinds, her room seemed cold and devoid of any comfort she had hoped to find beneath her covers. She was hopeful that her loneliness wouldn’t last forever, eager to believe there was someone out there for her. Someone perhaps with Jacob’s pizzazz and sense of humor but without his competitive, insecure alpha-male ego and attraction to superficial beauty.

Or maybe Jacob would mature and grow up one day, and the two of them might… No, that was silly and too implausible even to imagine. She would never be the kind of woman Jacob seemed to be drawn to, the sexy siren who flaunts her body and enjoys being the center of attention. That simply wasn’t who she was. She didn’t think she was unattractive, but she didn’t enjoy drawing attention to herself and her body.

In her dreams later that night, she was on a beach and Jacob was photographing her. Her hair was blonder, and she wore bright red lipstick and a tiny swimsuit. He kept praising her beauty and encouraging her to frolic in the waves and to smile for the camera, which she did.

But then when they looked over the photos together, she looked like her normal self, plainer and certainly more covered up. Jacob was disappointed and walked away, and she was left holding the photos, which she tossed into the ocean.

She awoke with tears in her eyes.





Chapter 12

“Hey, there—I didn’t expect to hear from you so soon! What a nice surprise!”

Looking at his computer screen, Jacob found himself smiling ear to ear, grateful he was alone so no one else could see his childlike reactions.

The instant message from Alicia blinked at him: “Hey! You around? What’s up?”

He waited for a full two minutes before he responded, carefully thinking through the attitude and persona he wanted to project. After all, he still had his ego to protect, and he didn’t want to appear desperate. “Hey there,” he typed back. “Just chillin’ here—u?”

Now he knew it would seem like forever having to wait on her to respond. There was always a disadvantage to talking to someone via the computer, so many different ways to read and misread the other person’s intentions without any real way to tell the different inflections used or the intended tone. Her words materialized onscreen and he smiled again.

Alicia: “Are you busy?”

Jacob: “Never too busy for you.”

Alicia: “Aww, you’re sweet. Work is crushing me right now, but usually I’m not that busy either. I’ve really enjoyed our chats so far. So, how was work today?”

Jacob: “Long, but good…I’m working on a murder case.”

It was an obvious ploy, but Jacob was still hoping to get a rise out of Alicia. It wasn’t every day that someone worked on murder cases. Surely, that would impress her.

Alicia: “Wow, a real murder case?”

Jacob: “Yes, babe, a real murder case.”

Alicia: “Is it like those shows you watch on TV, like CSI?”

Jacob: “Not exactly… my job is primarily dealing with legal matters in the courtroom, not forensics.”

Alicia: “Wow! So you’re an attorney?”

Jacob: “Not yet. More like an attorney-in-training. I’m working at Juan’s father’s firm as a legal advisor.”

That was one way of putting it. No way he could let her know he was basically a glorified gofer, fetching coffee, making copies, researching details, and sending emails. After all, it wasn’t a lie… just a creative way of describing his role.

Alicia: “I can only imagine the things you must see. I mean the pictures of victims, and the crime scene photos. Scary stuff.”

Jacob: “Yes, that’s all part of the territory. Crime scene photos are crucial in helping us put the pieces together… they give the dead a voice… they tell a story without words.”

Alicia: “Wow, that sounds so important. And you sound so poetic describing what you do. My job is so blah compared to yours… I mean I love my job, but there’s little to no excitement… at least not the kind of drama you usually see.”

Jacob: “What type of work do you do?”

Alicia: “I sell commercial real estate—you know, office space, strip malls, that sort of thing.”

Jacob: “Well, that sounds interesting, but I’m not sure I could do it—and definitely not as well as you probably do it. Guess I’ll keep trying to pursue truth, justice, and the American way for now, lol.”

Alicia: “Hands down, you win! I mostly just find properties for nail salons, tanning shops, and Chinese restaurants. Every now and then, a big company that wants to expand… or downsize.”

Jacob: “Aside from your job, what else should I know about you? Former model? Ex-convict? Maybe you’re a serial killer who lures helpless men like me into your web before you chop them up.”

Once again, he thought he’d try to stir up trouble and see how she responded. Having a good sense of humor and being able to handle whatever came along were important qualities for Jacob. He wanted to test the waters and see how Alicia handled a little splash in the face.

Alicia: “Thanks a lot! You better be joking, big boy. And you’re far from helpless—I can tell that already. Me, a serial killer? It’s funny actually. I can’t even stand the sight of blood! I may have some issues, but killing someone… now that’s a whole different level of crazy. Makes me wonder what type of women you’ve dated in the past? Clearly some wackos!”

Jacob: “You know I’m just kidding! Well, I can’t exactly say I’ve always made the best choices in women… but I have learned from my mistakes. Seriously, tell me more about yourself and what you’re like.”

Alicia: “For your sake, let’s hope so! So, about me… I am pretty much an open book…just ask me anything and I’ll be glad to tell you… like you, I’ve learned the hard way that honesty is always the best policy.”

Jacob: “Okay, let’s start with the basics—married, single, or currently divorced? Any children?”

Alicia: “Definitely not married! Hope you don’t think I’d be talking to you this much if I were married. But I do have a son who’s nine years old. His name is Charles—well, he goes by Charlie. I’ve been a single mom almost from the time he was born. Charlie’s father left us and moved back to Puerto Rico years ago.”

Jacob: “It’s not easy being a single parent—I’m sure you do an awesome job. Tell me more about Charlie. What’s he like?”

Alicia: “Thanks, sweetie—I do try. Charlie… he’s the love of my life…he comes before anything and anyone. He’s in the third grade and really smart. He likes soccer but he loves cars.”

Jacob: “Cars, huh? He sounds like my kinda kid. I’ve been known to put a Porsche or Lamborghini through its paces.”

He made a mental note to look for a scale-model that he could send to Charlie. While he’d never dated anyone with children before, Jacob knew it could never hurt to win the kid over as early as possible.

Alicia: “Yes, Charlie is wonderful. I just wish his father wasn’t such a jerk. I feel so sad sometimes for my son. I can tell that he misses his father, or at least a father figure, in his life. He tries to pal around with my dad, but it’s not the same. Charlie has been asking me a lot of questions about his father lately. I just don’t know what to say. I never want Charlie to blame himself for his father being absent in his life. He is such a good kid.”

Jacob: “If you don’t mind my asking, what happened between you and Charlie’s father?”

Alicia: “Do you have all night? Lol…it’s a complicated story! Maybe we save that one for some night over drinks.”

He could tell that she was avoiding the topic of Charlie’s father. He figured it was too early for her to share such personal information, especially information that related to and affected her son. But her diversion worked—he couldn’t resist the opportunity she was offering.

Jacob: “Does that mean I get to meet you in person? Preferably sometime soon? In fact, I could drive down to Miami this weekend if you’re not doing anything…” His heart was pounding fast, and he blushed as he typed his request. How silly—it wasn’t like he was a kid going on a first date or anything.

Alicia: “You’re so sweet, Jacob. I would love that! It’s just…well, I promised Charlie we would spend this weekend doing his favorite things. Sort of his reward for making all A’s this past semester. I would love to meet you, but maybe another time?”

Jacob’s heart sank. Had he come on too strong too fast? His hands started to sweat and a heaviness swelled inside his chest.

Jacob: “I completely understand. Sounds like you’re a great mom to plan such a cool reward. I look forward to another time. Well, better let you go…”

Alicia: “I knew you would understand. Charlie really does come first in my life… hope that won’t be a problem.”

Jacob: “No, not at all. In fact, just the opposite. Seeing what a great mom you are only makes me like you more. Maybe sometime down the line I could take you and Charlie out for pizza or maybe some shaved ice down at South Beach.”

Why did he mention meeting Charlie? She was probably very protective and never let him meet guys she dated. What was he thinking?

Alicia: “Yes, let’s you and I get better acquainted first and we’ll see what happens. Thank you for talking tonight. Have a good night, sweetie.”

Jacob: “You too! Hey—I almost forgot! Can I get your number? I promise not to blow up your phone, lol!”

Alicia: “Sure—here, I’ll send it right after I get Charlie ready for bed. Talk to you soon!”

Jacob sat there and stared at the computer screen for a long time. As strange as it seemed, he was already starting to develop intense feelings for Alicia, unlike any feelings he had ever felt for anyone else. How was that possible? He hadn’t even met her yet?

Rummaging around in his fridge, he continued thinking about what he felt toward her and tried to be more objective. Maybe it was just the mystery, the fantasy, of who Alicia was. Communicating through a computer made her mysterious and unobtainable. Men by nature are hunters. We like the challenge of stalking, luring, and seducing our prey, he thought. Maybe Alicia simply satisfied this primordial caveman desire in him.

He smiled to himself as he looked at Alicia’s status picture again.

His computer pinged with a message from the object of his desire. He acknowledged his receipt with a “Thx!” and thought he would send her a sweet, flirty text the next day and then call her the day after that. Despite his flood of feelings, he didn’t want to come on too strong too fast.

Besides, he loved a good challenge.





Chapter 13

As Brooke stepped into the courtroom, the Judge was addressing the group. She found a seat a few rows from the back and slipped in as quietly as possible. The capacious room already smelled stuffy, the scent of stale perfume lingering in the air.

“Another good morning to you, ladies and gentlemen. As you know, we are here for a murder trial. Jurors are not to be conversing, discussing, or speaking with anyone else in this courtroom, regarding this trial or any other matter. Understood? I know we’ve done it before, but I would like a verbal ‘yes’ from each of my jurors.”

While the bailiff pointed from juror to juror for an affirmative response, Brooke smoothed her white silk blouse and withdrew a small black, bound notebook and pen from the side of her purse. When Dr. Gregory had called the day before and asked her to sit in on the Barton trial, she had searched through her closet to find something conservative and professional looking that would blend in. She chose a navy suit she’d bought on the clearance rack at Ann Taylor last year, her ‘interview’ suit.

Brooke had observed many videos of trial footage but couldn’t recall being in a courtroom since several years ago when she had appealed a speeding ticket (Her mother was in the ER with a gallbladder attack—the officer was a total jerk!). She had gotten her fine reduced that day but already knew she preferred to be an observer, not a participant. Knowing he would likely be called as an expert witness by the State, Dr. Gregory asked if she would mind sitting in this morning and getting a feel for the atmosphere in the courtroom.

“The emotional tone during a trial can change as dramatically as the weather,” he’d told her. “Most of the time, though, it’s controlled by the prosecuting attorney, the defense counsel, and the judge. They each have the most experience with asserting their respective agendas.”

“Do you know much about Judge Ranier?” Brooke had asked.

“Not much,” he said, sounding tired. “I’ve never testified in a case over which she presided. Her reputation is for being fair and no-nonsense. She leans conservative but seems to have a liberal streak that has shown itself a few times. I’ll be curious to hear your impression of her.”

Brooke was determined to do a great job for her mentor by remaining as objective as possible. She hadn’t even called or texted Jacob to let him know she was going to be there—she could just make out the back of his head up toward the front of the courtroom, seated behind the defense counsel’s table. She wrote the date, time, and place on a clean page in her notebook and returned her attention to the front of the room.

“Another long day, so please focus your attention only on the facts of this case. Understood?” said Judge Ranier.

The jurors nodded and the Judge tapped her gavel lightly and said, “This court is now in session. Mr. Carver, you may call your next witness.”

“Thank you, Your Honor,” said Carver. “The State would like to call Mr. James Robert Charles to testify.”

A large man with broad shoulders stood from his seat near the front and made his way onto the witness stand. He didn’t look that old, maybe mid-thirties, but was balding prematurely and appeared to have a five o’clock shadow, although he was clearly clean-shaven. His tan suit looked out of date with wider lapels than was the current fashion, but his white shirt and brown striped tie looked neat and professional. Brooke made a note to herself to do more research on the psychology of appearance and first impressions with participants in trials. She already knew, of course, that projecting a certain look was half the battle when it came to swaying others’ impression of you.

“What is your job title, Mr. Charles?” asked the State’s attorney.

Jacob had already told her how flamboyantly D.A. Carver dressed, and today’s ensemble served as proof. The prosecutor wore a bright cherry-red three-piece suit with a white shirt and deep black foulard tie and pocket square. Brooke thought he looked a bit too much like Santa for her taste and made a mental note to tell Jacob, but then she remembered her agreement with Dr. Gregory not to discuss the trial.

Brooke’s thoughts drifted to her feelings for Jacob, and she wondered if her recent longing to be closer to him could ever take their friendship to another level. The risk seemed too great, though; if Jacob didn’t share the same feelings to grow closer, then initiating a discussion on the topic might sever their relationship forever.

Mr. Charles answered, “I am a scene of crime officer—what’s often called a ‘SOCO’ for the state of Florida. Basically, I gather evidence at crime scenes and then conduct and oversee laboratory analysis.”

“How long have you been in your current role?”

“Over nine years.”

Carver, hands in pockets, sauntered toward the witness. “And about how many trials have you participated in during those nine years?”

“Over fifty trials,” said Charles. His tone was engaged but showed no trace of emotion.

“Are you considered an expert in your field?”

“Yes, I am.”

Carver paced forward. “Did you retrieve any evidence from the home of Abigail Winters, at the site where her body was recovered this past May?”

“Yes,” Charles said, “Officially, I retrieved four fired cartridges, four lead fragments, four fired bullet jackets, all 9-millimeter, and six unfired ammo, 44-caliber, which came from an open ammo box on a shelf in Ms. Winters’ garage, which apparently spilled when she collapsed.”

The bailiff handed Carver a handful of plastic evidence bags, which the D.A. then held up toward Charles.

“Would you verify that these are the very pieces of evidence you just cited, Mr. Charles?”

“Yes, I will.” He took them from Carver, examined the label on each bag, and returned them. “Yes, my signature is on every piece of evidence presented. I can verify these were all found at the scene of the shooting where Ms. Winters died.”

“Permission to publish?” asked Carver, extending the evidence toward Judge Ranier.

“Permission granted,” she said.

Carver walked slowly toward the jury box, holding the bags at arm’s length as if he were taking out particularly smelly trash. Brooke made a note about Carver’s theatrical gesture, which clearly had an effect on the jurors. He held up each piece of evidence with a grimace of disgust, lingering in front of each juror with the vile artifacts before handing them over to the bailiff once again.

“Mr. Charles, did these pieces of evidence match the bullets Dr. Choung, the medical examiner, recovered from Ms. Winters’ body?”

“Yes, they did.”

Whispers and hushed voices rippled across the audience.

“Order,” demanded the Judge, tapping her gavel. “Observers will maintain silence or be escorted from this courtroom!” The room instantly fell silent again, and Brooke smiled at the way Ranier ran a tight ship.

Carver said, “Did you conduct any test fires, Mr. Charles?”

“Yes, I used the same type of bullets and the firearm belonging to Mr. Barton, recovered at his home, a Heckler and Koch USP9 Expert model. I fired ten 9-millimeter bullets into a water recovery center. This causes no damage to the bullet. These were used to compare with the bullets found at the scene.”

“So,” Carver said, “based on this test, you found that Mr. Barton’s firearm was functional and operable?”

“Yes,” Charles said.

“And what did you find through this test fire, Mr. Charles?”

“Well,” Charles explained, “Every firearm has unique characteristics or imperfections that leave a mark every time the gun is fired. The bullets or jackets that are released after the firearm is discharged leave a kind of imprint.”

Carver nodded. “When you compared the test fire’s fragments to the fragments found in the victim’s skull, were there any similarities?”

“Yes,” Charles said, “the fragments were nearly identical. A perfect match. The bullets that killed Abigail Winters were fired from Zach Barton’s gun.”





Chapter 14

Carver nodded vigorously, and Jacob suspected he had to suppress a smile. The forensic officer’s testimony could not have been any clearer or damning to Barton.

“No further questions, Your Honor.” Carver seated himself and began writing on the legal pad in front of him, either for show or because he wanted to record something that had occurred to him, Jacob couldn’t be sure.

“Ms. DeMato, do you wish to cross examine this witness?”

“Yes, Your Honor,” replied the defense attorney, already on her feet. Jacob loved the air of confidence his boss projected.

“Mr. Charles, you told us that you have been involved with more than fifty cases that have gone to trial, correct?”

“Yes, that’s right,” the witness said. Brooke had begun to admire his stoic demeanor; Charles was definitely not someone you wanted to play poker with.

“And in how many of those trials was there evidence involving a firearm?”

Charles hesitated as if surprised by the question, the first sign of any emotion that morning. Jacob loved the way DeMato was about to decimate this smug cop and his expert testimony.

“I’d guess around 60 to 65 percent,” said Charles, “more than half.”

“Actually, Mr. Charles,” said DeMato, retrieving and opening a file folder from her table, “only 41 percent of trial cases in which you participated included evidence from a firearm.” She handed over the file folder to Charles who took it without making eye contact with the woman.

“If you say so,” Charles said, flipping pages.

“No, I don’t say so—it’s simply a matter of fact. Do you disagree with any of the trial records there?”

“Objection, Your Honor! Counsel is attempting to intimidate the witness and lead us all on a wild goose chase. The number of cases involving firearms that Mr. Charles has participated in has nothing to do with this case.”

Judge Ranier opened her mouth but DeMato interrupted, “Your Honor, if I may—I believe the court will see that Mr. Charles’ past experiences hardly qualify him as a firearms expert.”

Ranier stared at the attorney for a moment, clearly miffed that DeMato had responded to Carver’s objection first. After a ten-second stare down, the Judge said, “I’ll allow it but get on with it, Counselor.”

“Thank you, Your Honor. Back to my question, Mr. Charles. Do those records accurately reflect trials in which you have participated as a forensic analyst?”

“It appears so,” he said, “yes.”

“And considering the trials in which you’ve testified regarding firearms, how many ‘perfect matches’ did you find in those trials?”

Charles shrugged and looked at her as if she had asked him the length of his shoelaces. “I don’t know. Maybe half of them?”

“No, Mr. Charles,” according to the trial transcripts, “only nine of them—well under half. And of those nine that you deemed ‘perfect matches’, do you know how many were later reversed or qualified by your supervisor? Five of them! Which leaves us with considerable evidence that your ‘expert’ testimony isn’t so expert after all. No further questions.”

“But those—”

“No further questions!” DeMato insisted, clearly having anticipated Charles’ attempt to explain away her attack.

“But let me explain,” he said, clearly embarrassed as his face flushed red.

“Mr. Charles,” said the Judge, “you may step down. Thank you for your testimony.”

Jacob could tell Ranier was sympathetic to the poor man but knew there was nothing the judge could really do. DeMato had effectively undermined his credibility as an expert. This round was definitely not the homerun that Carver had expected it to be. The circumstantial evidence against their client was strong but not nearly as airtight as the prosecution assumed it would be. Jacob had already learned one of the most important truths about courtroom strategy: perceptions trump facts every time.

Justice might be blind but she could still be guided.





Chapter 15

When Judge Ranier adjourned the court for a two-hour lunch break, Brooke debated on trying to see if she could talk to Jacob and maybe even take him to lunch. But amidst the throng of observers, reporters, and court employees pouring into the hallway, she didn’t see him, nor any of DeMato’s team for that matter. They probably went out a side door so they could avoid the press, Brooke thought. DeMato would want to use the lunch recess as a time to prepare for the remaining witnesses Carver was likely to call.

Which made her curious: if the prosecution would likely call Dr. Gregory as its expert criminal psychologist, who would DeMato get for her rebuttal? Had Jacob told her? Brooke didn’t think so. She would have surely remembered his mentioning something so directly tied to her field. She would have to ask Dr. G whom he expected the defense team to use.

In the meantime, she wanted to type up her notes while the details were still fresh in her mind and email them to him. Her stomach told her, though, that she needed to eat something, too, so Brooke gave in to temptation and bought a spicy chicken burrito and a diet soda from a food truck outside the courthouse. She knew better than to try and eat while driving, so she found a shady park bench down the block, close to where she had parked. Just as she took her first bite, Brooke noticed a young bearded man with a backpack crossing the street toward her. He resembled the many college students, especially upperclassmen and grad students, she routinely saw on campus.

“Mind if I sit here?” he asked. “I’ll only be a minute—just need to send a quick email. Do you know if you can still pick up the courthouse Wi-Fi from here?”

“Uh, sure,” said Brooke, trying not to open her mouth while chewing. “You’re welcome to sit down, but I don’t know about the Wi-Fi.”

“Thanks.” He sat, placed his leather backpack at his feet, and whipped out a small laptop. Balancing it on his lap, he started typing rapidly and said, “Did I see you in the courtroom this morning at the Barton trial?”

Brooke wasn’t sure how to answer, but, when in doubt, she always went with the truth. “Yes, you did.” Then she realized: he wasn’t a college student; he was a reporter. “You were there too?”

“Yep,” he said without taking his eyes off his screen. “Related to the family, I’m guessing, probably the Bartons, by how well you’re dressed.”

Brooke wrapped up the other half of her burrito and set it aside. “No, I’m afraid you’re wrong there.”

She sipped her can of soda but refused to explain her presence to a total stranger. Even if he were cute, and this guy definitely had something that drew her in. Maybe it was the beard, which she noticed was neatly trimmed, or it could be his eyes.

“Not going to tell me, huh?” he said, smiling but still not raising his gaze from his computer. “You must be the competition then—I’m guessing a television reporter. Yes, I should’ve known—the hair, the suit. You’re much too pretty and well-dressed to be anywhere except in front of a camera.”

Brooke laughed and said, “And you’re pretty transparent, you know that? I’m not a reporter, but I’ll take your assumption as a compliment. Even if I do think you’re just trying to hit on me.”

He sat there typing frantically, looked up at her and said, “Give me one sec—let me finish this before I respond.” She finished her soda and felt amused. When he kept typing, she checked her phone and saw the time, realizing she’d be late to class if she didn’t leave now. It was impossible to find a parking place on campus at this time of day. Still…she was enjoying the attention.

“There!” he said triumphantly, putting away his laptop. “With three minutes to spare.”

Brooke stood and smiled at him. “I’ve got to run or I’ll be late.”

“I’m Kevin—Majors. I write for an online news service. Maybe you’ve heard of it, Floridafirst.com?” He extended his hand and Brooke shook it.

“Brooke,” she said, still wondering why she was lingering. Had it really been that long since someone had flirted with her? “No, I’m afraid I haven’t heard of it. Do you specialize in covering trials, or…?”

“Nice to meet you, Brooke,” he said. “Yeah, I tend to do crime reporting, and this trial in particular intrigues me. Abby Winters called me a week before she was shot and wanted to know if I’d interview her.”

“Really? About what?” Now he had her full attention.

He smiled and said, “Two can play at that game. Not going to tell me your connection to the Barton trial, are you?”

She laughed and shifted her purse under her arm. “No, I don’t see why I should. No offense.”

“None taken. But I’m not sure why I should tell you why Abby Winters wanted to talk to me. However, maybe I could be persuaded over drinks…or even a real lunch—one that’s not from a food truck.”

They started walking beside each other toward the parking lot behind them.

Brooke wasn’t sure why she did it, but she reached into her bag and pulled out a business card. Dr. Gregory had insisted she have them made; as an employee of the university, it was legitimate to order business cards, but she still felt a little strange about it, like a kid playing dress up. Just her grad student mindset, she guessed.

“I’ve really got to run, Kevin,” said Brooke. “But here’s my card. Maybe we can make a deal. We can meet for a drink, and I’ll tell you why I was at the trial this morning, and you can tell me why Abby wanted to talk to you.”

They had reached the edge of the parking lot and stopped. Kevin took the card from her and smiled as he read it. Brooke thought it was definitely his eyes, green and luminous like the sea glass she used to collect on the beach as a kid. Kevin’s eyes were beautiful and flecked with light.

“So, should I call you ‘doctor’?” he said.

“Not yet,” she said. “That’s my cell number on there—call or text if you want to trade information. It was nice meeting you, Kevin.”





Chapter 16

Jacob joined the rest of his team milling about the desk where Lisa DeMato continued to sit. Various conversations were already in progress when DeMato looked up and said, “Jacob, I have a job for you during this lunch break.”

“You got it,” he said without hesitation, excited that she had singled him out. “I want you to talk to Zach Barton.”

The small holding cell wasn’t what Jacob expected. It smelled of grease and onions, and with a tile floor, no windows, and fluorescent lighting overhead, it appeared more like an exam room in a doctor’s office than a jail cell. A uniformed deputy had examined Jacob’s I.D. and court admissions form carefully before letting him in, saying they’d had several tabloid reporters attempt to bluff their way in. As the door locked behind him, Jacob nodded at the suited young man seated at a table facing him, about to bite into a burger.

“I’m Jacob Connor,” he said, extending his hand. “With Taylor, Dwights and Associates. Lisa DeMato sent me.”

“Zach Barton,” said the other man, putting down his burger, “as I’m sure you know.” He wiped his fingers on a napkin and then shook Jacob’s hand with a firm, strong grip. “You eaten? You can have half if you want it. Not bad, either—a little too well done for my taste, but not bad for fast food, I guess.” Fries anchored the burger wrapper along with a Diet Coke.

“Uh, no thanks, I ate already,” Jacob said and took the chair opposite Barton.

Only then did he notice that Barton’s left hand was cuffed to the metal office table. But otherwise, the defendant looked like a million bucks: sapphire blue pinstripe suit—Armani, Jacob wondered, or maybe Zegna—white shirt, maroon polka dot tie. In their sharp suits and short haircuts, they could pass for two young professionals meeting for a business lunch. In fact, this was probably the main reason Lisa DeMato had given him this assignment. What was it she’d said? Something about them both being “young men with some things in common”—whatever that meant.

Anyway, he was here now so he might as well do his job. DeMato’s husky voice, which she had lowered so no one else could hear, echoed in his thoughts. “Just hang out with him… see how he’s holding up…and maybe dig around about these past charges when he was in high school. Sounds like just the usual school boy hijinks, you know, vandalism and DUIs,” which had almost made Jacob laugh. He wasn’t sure about the schoolboys she knew, but those were not ‘usual hijinks’ back at Sadersville. Instead, he had just nodded as she continued: “…I’m still debating whether to put him on the stand. He wants it, his father wants it, but still…I’ve got a bad feeling about this one. You’re new to all this, so tell me what you’d think of Zach Barton if you were a juror.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he’d said, suddenly nervous at the prospect of meeting his firm’s most famous client. Now that he was here, though, he felt uncertain about his purpose.

“Sent you to babysit me, huh?” said Barton, shoving a couple of fries in his mouth. “Would it really be so hard to remember the ketchup? Okay, so I’m a murderer, right? But don’t we still get ketchup with our fries?” He smiled in a way that made Jacob relax; it was as if they already knew each other and shared the same sense of humor.

“I can try to get you some if—” Jacob said and started to rise.

“No, man—not your problem,” said Barton, taking another bite. “I’ll live without ketchup.” He paused to chew then licked his fingers and added, “So, how long you been with the firm?”

“Not long,” said Jacob, regaining his confidence. “DeMato just wanted me to check in and see how you’re doing. Lisa and I agree that the trial is going as well as can be expected so far.” Yep, he definitely had his swagger back.

“Whatever,” Barton said nonchalantly. “Just wish I could listen to some tunes while I’m sitting there lookin’ all sad and remorseful. Or check the market. Or make some bets. Anything would be better than that snooze fest.”

Well, there was clearly no doubt that Zach Barton was holding up just fine. Jacob had never seen anyone be so calm about something this serious.

“Any surprises coming up on this video?” Jacob stared deep into the other man’s eyes, startled by the dark blue depths there, and a coldness similar to what Jacob imagined you’d find at the bottom of the ocean.

“Nah, no biggie,” said Barton, staring back. “Lawson dug up my old charges from over ten years ago—you know, kid stuff. So, I smoked a little weed and drove home stoned from a couple parties. So, I slit some punk’s tires or got a little rough with some slut at a frat party. You’ve probably done the same, right? We all have. Besides, they could never get any of the charges to stick.”

“I hear you,” Jacob said, nodding. “Just wanting to make sure we stay ahead of Carver.” They were still staring each other down, neither willing to blink, let alone be the first to look away. “This girl at the frat party…anything they could dig up there? You know, pattern of violence toward women, sexual assault, that kind of thing?”

“Not really,” he said, adjusting his tie as he kept his eyes locked on Jacob. “Daddy paid her a nice chunk of change, maybe even gave her a free boob job or something. She’s nothing to worry about.”

“Right,” said Jacob, finally breaking the stare-down and glancing at his watch.

“Nice,” said Barton, following Jacob’s glance. “Breitling? Or is that an Omega?”

“Yeah, it’s a Seamaster 300, co-axial,” he said, pleased to have his expensive taste recognized by someone who could appreciate it.

“I miss wearing my watches—got a platinum Rolex Daytona that’s my baby,” Barton said. “What do they think I’m going to do with it—hang myself? Or maybe they think I’ll go all James Bond on them and break out like that dude in Skyfall—you see that? Now that’s a badass flick!”

Jacob laughed and stood up. “You like movies, don’t you? Yeah, I saw that one. Liked it, but I’m more of an old movie buff myself. Hitchcock and De Palma, Kubrick and Scorsese. Well, guess I better get back in there before the fun starts again.”

Barton extended his hand and they shook again. Jacob took this as a positive sign. Maybe DeMato had been right, and they did have more in common than just their age. Still, Jacob wasn’t exactly sure what he thought of Zach Barton or what they should expect if they put him on the witness stand. He knocked on the door to let the deputy know he was ready to leave.

“What was her name, Zach? The girl you mentioned from the frat party?”

“I don’t remember,” Barton said, clearly lying, and smiled his wolf-smile again, all white teeth with a sharp edge. “If you dig around, someone at the firm can find it for you. My daddy and Jack Taylor were U of F fraternity brothers—SAE all the way! They go back a long way.”

“Great,” said Jacob, turning to walk out the door. “I’ll have someone chase it down.”





Chapter 17

Brooke looked at Jacob intently, trying to decide if he were telling the truth. “He did not say that!” she said, finally convinced. They were sitting on the patio at one of her favorite bars, The Catamaran, drinking margaritas on the rocks and nibbling on chips and fresh salsa. They could see the beach less than half a mile away, and it was nearly deserted.

Fluffy white clouds, luminous as pearls, continued to roll in from the sea and accumulate along the horizon. Although the wind had picked up, so far there was no rain. Jacob had just finished regaling Brooke with a blow-by-blow of his meeting with Zach Barton.

“Yes, he did say that,” Jacob said. “He’s definitely used to getting whatever he wants.”

“Well, before you say anything else about the trial,” Brooke said. “I need to tell you something.” She paused to make sure he was listening. “Dr. Gregory has been hired by the State as an expert witness…” Her mouth was suddenly dry so she took a drink before adding, “And he’s asked me to be his second. Which means I’ll be assisting him in profiling both Abby Winters and Zach Barton. So, we probably shouldn’t talk about the trial any more—hope you understand.”

“Brooke, that’s awesome! Isn’t this what you’ve been waiting for? It’s your big break. I’m so happy for you.” He raised his margarita glass and clinked with hers in a toast.

“After talking with Barton today, I can see why you find this creepy killer stuff so fascinating,” he said. “There’s something so—I don’t know the word—curious about the idea of being able to kill someone and feel no remorse whatsoever.”

“The word is sick,” she said. “Or inhuman or sociopathic or—shall I go on?”

He forced a smile and said, “You’re right, of course—there’s just something I almost admire about someone like Barton who doesn’t care about anyone else but himself. It just seems like it would make life easier, you know?”

“Being an egomaniacal narcissist never makes life easier, my dear,” she said and sampled her drink. “Not that I can clinically diagnose Barton, but based on what I saw today and what you’re telling me, he certainly fits the profile. Considering I’m working for opposing counsel now, you and I probably shouldn’t even be talking about Barton at all.”

They sat in silence for a minute, simply enjoying the cool breeze and outdoor air, and then he said, “You’re right. I shouldn’t have been talking to you—or anyone—about the trial. It’s just…well, I tell you everything, don’t I? Speaking of which, did I tell you about chatting with Alicia again last night? I swear I think I’m falling for her—and we haven’t even met! Isn’t that crazy?”

Brooke pushed a buttery-blonde strand of hair behind her ear, enjoying the wind on her face. She knew he was changing the topic on purpose—or was he? Did it matter if she and Jacob were on opposite sides of the Barton trial? Of course, not. Hadn’t he voted for the opposite political party in the last election? They disagreed about a lot of things and still remained friends. Besides, it wasn’t like they actually held opposite beliefs about Zach Barton. They were just doing their jobs.

She suddenly realized Jacob had asked her a question.

“Hel-lo, Dr. Douger—where are you?” he said. “Are you okay?”

“Sorry,” she said. “I was just enjoying the breeze and being here with you. Did you ask me something?”

He grinned and reached for a tortilla chip. “I asked you if it’s possible to fall in love with someone you’ve never met in person before.”

Brooke swirled her finger around the edge of her margarita glass and tasted the salt to her lips. “Well, a lot of the research indicates that the feelings we often associate with falling in love are the same ones we use when fantasizing. So, it’s not really that strange that you feel so strongly about someone you’ve never met. Right now, Alicia can still be your dream girl, your ideal woman. Once you meet her…well, that will be the real test.”

Jacob crunched a mouthful of chips as salsa dribbled onto his tie. “Damn it!” he said. “I knew I should have taken this thing off.” Brooke handed him her clean napkin, which he used to dab water on the dark spot. “Zach Barton’s daddy probably buys all his designer ties for him, but I have to pay for my own! This was one of my favorites!”

Brooke started to comment on the fact that he had just brought up Barton again, but let it go. Instead she said, “Well, I guess I better go. Early group session in the morning. Plus, I still have papers to grade. Not to mention more research for Dr. G. How did I let you talk me into meeting tonight?” She smiled and finished her drink. “Now, where did our waitress go?”

“I got this, Brookie,” he said. “You fly and go get your stuff done. I may have another and sit out here a little longer. Need to return some messages and phone calls. This feels nice after being in that stuffy courtroom all day.”

They hugged and as she drove away, Brooke wondered why it made her so uncomfortable when he brought up Alicia. She really did have a lot she needed to do that night, but she could easily have enjoyed sitting there another half hour. She wasn’t jealous. Was she? Not of someone who might not even exist! She thought of Kevin Majors then, the scruffy-hunky reporter she’d met outside the courthouse and hoped he would give her a call. She really was hoping to trade information about the case, but still you never know what can happen. Her phone chirped—Jacob probably had forgotten to tell her something—and she pressed the answer button to activate her car’s Bluetooth.

“Hello, what did you forget to tell me?” she said.

“Hmm, that you’re beautiful as well as super smart?” said a male voice that was definitely not Jacob’s.

“Oops, sorry,” she said, giggling at the caller’s retort. “Thought you were someone else. Who is this?”

“Kevin Majors—we met after the trial the other—”

“I was just thinking of you!” Slow down, girl, she told herself. “You know, thinking it would be good to discuss the Winters’ trial.”

“Great—me too. Could you meet tomorrow after work? Say, around 5:30? I can text you the address of a place not far from the courthouse.”

“Perfect,” Brooke said, regaining her composure. “I look forward to seeing you then.”

“Thanks, see you then.”

She ended the call and smiled to herself. Let Jacob have his new online cutie! She might just have her own opportunity for making a new friend.





Chapter 18

Sipping coffee while on his balcony the next morning, Jacob watched the sun raise its golden eye above the horizon. He could smell the tang of saltwater in the air, along with the smoky scent of leaves burning, the smell of fall. He had woken up early, before his alarm went off, a rarity in itself, but had showered, shaved, and dressed for work with ample time to spare. He would go in early to work and try to beat the ongoing cluster of reporters outside the courthouse.

First, though, he wanted to savor the moment.

For the first time in a long time, Jacob felt something he rarely felt—happy. His relationship with Alicia was promising, and he was about to hear her sweet voice for the first time. As planned, he had texted her the day before and then told her he’d give her a call sometime soon.

Yes, Jacob couldn’t remember when he had felt so hopeful about his future. He lived in a great place, was close to Brooke, and was making a fresh start. He liked his job—despite the unspoken judgment he already felt from Brooke for being part of Zach Barton’s defense team. His life was coming together. He was no longer out partying, chasing girls, and looking for trouble. Maybe it was time to settle down now—if Alicia turned out to be the real deal, who knows?

Jacob had planned to wait until the next day, and then that evening to phone Alicia, but he simply couldn’t wait. Like a kid who thinks he knows what’s inside a Christmas present, he had to make sure what was beneath the wrapping paper. His hands were actually shaking as he dialed the number Alicia had texted him the night before.

Before he hit ‘call’, a million thoughts ran through his mind: What should I say? What if she doesn’t answer? Do I leave a message or not? What if she doesn’t sound how I imagined? He pushed his fears aside and made the call. The phone rang seven times, and he was starting to wonder if he’d dialed the right number. What if I dialed the wrong number?

Then he glanced down at the computer screen and held his phone out in front of him: same number.

“Hello,” someone said a deep, masculine voice.

Jacob fumbled, “Uh, hey, I think I dialed the wrong number sorry.”

“Who were you calling?” the man said.

“A friend of mine—a woman. Sorry for the call,” Jacob said, eager to disconnect.

“Is this Jacob?” the man inquired.

“Uh, yeah—who’s this?” Jacob immediately thought the worst. Who is this guy? Alicia’s psycho ex-boyfriend? Had he managed to find Alicia? Had something happened to her? Jacob went on the defensive as his mind swarmed with more questions.

“This is Alicia’s friend, Hector,” the man said and chuckled in a playful way, as if he expected Jacob to know who he was. “I’m taking Charlie to school this morning. She’s in the kitchen—I’ll get her for you.”

“Oh, Hector. I am so sorry, man. I was expecting Alicia to answer the phone.”

Jacob looked at his watch and saw that it was barely 7 A.M.; Alicia must be a morning person—he’d have to remember that. Then he felt inspired that maybe he could learn even more about Alicia by talking with Hector.

“It’s really nice to talk to one of Alicia’s friends. I’m really excited about getting to know her,” he said, trying to keep it casual. “She seems like a great lady.”

“Yes, she is—I love her like my little sister. She’s had a really rough go of it.”

“Did you guys grow up together in San Juan?” he asked.

“No, that was her ex, Carlos—Charlie’s father, that she grew up with in PR,” Hector said. “I met Alicia at a party in South Beach right after she moved here. Must be about five or six years ago now. I was originally friends with her sister Jasmine, and Jazz introduced us. I must say that you are a very lucky dude to have Alicia as a friend—she’s the best!”

Jacob smiled. “She’s a special girl, and I can’t wait to meet her.”

“Oh, that’s right—you two haven’t met in person yet,” Hector said. “I’m sure it won’t be long, though—she’s really looking forward to it. When do you think you will be coming to Miami?”

“I hope soon,” Jacob meant really soon.

“That would be great—I look forward to meeting you,” Hector said. “Hey, here’s Alicia.”

Jacob’s pulse revved like a new sports car as he heard a beautiful feminine voice say, “Hello?”

“Hello, beautiful! Sorry—I couldn’t wait to call. If this is a bad time—”

“Jacob! How wonderful to hear your voice, at last. You sound exactly like I thought you would sound.”

“And so do you,” he said.

They talked for almost ten minutes, mostly repeating things they had exchanged online. Then Jacob said, “Hey, before I let you go, I was wondering what you’re doing next weekend… I know you’re tied up this weekend with Charlie, but I was thinking about driving down next week and hoping we could meet in person.”

“Oh, Jacob,” she purred, “I would love that! Let me see if my aunt can watch Charlie for me, and I’ll get back to you. It would be great to see your face in person!”

“Great—just let me know,” he said, thrilled that she was immediately receptive. “If you want to bring Charlie along, we could just meet for lunch or something, go to the beach.”

“You are so thoughtful,” she said. “We’ll see. Like I said, I’m pretty protective of Charlie—I hope you understand. I just don’t like him getting attached to guys I date then being upset if it doesn’t work out.”

“Of course,” Jacob said, “maybe another time. I totally understand. You’re a great mom, Alicia. I can tell.”

“I try,” she said with a sigh. “That’s all you can do. Hey, I gotta run, but thank you sooo much for calling. I’ll let you know about this weekend. Have an awesome day, babe!”

“You, too. Bye,” he said.

He looked at the time and knew that he’d probably be late to the courthouse after hitting all the traffic into downtown on 275, but he didn’t care. He loved the sound of Alicia’s voice and was going to get to meet her next weekend.

Yes, his life was looking up.

At least a couple of weeks went by before another migraine descended over my head like a spiked helmet. I think it was caused by the constant tension. The rest of my life felt flat and complacent, but somewhere in the back of my brain, I knew there was an itch that would eventually have to be scratched. Maybe it was the bitch of a boss I have because God knows I’d like to crush the life out of her. But that would get me in trouble, and I’m far too smart to get caught.

But once I felt that little tickle inside me, the one that longed to feel the thrill of another woman’s life slipping through my hands, I made preparations. My first and second times had been impulsive and a revelation. My third, the nice redhead at Horseshoe Beach, had been deliberate but opportunistic. If it hadn’t been sweet Wendy Jo, it would have been someone else from the beach bar down the road. But for this fourth time, I realized I better act like a boy scout and be prepared.

This involved a trip to Walmart and Home Depot for some basics like heavy-duty contractor trash bags, nylon rope, some cement blocks, and of course duct tape. My first three lovely ladies had all been discovered within 48 hours, and I was eager to see if wrapping up my lucky fourth, along with those blocks, might help her body disappear off the end of some deserted pier or empty boat launch. So far, there was nothing to link the first three women to me, but if this was going to become a regular thing, which apparently it was, then I needed to eliminate the evidence.

I needed to take control of my new hobby.

Unfortunately, after a six-pack of beer and almost as many shots of tequila, my good intentions went by the wayside. Her name was Sheila; she had brassy blonde hair, red lipstick, big hoop earrings, and an end-of-summer tan. She was my waitress at this dive bar a few miles south of Daytona Beach called The Last Lap. Like my other excursions, I’m not really sure how I ended up there, or where I got the little snail shell in my pocket, the one that looked like a miniature ice cream cone complete with a swirl on top.

Let me tell you, though, that Sheila was a firecracker. She sizzled so much that I got careless and almost left behind more DNA than I intended. But the look in her eyes as her last breath gasped from that tan throat I was squeezing was absolutely priceless. It was like she knew that’s what I was going to do. Or maybe that’s what she wanted me to do. Who knows?

I drove around for almost an hour before I found an old dirt road that led down to a private boat dock in this swampy area near a secluded beach. My supplies came in handy. And since I forgot to place that little cone-shaped shell in her palm before I taped up the trash bag, I just taped the shell to the bag right above her right hand.

I don’t think she minded.





Chapter 19

Brooke hated being late as she sneaked into the crowded courtroom. A few heads turned as she found an open seat in the last row, but almost all eyes were riveted on the handsome black man commanding the courtroom. Carver was indeed a flashy dresser but pulled it off with a playful elegance that seemed to reflect his unique charisma. Today’s ensemble included a steel blue and tan windowpane suit, pink shirt, and brown-and-mauve paisley tie and pocket-handkerchief. A bit trendy for her taste but impressive nonetheless.

Judge Ranier said, “You may call your next witness, Mr. Carver.”

Carver nodded solemnly and announced, “I would like to call Dr. Ann Choung to the stand.”

Brooke shifted to get a better look. Dr. Choung was a middle-aged, attractive Asian woman with jet-black hair cut into a classic bob. Dressed in a houndstooth Christian Dior baby pink skirt suit with a pearl necklace snuggled close to her neck, she marched to the stand with an air of confidence. The bailiff swore her in, and Carver planted himself about six feet away from where she was sitting.

“What is your job title?” Carver asked.

“I am an associate medical examiner.” Dr. Choung had a slight accent. Carver said, “How long have you had this job?”

Dr. Choung said, “For eight years.”

“And what type of training did you have?”

Dr. Choung looked offended, as if she’d never been asked the question before, and said, “I went to Duke medical school for four years, then five years in general pathology at St. Mary’s in Houston, and over a year in forensic pathology here. I am licensed in the state of Florida.”

“Very impressive,” Carver said, quickly adding, “what are your duties?”

Brooke knew if Carver continued ‘editorializing’, one of the tricks trial lawyers often used to subtly influence a jury, DeMato would light into him. For the moment, she noted, she was remaining patient.

Dr. Choung said, “I perform autopsies to determine the cause of death on individuals brought in by county law enforcement officers. Occasionally, we help out the local hospitals if they need forensic analysis on deceased patients.”

Carver nodded. “And how many autopsies have you performed?”

“This year or in my life?” The doctor’s dark eyebrows shot up to emphasize the ambiguity of Carver’s question.

The D.A. smiled and nodded an unspoken apology. “In your career, please.”

Dr. Choung didn’t hesitate: “Over 2,000. To be exact, 2,137.”

“And have you ever testified before?”

“Yes, I have.”

Carver took a step toward the witness stand and placed his hands together with only his fingers touching. “And are you considered an expert in your area?”

Dr. Choung said, “Yes, I am.”

“How many times have you testified?” He took another step toward her.

“I have testified over thirty times.”

“Did you perform the autopsy on Abigail Winters on May 5th of this year?”

“Yes, I did. I was assisted by Dr. Dwayne Zimmer from the county coroner’s office.”

Carver took another step forward, placing him directly in front of Dr. Choung and the witness stand. He crossed his arms and asked, “Can you give the court a general overview of your findings?”

Dr. Choung took a sip of water before leaning into the microphone. “She was 25 years old, 5’7” and weighed 136 pounds."

“Were photos taken during the autopsy?”

“No, the autopsy was recorded digitally on video from three separate cameras. Still photos are then printed from those recordings as needed.”

“Would those photos assist you in describing your autopsy findings to the court?”

Dr. Choung was a poor actress. She paused as if considering the question for the first time and said, “Yes, they would.”

“Objection, Your Honor,” said Lisa DeMato, who had anticipated the opportunity. “Dr. Choung does not need to shock the jury with graphic photographs. These pictures are not essential testimony.”

Ranier tried to look as if she were also pondering her response before saying, “Overruled. They may be shown.” She pivoted toward the jurors seated at an angle to her right. “These photographs may be graphic, but I am trusting Dr. Choung—and D.A. Carver’s—judgment in using them to describe the victim’s cause of death.” They nodded, and Brooke thought they looked like a collection of bobblehead dolls all bobbing at once.

On the video monitor, just left of the witness stand, a close-up of a woman’s head in profile appeared. Brooke heard several gasps ripple across the room, and even she had to turn away for a moment at the grisly sight so garishly displayed on the screen.

The prosecution had definitely scored a point.

“Dr. Choung, will you tell the court what we are looking at here?” Carver adopted the tone and facial expression of a student, albeit one who was horrified by his subject matter.

The medical examiner nodded. “You are looking at the left side of victim’s head, her jawline and left ear. Here’s the fatal gunshot wound—it was a penetrating gunshot wound because I found a projectile object in the skull. We distinguish between penetrating versus perforating wounds. When the bullet goes into the body and stays, it’s called a penetrating wound. When the bullet exits, it’s perf. We can also see pinhole marks, called stippling, as a result of gunpowder residue at the entry point. There’s another photo that can show the stippling clearer.”

On the screen, Abby Winters’ head had been turned to face her right side. Just above her ear was a shaved area about two inches by two inches that showed a dark open hole with several tiny red dots perfectly surrounding the entry wound. In close up, the wound was clean and there was no blood; the hole looked like the mouth of a dark cave.

“And is there a distinction in terms of what causes these marks, these pinhole-like marks? What did you call them?”

“Stippling,” said Dr. Choung. “Yes, these kinds of marks are caused when a weapon is held only one to two inches away from the victim’s head. If it is held out any farther, then the powder is dispersed into the air and leaves no marks.”

“So, we know for sure the gun was fired at close range, Doctor?”

“Yes, extremely close range.”

“Uh huh,” said Carver. “And what about this next picture—what are we looking at here?”

“This is an extreme close up of the victim’s head from the back, favoring her left side to expose the second fatal gunshot wound. This picture shows how in this second head wound, the bullet went in and exited Ms. Winters’ skull. As a result of the bullet’s exit, her skull was fractured, which produced a cut in her scalp upon departure.”

Brooke craned a bit to see. This picture was more of what she had expected as it showed dark matter leaking from an open wound. Abby’s hair appeared dirty, but it was drenched in dried blood that had turned black.

“How many gunshot wounds were there in all?” Carver stepped away and moved back toward the jury box. A drawing of a body’s silhouette came up onscreen with dramatic red arrows pointing to each bullet wound.

Dr. Choung answered, “There were a total of four. Two were fatal to her head. One grazed her shoulder. The other, her lower abdomen.”

Carver let the red arrows dance on the illustration for several seconds before asking, “Dr. Choung, is there any reason to believe Abby Winters died of anything other than these gunshot wounds?”

“No,” she said. “Death was nearly instantaneous due to immediate cerebral hemorrhaging and neurological dysfunction. Abigail Winters died due to these two gunshots to her head.”

“Was Ms. Winters in good health before her young life was snuffed out by this rain of gunfire?”

“Ob-jection!” Lisa DeMato was on her feet, and although Brooke could only see the back of her head, the attorney’s tone of voice guaranteed she was rolling her eyes.

DeMato took a step forward and gestured at her antagonist. “Mr. Carver cannot inject his editorial opinions into his questions. This is at least the second time he’s done it, and I would humbly ask that Your Honor put a stop to it.”

Brooke thought Lisa DeMato looked every bit the strong, perfectly styled professional in a dark charcoal grey suit and teal blouse. As she returned to her seat, Brooke noticed her only piece of jewelry was a golden chain necklace with a diamond-studded cross dangling from it just below her throat. She would bet anything that DeMato never wore it unless she was in the courtroom, a subtle prop to convey to the jurors that she was a good Christian woman, someone who would never defend a spoiled young trust fund brat who had murdered his ex-girlfriend.

“Sustained,” said Judge Ranier. “Mr. Carver, please refrain from coloring your questions and remarks with your personal opinion. Ms. DeMato is right—you know better than that. Please rephrase your question to the witness.”

Carver shrugged with open palms and turned back to Dr. Choung. “In your expert opinion, what was the condition of Ms. Winters’ health immediately prior to her death?”

“She was in good general health. Her liver showed some minor scarring, unusual for someone so young, but her heart, lungs, and other major organs were healthy and functional. Her baby also appeared to be healthy, well-developed and somewhere between 14 and 15 weeks.”

“Ms. Winters was pregnant?” Carver sounded like he was hearing the news for the first time. “Based on the development of her baby, when did conception take place?”

Dr. Choung thought for a moment. “I would estimate that her baby was conceived sometime in mid- to late-January. It could be earlier or it could be later, but that’s my best guess.”

“Thank you, Dr. Choung,” said Carver with a slight bow. “No further questions, Your Honor.”

“Very well,” said Ranier looking down her nose through gold-rimmed reading glasses on a chain around her neck. “Ms. DeMato, do you wish to cross-examine this witness?”

“Yes, Your Honor,” replied DeMato, already on her feet. “Dr. Choung, were there any other injuries of any kind on the body of the deceased?”

Dr. Choung raised her eyebrows again. “Well, yes, there was bruising on her right hip. There was an area of contusion—approximately four by four inches.”

“What was the cause of this contusion?” asked DeMato.

“Unknown. She might have fallen, bumped into furniture—any number of possibilities.”

“Was this injury sustained prior to her death? Or concurrent with the time of the gunshots?”

“The cause of the bruising occurred at least one or two days earlier. The discoloration had advanced beyond the initial phase.”

“Could another person have inflicted a blow on Ms. Winters to cause such an injury?”

“Hmm,” said Dr. Choung. “Yes, I suppose it’s possible.”

“Objection!” said Carver. “Relevance? Dr. Choung has said that such an injury could have occurred in any number of ways.”

“Overruled,” said Ranier, and then to DeMato, “get to the point, counselor.”

The savvy attorney nodded. “Dr. Choung, what was the result of the toxicology screen on Abby Winters? Any drugs or alcohol in her system?”

“The screen came back positive with minimal traces of both alcohol and THC consumed in the 24 hours prior to her death.”

DeMato stopped and turned dramatically. “Let me get this straight—Abby Winters was pregnant with a fetus you described as healthy, and yet you’re telling us that she had drank alcohol and smoked or consumed cannabis in the previous 24 hours before her death?”

“That’s correct,” said Dr. Choung.

“Your Honor,” said DeMato, “Overwhelming clinical evidence shows—as compiled in this document—that alcohol and cannabis consumption by expectant women places their pregnancies in jeopardy and risks birth defects, brain impairment, and major physical underdevelopment in the fetus. If necessary, I can bring in an expert—many experts—who will testify that Abby Winters’ tox screen indicates that she was likely a regular consumer of both alcohol and cannabis despite being at least three to four months pregnant.”

“Are you disputing the validity of Dr. Choung’s opinion of the victim’s health and that of her unborn child, Ms. DeMato?” asked the Judge.

“No, Your Honor,” she replied. “I am simply making it clear that other medical experts would disagree.”

Carver roared to his feet. “Objection, Your Honor! Counsel is merely trying to smear the reputation of this poor young woman by painting her as an alcoholic and drug user—neither of which are true. Abby Winters is not on trial for her lifestyle, whatever it may have been. Alcohol and drugs were not responsible for her death. Bullets fired from a gun belonging to that man caused her death!”

The courtroom exploded with a chorus of competing voices until Ranier hammered her gavel. “Order! Order in this court, right now! Mr. Carver, your point is duly noted but Ms. DeMato’s challenge is relevant. While Ms. Winters and her lifestyle are not on trial here, they are relevant to the circumstances of her death.”

Brooke knew Carver was right, and DeMato was trying to portray Abby Winters as unstable, unlikeable, and destructive. No matter what the crime, the defense loved to blame the victim—especially when she was a woman, thought Brooke. Because even if Abby Winters was an unstable addict with borderline personality disorder, she didn’t deserve to have her life taken from her. No one did.





Chapter 20

Jacob threw his briefcase and suit jacket onto his sofa, grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge, and plopped on his couch. The sliding glass doors leading from the balcony into his living room splashed different shades of gold onto his walls that unraveled into deep scarlet and delicate pinks. Florida was beautiful year-round, even in the late fall and into winter when the sunshine often teased a mild day before sharp winds brought in clouds and lower temps.

Women could be like that, too, just one big tease. He’d sure met his share of them, with their spray tans and glossy hair, perfect makeup and killer smiles. But once he got over the thrill of the chase, he found they often had nothing real to offer. No passion, no opinions of their own, no desire to let down defenses and reveal their hearts.

But not Alicia—she wasn’t like that at all. Oh, she was beyond beautiful, but there was so much more to her. She was strong and funny, thoughtful and compassionate. As a single mom, she knew what it was like to love someone else more than herself. She kept her word, too—she had texted him earlier that day to say that she found a sitter for Charlie that following weekend if he still wanted to come down. He had texted her back and said he couldn’t wait. He’d tried to call her on the way home from work, but it went straight to voicemail. She was probably working late or doing something at Charlie’s school.

Jacob couldn’t wait to finally meet Alicia. Actually, he was surprised that he felt so strongly about her without having stared directly into those warm brown eyes he’d seen in pictures on her Facebook page. In some shots, they looked wide and innocent; while in others, they looked sensuous and sexy as hell. That girl definitely knew something about makeup and how to make love to the camera. Had she ever modeled? Sure, she had to have with that face and body, but he couldn’t remember. He even thought that she looked hot in her latest Snapchat pic with no makeup, her skin naturally radiant and her eyes bright.

Maybe it was better this way, though, not meeting at first. They were taking it slowly and were getting to know each other without the wonderful distraction of a physical attraction to one another. This way they actually got to know something about their lives, their hopes and dreams, their priorities and values. Ironically enough, something about this way of connecting felt purer and more honest, as if having the computer screen between them made it easier to be themselves.

Brooke acted like it was impossible that he and Alicia could care so much for each other without having met in person. He hadn’t liked her tone at all when he’d called on her on the way home from work. If he didn’t know better, he’d think Brooke was jealous. Nah, this was probably just her way of trying to protect him. The two of them were too close to let anyone, even Alicia, come between them.

Changing into a pair of sweats and a t-shirt, he knew he should go for a run, but all he wanted to do was close his eyes for just a moment. He turned on the TV and stretched out, promising himself he wouldn’t sleep, only rest. Almost an hour later, he woke up, realizing he had been dreaming about Alicia. They had been walking along a pier watching the sun set over the water, holding hands, talking, laughing, and whispering to each other. She smelled sweet, like jasmine, and her skin was warm and soft. He felt such a connection, like a spark flaring into flame.

How could he feel so close to someone he had never touched or kissed? His dream seemed so real, and his feelings lingered with such intensity. Yes, they definitely had this special, immediate attraction to each other. Even though they had never met face-to-face, it was as if they had known each other their entire lives. There was this unexplainable feeling of comfort. He absolutely had to meet her—as soon as possible.

Checking his phone, he saw there was still no message from her.

He sighed and looked for something to eat in the tiny kitchen, settling on a canned protein shake from the fridge, along with an apple, and the last quarter inch from a slab of Irish cheddar. Usually he was a health junkie, even if it were for the wrong reasons: his appearance, his vanity. His work schedule, though, was taking a toll. Most days the defense team had meals brought in from various local restaurants—deli sandwiches (Had he really eaten an entire pastrami on rye yesterday?), pizza, Thai or Mexican. Such comfort food was delicious but usually loaded with enough grease, calories, and fat that it caught up with him quickly. This past week, he’d noticed how snug his suit pants fit; the tightness in the waist was not something he was used to feeling.

Munching his apple, Jacob plopped down on the couch and opened his computer.

He was used to chatting with friends and flirting with various women simultaneously when he was online, but now things were different. He didn’t respond to them right away, and some, not at all. Alicia was his top priority. And as if willing her to message him, he felt a spike of adrenaline surge when his phone chimed to signal a new text.

Alicia: “You won’t believe what just happened! OMG, so scary.”

Jacob: “R u ok? What happened?”

The moments ticked by, but Alicia did not text him back.





Chapter 21

“The body of a 31-year-old woman was found in a drainage canal next to an industrial park near South Beach today,” said a solemn voice. “Her identity has not been released. According to our I-Team Investigators, though, it seems as though the Surfside Killer—or SSK as he’s been dubbed online—has claimed another victim. Here with more…”

Brooke looked up at the flat screen above the bar and saw images of Dade County police officers in dive suits emerging from the concrete canal. The anchorman’s paternal expression matched his serious tone as he continued the story. “…Police spokesman Randy Walker refused to say whether the woman’s death—which he confirmed is being treated as a homicide—is the work of the ‘Surfside Killer’. Our I-Team’s Sandra Owen is on the scene with more. Sandra?”

“What’s a nice psychologist like you doing in a crazy place like this?”

Brooke turned sharply and smiled at seeing Kevin Majors, looking particularly rugged and handsome in a faded denim jacket and khaki pants. “Hey there!” she said, scooting to allow him to take the seat at the bar she’d saved. Kevin removed a battered leather backpack, the same one he’d had when they first met the week before outside the courthouse, from his shoulder and placed it beneath his barstool.

“Hope I didn’t keep you waiting long,” he said, removing his jacket to reveal a pale green polo shirt. Despite the chatter from the after-work crowd and the latest Beyoncé track in the background, the place was reasonably quiet. She didn’t frequent downtown Tampa much and found The Red Anchor to be surprisingly pleasant if a little dated with its glossy oak bar with a thick brass rail and leather barstools. Or maybe, its appeal was in contrast to the rowdier bars near campus with their college crowds. Brooke was grateful she’d let Kevin choose their meeting spot and had assumed correctly; his selection would provide them enough privacy for their discussion.

“Not at all,” she said. “Although your pickup line needs serious revision. I thought you said you were a writer,” she teased.

“Ouch,” he said and held his hand to his chest before laughing with her. “Okay, I admit, that was pretty bad.”

The bartender brought their drinks, a local microbrew stout for him and the house cab for her. “Cheers,” they said at the same time and tasted their drinks.

“I haven’t seen you at the courthouse lately,” Kevin said. “Busy week? Or are you just avoiding me?”

She smiled and wondered how much to trust those beautiful green eyes of his. “Yes, it’s been busy. I had to finalize my dissertation outline with my committee this week.”

He nodded and took another drink of his mud-colored pint. “You haven’t missed much. The two friends of the Barton brothers—Paul Read and Chris Sanders—both testified and clearly didn’t like having to tell the truth about their best buddies on the night of Abby Winters’ death.”

Brooke nodded and fidgeted with her cocktail napkin. “Are their friends as wealthy and polished as the Bartons?”

Kevin laughed and leaned in to her. “Wow—if you think the Bartons are ‘polished’ then I’ve still got a chance with you.”

Brooke elbowed him gently. “Don’t flatter yourself! You know what I mean! Maybe I should have asked if their friends are entitled players like the Bartons.”

“Yeah, I know what you meant,” said Kevin. His forearm was just barely touching Brooke’s elbow, and she found it surprisingly comfortable. The dark hairs on his arm matched the scruffy beard, which had filled in more since their first meeting. And those emerald eyes… no, she couldn’t deny that Kevin Majors was an attractive guy. All the more reason for her to be careful.

“Actually,” he continued, “the two friends, Read and Sanders, don’t seem like the Bartons at all. They strike me more as followers, guys who might not be the sharpest knives in the drawer, but are loyal. Especially if the Bartons are picking up the tab and providing the latest recreational substances.”

“Sounds like you’re quite the profiler,” Brooke said.

Kevin shrugged and said, “I form impressions of people pretty quickly. Most of the time, they’re spot on.”

“I’m sure that’s true,” she said, enjoying his surprise at her compliment. “What do you make of Zach Barton?”

“Hmm, I think he’s a pretty shrewd guy, actually. He plays the role of playboy very well, but he’s invested in a couple of start-ups that have added millions to his net worth. He’s made more money than his famous father in a fraction of the time it took his dad.”

“What kind of start-ups?” she asked. “Tech?”

“One’s a gaming app, Shark Bait, that caught on and has a huge following and…”

“Yeah, I’ve played that before. I had no idea Barton was responsible. Why haven’t I read this in all the trial coverage?”

“Because, like I said, Barton’s smart. He has a half-dozen shell companies involved in ownership, and even though he or his brother are on the board of all of them, no one has traced them back to him as the primary stockholder. Three of their companies are based offshore, two in the Caymans, one in Belize.”

“What’s the other successful start-up? You mentioned two.” Brooke realized her wine glass was almost empty. She also felt her stomach growl. “This place serve food?”

“Yes, it does; burgers are good, but the shrimp po’boys are great. I’ll order another round and settle our tab here while you grab us a table over there.” Kevin nodded toward the small grouping of tables and booths on the other side of the bar.

As they moved to a table and ordered sandwiches, Brooke had the distinct feeling that this was beginning to resemble a date much more than an exchange of information about the Barton trial. And oddly enough, she did feel a little like she was cheating on Jacob. But with the trial coming between them, they hadn’t been able to hang out much in the past week.

“You were about to tell me about Zach Barton’s other start-up when my stomach interrupted us,” she said.

Kevin smiled and nodded, “Right. Okay, so Shark Bait is one and the other is a bit more admirable. It’s a biotech firm with a patent on a plant-based agent to clean up oil spills and remove industrial waste from natural water sources. Green Wave, it’s called.”

“Never heard of it,” she said. “But you’re right—it does sound much more admirable, and potentially more lucrative, than Shark Bait. Where is it based?”

“Miami. But again, several shell companies involved, with Barton holding majority shares in the background. They’re just starting to negotiate contracts with several international oil and gas companies. Once they go public, we’re talking hundreds of millions of dollars if my research is any indication.”

“That’s serious money,” she said, “no wonder Zach, and his potential shareholders, are so eager to keep him and his murder trial at a distance. Regardless of the faulty logic, few investors want their majority stockholder in prison for murdering a young woman and her unborn child.”

“Exactly,” Kevin said, “not so good for PR.”

Their waitress brought out their sandwiches, and they smelled delicious. Brooke and Kevin began eating, and the po’boys tasted just as good as promised. After a few bites and an onion ring smothered in ketchup, Brooke said, “Two questions, Kevin. First, why did Abby Winters want to talk to you the week before she was killed? Do you think it had anything to do with why she was killed? And second, why haven’t you included this information in your coverage of the trial so far?”

“Technically, that’s three questions,” he said, wiping his mouth, “I’ll start with your last question first.”

Brooke nodded and ate another crispy, golden onion ring. She knew she shouldn’t eat fried food, after all it had been almost a week since she’d gotten a swim in, but she couldn’t resist the batter-fried crunch.

“I’ve been working on a major feature article—think Vanity Fair or The New York Times’ Sunday Magazine—on Zach Barton that presents a lot of information that hasn’t really come out in the other coverage so far. I’m mostly finished with it and shopping it now in hopes I’ll get a big host interested in publishing it when a verdict is reached in the trial. Despite my earlier pickup line, I’m a decent writer, and something like this could change the course of my career.”

“Wow—good for you,” she said and meant it, “good luck. I’d love to read it… if you want any feedback before it’s published, let me know.”

Kevin tilted his head and his glistening green eyes bore into her. The trace of a smile formed on his lips, and then he shook his head.

“What?” she said. “Did I…?”

“Nothing—sorry,” he said, “I just don’t know quite what to make of you. One minute, I think you might be as attracted to me as I am to you. The next, I wonder if you’re just bullshitting the hell out of me so you can keep pumping me for information. And I’ll be damned, if I don’t keep telling it to you!” He pushed away his plate, empty except for half an onion ring, and finished the last of his beer.

“Sorry,” Brooke said, “I didn’t mean to offend you, Kevin. I was just… offering.”

“And I might take you up on it,” he said, “but right now, I should probably head back to the office and work on an assignment for our weekend edition. Most of the stuff you read from news sites online over the weekend is usually written days or weeks earlier. Unless there’s a big story breaking, we don’t like working weekends more than anybody else.”

“Of course,” she said, trying not to show her disappointment and still unsure whether she had said something wrong. “I guess you’re not going to answer my first question then?”

Kevin smiled and then outright laughed. “You remind me of myself, you know that?”

“Is that good or bad?”

“I’m not sure yet,” he said and laughed again. “Actually, I don’t know the answer to your question. Abby Winters contacted me through the Florida First website general mailbox. I wrote her back, she called me and just said that she had some information on the Barton family that was a ‘big story’—her words. The next day, she called back and left me a message cancelling our meeting. Four days later, she was dead.”

“So, it could just be coincidence? Her attempt to sell you the promise of a big story without much substance?” Brooke speculated.

“Maybe,” he said, “but don’t you think it’s strange that the man who took her life is Zach Barton? In my line of work, that’s a coincidence screaming for a closer look.”

“Agreed,” she said, suddenly tired and eager to get home and have time to unwind and process everything she’d learned that night. “But in my line of work, a coincidence is often just that—a coincidence.”

“‘Sometimes a cigar is just a cigar’?” he asked, raising a dark bushy eyebrow.

“Something like that,” Brooke grinned and said, appreciating his Freudian reference. “Thank you, for telling me.” She began to rise from the table, and he quickly stood up and pulled her chair out.

“I’ve enjoyed this, Brooke. Next time—if there is a next time,” he said, “I ask the questions and you do all the talking, okay?”

“Deal,” Brooke said and took the hand he offered. His strong grip lingered in her palm, and she could feel his pulse beneath her fingertips. Oh, yes, she thought, there would definitely be a next time.





Chapter 22

“I thought you were going to Miami this weekend to meet your mystery woman, the alluring Alicia. Don’t tell me you’ve already moved on to some other online hottie.”

Jacob sighed and regretted calling Brooke. “I was supposed to drive down this weekend, but something came up.”

“She backed out on you? It’s probably better this way, sweetie—you realize ‘Alicia’ is probably some 60-year-old Asian man, don’t you?”

“Back off, Brooke, okay? You’re not funny.”

“Touchy! Sorry, Jay,” she said, “tell me what happened.”

“Alicia’s son, Charlie, was almost kidnapped last night.”

“Kidnapped? Are you serious?” Brooke’s voice rose an octave.

“Last night, Alicia and Charlie went with her sister, Jasmine, to Walmart. They were going to buy some snacks and a new racing video game for Charlie to have this weekend while he’s at his aunt’s—when Alicia and I were going to be together. They were standing by the meat counter, and Charlie wanted to look at the fish, so Alicia let him go over to the case. She turned her back for a couple seconds talking to the meat guy, and when she looked back, Charlie was gone…”

“Oh, my god, that’s terrible, Jacob. Did they find him? Is Charlie okay?”

“Yeah…” Jacob choked up with emotion and wondered which upset him most: that Charlie was almost kidnapped or that he would not get to meet Alicia this weekend. He continued, “Alicia panicked and started screaming for Charlie, but he was nowhere in sight. She and Jasmine started running toward the front of the store when Alicia saw the back of a man holding Charlie’s hand and dragging him along. She screamed and pointed so another customer tried to stop the man. When the guy who had Charlie realized the customer was onto him, he shoved Charlie to the floor and sprinted away.”

“I’m so sorry—it’s just so hard to believe something like that could happen,” Brooke said. “Did they catch the guy?”

“Nope,” Jacob answered, once again trying to choke down his emotions.

“How can that be? Don’t they have video cameras throughout the store—you know, those facial-recognition cameras?”

Jacob stood up and opened his blinds. The morning sun glared back, and he winced as his eyes adjusted. “Yeah, but apparently the guy wore a hoodie and dark sunglasses. Alicia said they couldn’t make out a clear face.”

“What about video surveillance in the parking lot? Was anyone with that description seen getting in or out of a car that could be traced?” Brooke asked.

“No. I asked the same questions. Alicia said that the manager reviewed all of the videos, and there was no clear footage. The guy disappeared on foot at the edge of the parking lot. He must’ve had a car parked nearby,” Jacob said.

“Did they call the police? What did they say?”

“Yes,” Jacob said, “the police made a report, and they’re going to have the Dade County Sheriff’s patrol keep a close watch on the store. Alicia said she couldn’t leave Charlie this weekend—he’s so upset.”

“Jacob, are you okay? I know you must be disappointed, not to mention worried about Alicia and Charlie.”

“I’m okay,” he said, debating whether to share his real concern with Brooke. “Well, I’m actually upset for a different reason. After Alicia called, I called the police department to get the case number. I thought, maybe, I could get someone at work to help me look into it. That way, if they caught this guy and Alicia needed an attorney, we’d be set. But the police had no record of any such report being filed. So, I called the Walmart where it supposedly happened. In fact, I called a dozen Walmarts, all within twenty miles of Alicia’s house. Not one had a potential child abduction take place this week. They acted like I was crazy.”

“I’m sure there must be some explanation…” Brooke said.

“I know what you’re thinking—the same thing I’ve already wondered. What if Alicia is a serial liar stringing me along. I mean, why else would she make up such an elaborate story just to avoid meeting me? I just don’t get it. Maybe you were right, Brooke.”

“I’m just concerned about you, Jacob,” Brooke said, “I just don’t want to see you get hurt.”

Jacob took a deep long sigh and replied, “I know—and I appreciate it. You’ve always been there for me. Thank you for not saying, ‘I told you so.’”

“No, that’s not what this is about. I care about you. I’ve tried to respect you and your feelings, but, yes, you’ve got to be careful with these online relationships. This is definitely a red flag, you know?”

“Or maybe there’s some other reason she can’t tell me the truth. I know she exists. I talk to her every day. I talk to her son, her best friend, her buddy Hector. She’s real. I just don’t know what her game is. Based on what you know, Brooke, what do you think?”

He heard her take a deep breath before launching into her theory. “Honestly, it sounds like she may have some commitment issues. I mean, maybe she’s afraid to meet you because then you’ll be real and not just her fantasy man. When you become real, you become a threat, bringing to life all of her fears about relationships. In the past, when she opened her heart to a man, she was rejected and abandoned. On the unconscious level, she’s probably putting you into the same category as her ex, which, from what you’ve told me, is not so good.”

“So, what should I do now? How do I convince her that I’m not going to hurt her like her ex?”

“Are you sure you want to be with someone with commitment issues? I mean, you can’t change her view of men or convince her you’re not like her ex over the computer. Alicia is going to take time, and you’ll have to prove yourself to her. From my experience, these types of wounded individuals often have dysfunctional patterns of relating. She’s not going to be an easy girl to date.”

“I’m not going to let her push me away that easily,” he said. “I’m going to meet her one way or another. Hey—she’s trying to call me right now. I’ll call you back, okay?”

“Bye,” she said. “And be careful.”

He ended his call with Brooke and tried to shift his focus before answering.

“Hey, babe, what’s up?” he said, trying to sound as normal as possible.

“Jacob, hi,” Alicia said, sounding out of breath. “Charlie’s sleeping, so I thought I’d give you a quick call. Thank you again for being so understanding.”

“Of course, babe,” he said. “That’s scary shit, having your son almost taken from you like that. The world is such a crazy place these days.”

“For sure, I mean this is the kind of stuff you see on the news, not the kind of stuff you ever expect to happen to your own child,” she said. “Listen, I know we were both looking forward to finally meeting each other, and I am not going to let this incident keep us apart. I want to make it up to you. I talked to Charlie, and we would like you to come down and meet both of us next weekend if you’re available.”

Sure didn’t see that coming! His heart about burst out of his chest. “Uh, sure, I’d love that! What a nice surprise.”

“I can’t wait!” Alicia said. “I know just where I want us to eat. And Charlie can’t wait to show you his favorite beach. I know you two will hit it off!”

“You’re sure you’re okay with me meeting him? Why the change of heart? I mean, you and I still haven’t met yet so…” Jacob couldn’t imagine what had happened to change Alicia’s mind so quickly.

“After our little scare at Walmart, he and I have talked about a lot of things. He knows I like you a lot, and he says he understands that you and I still need to get to know one another better. But he’s a mature kid and doesn’t want me to be alone the rest of my life.”

Jacob smiled to himself. He should never have doubted her. Brooke was wrong. “Sounds like he’s a lot like his mother—selfless and caring! I can’t wait to meet him!” He still hadn’t told Alicia about his failed attempts to verify her Walmart story. But she could explain it to him once they were face-to-face. He would be able to look in her eyes and know whether she was lying.

“It’s a date!”





Chapter 23

Brooke sat staring out the window in her cramped faculty office. Sunlight filtered through dull blue skies that kept shifting and undulating, more like waves than clouds. It was cool and windy outside, typical for early November, and the air conditioning in the building made her grateful for ‘Old Faithful’, the navy cardigan she kept in her office. Her coffee had grown cold and she couldn’t concentrate.

“Got a minute?” Dr. Gregory said, popping his head inside her door. “Looks like you could use a break anyway.”

“Of course,” Brooke smiled, grateful to see her friend and mentor. “I’ve always got time for you.” Actually, she’d probably been taking too long of a break, staring out the window and pondering what to do about Jacob. Maybe talking to Dr. G would restore her focus on the research she was collecting for her dissertation.

Dr. Gregory came in, dressed in a dark wool sport coat that had seen better days, a pastel blue oxford-cloth shirt, and jeans. With his inquisitive eyes and salt-and-pepper beard, he looked every inch the quintessential professor.

“I brought you a present,” he said, placing a small tower in front of her. Dozens of manila folders, along with several issues of the APA Journal, topped off by half a dozen black hardback books that she recognized as bound library copies of past dissertations, threatened to spill over. Brooke sorted through the pile and skimmed titles, quickly realizing all involved profiling serial killers.

“Wow, thanks,” she said. “Your personal treasure trove? I thought I was supposed to do all my own research for this dissertation.”

“Very funny.” He smiled and sat in the only other chair available, one obviously not intended for his long legs. “Actually, once you dive into that stuff, you’ll realize that most of it is ancient history—cases and theories you’re well aware of. These are just some of my personal materials that I wanted you to review in case you get put on the stand.”

Brooke’s eyes darted up from the page she’d been skimming to read his intent. “What do you mean in case I get ‘put on the stand’?”

“I’ve been called down to Miami to assist the FBI and their state team with the Surfside Killer case. I assume you’ve heard about it?”

“Only a few sound bites and Internet headlines,” she said.

Dr. Gregory nodded and said, “It’s probably worse than they’ve admitted to the press. Four victims this year—all young, working-class women—who were last seen getting off a late shift at work or having a drink in some beachside bar. But reviewing open cases from the past two years, it’s likely this killer has been at work for some time.”

“God, that’s terrible,” said Brooke. She and Dr. Gregory, though accustomed to talking shop about some of the darkest aspects of the psyche, tried never to forget they were talking about actual flesh-and-blood human beings. “So how can I help?”

“Well, depending on how long I’m down there, I may need you to provide expert testimony in the Barton case,” he said. “I hate to ask and add more to your plate, but I’m not sure how to cover both cases. But if it’s too much, I can call in someone from out of state.”

“No—of course, I’m up for it,” Brooke said, trying to contain her excitement.

This was just the kind of break that could launch her professional career at warp speed. “Have you cleared this with the attorney general’s office? Or with the D.A. prosecuting Barton? If they’re expecting the esteemed Dr. Paul Gregory and get me instead, they won’t be happy.”

“All taken care of,” he said, leaning forward and resting an arm on the edge of her desk. “I explained the situation and insisted that you were my proxy, the only expert in Florida in whom I would be 100% confident. I told them you’re the brightest, most naturally gifted psychologist I’ve ever encountered in my 34-year career, basically a profiling prodigy.”

“Why would you lie to them like that?” Brooke said, only half-joking.

“Don’t open a door for your insecurity to walk in,” he said sternly. “We don’t have time for polite modesty and false humility. You don’t even know how good you are. But I do. And I meant every word I told them. So, put any first-timer’s jitters aside and just do your best. That’s all I ask, okay?”

She nodded and searched his eyes, her own welling up with tears. No one had ever believed in her the way Dr. Gregory did. It was overwhelming and empowering and terrifying all at once. “I’ll do my best. I promise.”

He stood up, came around, and put his hand on her shoulder.

“That’s all we can do. I believe in you, Brooke. I’ll call you from Miami.” With that, he left her office as quickly as he had appeared, shutting the door behind him.

Looking through the stack of case notes, articles, and past dissertations, Brooke did indeed recognize almost all of the cases and profiling theories put forth. Many of them reminded her of being an undergraduate and being surprised to find herself so fascinated by the relationship between the mind and violent crimes. For a while, she had somewhat of a morbid obsession with the details of each case she’d read about—so much that her roommate, Becca, started calling her ‘Clarice’, Jodie Foster’s character from The Silence of the Lambs.

Truth be told, Brooke didn’t always understand her fascination with serial killers. No one in her family or community had ever been a victim. She herself was not prone to violence. Her only conclusion was the game of it, believing she could outsmart others and truly make a positive difference by bringing violence to an end by apprehending the perpetrators and ending their own grisly games.

What life events compelled killers to find some kind of psychological payoff in their violence against others? What past trauma was stuck on an endless loop deep in their psyche, urging them to seek relief through participation?

Years ago, Brooke imagined a serial killer looked like what she saw in the movies and TV shows, similar to the stereotype most people held: a man in his mid-40s who wore a distinct part in his greasy hair, with oversized glasses, wearing work pants and a t-shirt revealing self-inscribed prison tattoos. She quickly learned, however, there was no particular face of a serial killer.

They were neighbors, teachers, lawyers, doctors, plumbers, and homemakers, old ladies in line at the grocery store, old classmates from your high school, piano teachers, truck drivers, Sunday school teachers, fathers, grandfathers, brothers, mothers, grandmothers, and girlfriends.

They could be anyone.









Chapter 24

The week had flown by and Jacob couldn’t wait until Friday—and now it was only a day away. He had bought a couple new polo shirts and a cool pair of jammers he could wear to the beach. The weather forecast called for unseasonably warm weather that weekend. Everything was finally coming together!

Until it all crashed and fell apart. Alicia called that night, Thursday, and he could immediately tell something was wrong—and he knew she was about to back out of their weekend yet again.

“It’s just that Charlie has a bad cold and keeps complaining about his leg hurting. I let him stay home Wednesday from school, but now he seems to have gotten worse. He has a 104 fever, and his breathing seems labored and wheezy. I just don’t want you coming down here and catching something. Plus, he won’t feel like doing anything.”

“Right, of course,” Jacob said. Jacob was crushed.

“Don’t be mad, babe,” she said. “I hear the disappointment in your voice. This is not how I wanted things to be. I’ve been looking forward to seeing you all week. I even booked dinner reservations for Saturday night-just the two of us,” she said in a sincere voice. “Jacob, I know this looks bad canceling last minute. But, you have to believe me when I say I want to see you. I mean, you’re the first guy I let my guard down with since Charlie’s father left me. I didn’t think a guy like you existed. I don’t want this to change things between us, and I don’t want you to think that you’re not important; it’s just Charlie… Hey—I am so sorry but I gotta go. Charlie’s calling me. I’ll call you back tonight if it’s not too late or text you tomorrow and let you know how he’s doing. I am so sorry, sweetie!”

She ended the call before he could reply. Typical. Charlie was her first priority, and it didn’t look like that was going to change anytime soon. Alicia definitely did not want to hear what he had to say. He was beyond disappointed; he had taken the next day off and everything, which wasn’t easy considering the way the trial was heating up. Jacob paced from the kitchen to the dining area in his condo and poured himself a drink. He grabbed the remote and started flipping channels.

“…At least four victims, with possibly more, according to FBI communications director, April Danvers. All victims have been young women in their late 20s or early 30s, with similar features, weight, and height. Each has been found on a beach or sandy area in remote locations, strangled and fully clothed. Danvers refused to answer questions about whether victims had been raped, but an anonymous source close to the case said that only one of the young women had been sexually active in the hours prior to her death, and it appeared to be consensual…”

Jacob flipped to a basketball game and turned the volume down. More and more, he kept hearing stories about the so-called Surfside Killer. It was sort of fascinating but also sad. He wasn’t sure why he was so interested in the details of the case. Maybe just a side effect of working the Barton trial. Yeah, that must be it. He poured another drink and slumped on the sofa. He didn’t know how much more of this business with Alicia he could stand. There were plenty of other women out there who wanted what he had. That little minx Emily at work, for one. He had slept with her to get the job, but she wasn’t half-bad in the sack. He closed his eyes.

When he opened them, radiant sunlight sliced in through the vertical blinds. He sat up and almost spilled the rest of his whiskey, catching it and placing it on the table next to him. He grabbed his phone and saw it was after 9 A.M. Good thing he didn’t have to work. And then he noticed he had a text from Alicia, sent two hours ago: “Hey, Charlie is in children’s hospital—got sick during the night and I panicked and took him to ER. Not good. Something’s wrong but nobody will tell me. Just running lots of tests. So scared. Will call when I can.”

Jacob could not believe the message he was reading. Charlie was in the hospital?

What did she mean by “not good”? What wasn’t she telling him? Should he go down there to be with her and Charlie? Questions swarmed his mind like angry bees as he grabbed his phone and started texting.

He texted back, “Alicia, so sorry about Charlie! Is he alright? What’s going on? Can u call me?”

He waited an eternity of five minutes before he saw:

Alicia: “Really now is not a good time to fill you in. I barely know what’s going on. All I know is that he’s not doing well. They just moved him into a private room. They are taking him down the hall for some testing. I’m so scared but trying to stay calm for him. Something scary is going on. He looks so small in that big hospital bed. He was crying for me to help him. I just don’t know what to do! Jacob, he’s my baby! I’m terrified he’s not going to be okay!”

I’m getting careless and sloppy. Impulsive. She was just standing there, next to the picnic shelter, waiting for the rain to stop. At first, I thought she must have been a kid, maybe waiting on a parent or boyfriend. But once I parked and got out, I saw she was just petite, shorter than I like, drenched already in her tracksuit and just stopping to refuel with an energy bar. But when she looked up and saw me, when she smiled, she had that look in her eyes. That look like she had been waiting on me to come along and take her to paradise. No fear, only acceptance, even joy that the rain would finally be over.

“Not many people come to the beach in the rain,” I said after we had introduced ourselves, and I’d smiled my shyest, sweetest smile.

“I know,” she said, “but I like it. So clean and peaceful, everything washed and wiped away. I like to run in the rain.” Then she looked down at herself and said, “I must look a mess—a big, soggy, dripping mess.”

“Actually, you look very beautiful,” I said. “I have a couple of towels in my car if you want to dry off, or I can even drive you to where you parked.”

“No, that’s okay,” she said, and then when she saw me look hurt, “but thanks anyway. Very kind of you to offer.”

“I’m sorry,” I said, suddenly inspired to play it a different way. “I get so nervous when I’m around women as pretty as you—get all tongue-tied and don’t know what to say.”

“Aww, that’s sweet,” she said, brushing wet locks of hair behind her ear. “My partner and I have been together for six years now. He’s probably expecting me now, so I better finish my run.”

I looked around and noticed the rain had stopped.

Not another soul around us.

Her eyes followed my hands, but she didn’t say another word. And then she couldn’t say another word. There was nothing to say.

Her skin felt cool and damp, like squeezing a wet sponge. So easy, so fragile and soft. I laid her out only a few feet away from the shelter, behind a clump of seaweed that had been gathered in a mound. I didn’t have a shell for her, and I was afraid to spend too much time looking for one. That’s when I noticed she wore a necklace, a little gold sand dollar on a delicate chain. I had already given a sand dollar to one of them—Wendy Jo, maybe? But it would have to do. I unclasped the chain from around her broken neck and wrapped it around her right hand, closing her palm around the tiny gold shell.

She looked so beautiful.





Chapter 25

“Sweetie, I need you to take a deep breath and slow down. I’m here. I need you to tell me what’s wrong,” Jacob’s voice was strong but nurturing. He waited silently as he listened to Alicia’s heavy sobs and the sounds of her gasping for air.

“He… he… has leukemia. They… they… said my baby has leukemia,” Alicia’s voice dissolved into wails and she began to moan.

It was hard to believe so much had happened in a week’s time. Jacob’s heart ached as tears rolled down his cheeks. How could this be happening again? How could God, once again, allow an innocent child to suffer? What is going on? Wasn’t one child enough? Jacob’s head felt light and the things around him started to blur. He gripped the arms of the chair he was sitting in hoping to snap out of his fog and regain his composure. “Alicia, I am here. You are not alone in this. I will be here with you and Charlie every step of the way. Charlie’s a fighter. You have to try and be brave for Charlie,” he spoke slowly and methodically.

In between her gaps for air she blurted out, “They-they-they want to start chemo-therapy as-soon as possible,” her moans howled through the receiver.

Jacob was at a loss for words. He felt so far away and so helpless. “Sweetie, I’m so sorry. Is there anyone there with you?”

“Yes, my-parents-are-here,” she muttered in between taking shallow breaths.

“Alicia, I need you to hand the phone over to your parents.”

“But-but-the doctors just came in…I have to let you go.”

“Okay, no problem. Please call me after you’ve had a chance to get some rest. I’m here for you.” Jacob found himself on his knees bargaining with God to save Charlie. “Please God, don’t do this to him just to make a point!” Jacob’s mind went into a tailspin. Images of the baby girl locked in her car seat were flashing through his mind. He squeezed his eyes shut tightly and forcefully pressed his hands over his ears hoping the images and the sound of the mother’s cries would go away. He was tortured by his past. This event alone had such a hold on him. God couldn’t take another innocent child-Charlie. He just couldn’t. Jacob wasn’t going to go down without a fight. He was angry and scared. His eyes and face were swollen from crying so hard. It wasn’t just about Charlie. Alicia was the first woman who accepted him for who he was. He had been so open and vulnerable with her, and she loved him in spite of his failures and shortcomings in life. He had to save them.

Exhausted, Jacob sat on the couch aimlessly surfing through channels. He read back through his last text exchange with Alicia for the hundredth time hoping to find out more information on Charlie, and realized she hadn’t told him which hospital Charlie was in. She had said, “Children’s Hospital,” but when he searched online in greater Miami, he found almost a dozen children’s hospitals and pediatric clinics. He wanted to at least send Charlie some balloons or a toy or something to let the little boy know Jacob was thinking of him.

Or maybe he would just drive down there and surprise them both. No matter how many family members she had, Alicia could probably use a break. It wasn’t the ideal way for them to finally meet, but it would show her how serious he was about investing in their relationship. He stared at his phone screen at the list of possible hospitals where Charlie might be and dialed the first one.

“Dade County Pediatric Hospital, how may I direct your call?”

Jacob said, “Hello, may I be connected to a patient’s room please? Charlie Gonzalez is his name—he was admitted yesterday, I believe.” He tried to sound like a concerned family member, which he was.

He heard some clicking on the other end of the phone and then, “I’m sorry, can you please spell the patient’s first and last names?” Her tone was kind.

“Sure, no problem,” he said and complied.

More clicking and then, “I’m sorry, sir, but there’s no patient with that name in our hospital at present. Might it be under a different name? Are you sure he’s here at DCPH?”

“Uh, I don’t know, maybe so. I spoke with his mother earlier this afternoon, and I thought she said your hospital. Is there another children’s hospital nearby?”

“No, not nearby. But there’s Miami Peds Clinic not far from South Beach, and then there’s St. Mark’s Children’s Hospital and Mercy Baptist. I can get you those numbers if you like.”

“Yes, please—that’s very kind of you. I really appreciate your help.”

“Of course,” she said and began repeating the hospital names followed by their phone numbers. “I know how upsetting it is to have a little one in the hospital. Good luck.”

Jacob quickly tried each of the three hospitals but not one of them had Charlie as a patient. Did Alicia’s son go by a different last name? No, Jacob remembered their discussing why Alicia had kept her ex’s last name even after they divorced. She didn’t want Charlie to feel disconnected from her or from his dad, even though the latter clearly wasn’t involved in his son’s life. Had Alicia notified him of Charlie’s condition? Was her ex there at the hospital—wherever it was—waiting with her by Charlie’s bedside? He felt his chest constrict as he squeezed his phone until he realized it might break. Jacob was the only man that should be there by Alicia’s side during this ordeal. And he would find them, one way or another.

The obvious way, of course, was just to call or text Alicia. He hated to disturb her or Charlie but he had to know at least where they were. Texting seemed less intrusive so he wrote: “Hey, babe—what hospital is Charlie in? Want to send him something.”

Minutes ticked by without a response so he went to the bathroom and started brushing his teeth. Flossing and trying not to take out his impatience on his gums, he heard his phone chime.

Alicia: “This is A’s friend Veronica here. She’s asleep in the chair in C’s room. She’s exhausted, and she hasn’t slept much since Charlie’s been admitted. I know it must seem strange talking to someone that you’ve never met. She’s told me lots about you. We’re at Dade Co. Ped. Hosp.”

Jacob: “Hey, Veronica. That’s really strange. I just called there but they have no patients listed with Charlie’s name. What’s up with that?”

Veronica: “I’ll let A explain to you tomorrow. Long story.”

Jacob: “WTF? Pls tell me now—either Charlie is there in DCPH or he’s not. What’s going on??? Would you wake her up please? I need to talk to her.”

He knew he shouldn’t have lost his cool, but what the hell was going on? He hated to screw things up with Alicia or piss her off, but he had a right to know where she and Charlie were and what was going on. Minutes passed and he slammed his phone on the dresser in his bedroom as he hung up the suit he’d worn that day. His phone chimed.

Veronica: “Still Veronica here—pls don’t make me wake up Alicia. Here’s the short version. Last year A was seeing guy named Victor. Was good until he hit her one night and she broke up with him, of course. Victor started stalking her and she got scared for Charlie. So, she started using an alias sometimes. When she admitted Charlie, she gave them my last name instead, Ortiz, and your first name. Call & ask for Jacob Ortiz’s room if u want.”

Jacob: “WOW! Crazy shit. Thx for telling me. I’ll call back tomorrow. Or please ask her to call me when she wakes up—doesn’t matter what time it is. Ok?”

Veronica: “Ok, will do. GN, Jacob. She likes you—a lot.”

Jacob: “I like her a lot too. Thx, Veronica.”

Veronica: “GN.”

He sat there on the couch mentally and emotionally exhausted. What just happened? Why am I acting so crazy? Who am I becoming? He was disappointed in himself for acting so impulsively and texting Alicia for an answer. She had told him she was afraid of her ex finding Charlie and trying to take him away from her. Of course, she used an alias. Charlie was her EVERYTHING. He was too tired to go to bed. There was nothing he could do from 300 miles away. Jacob sat in the same spot replaying the conversation and passed out sitting upright.









Chapter 26

Jacob still had not asked Alicia why Charlie was not listed as a patient in any of the children’s hospitals in South Florida. They had only talked one other time since Charlie had been admitted, but she had texted a few times to let Jacob know about the boy’s progress. It had now been a full week since his hospitalization, and Jacob still had not been able to speak to Charlie directly. The good news, however, arrived that morning when Alicia texted to let him know that Charlie would be coming home that Saturday before starting chemo the following week.

Jacob offered to pick them up, but Alicia ignored his message and thanked him for the remote-controlled model Lamborghini he had sent to her house. He still wondered why he needed her permission. Maybe he should just be the man and show up, letting his actions speak louder than his words. Then, he thought about the mountain of work DeMato had him buried in for the Barton trial. Maybe it was better if he waited until Alicia gave the green light. He couldn’t imagine what it must be like for her to watch her baby suffer.

Nonetheless, when he called on Sunday afternoon, his anger finally spilled over. “I just hate for you to suffer alone, babe. Why don’t I come down on Thursday for a long weekend? We can do whatever Charlie feels like doing. Or if you want a break and just want to sleep, I can take care of Charlie.”

“That’s so kind of you, Jacob. It really is. But we’ve already got the next two weeks planned out with plenty of help from our family. My sister Jasmine has coordinated a schedule for people who want to bring meals or stop by for a visit while I shower, nap, or run errands. It’s all been taken care of. And since we really don’t know what Charlie is going to feel like during chemo—well, I hope you understand.”

“Yeah, I guess I have to, don’t I?” he said sarcastically. “It’s all about what’s best for Charlie. Don’t worry about me.”

“Really, Jacob? Yes—it is all about Charlie! You selfish asshole! Are you that selfish that you can’t pull yourself out of your own wants and needs to see what I’m going through? My little boy has cancer, for Christ’s sake! He’s wasting away before my very eyes! It takes every ounce of strength that I have just to get out of bed in the morning. I fake a smile of reassurance to Charlie every day hoping he doesn’t see the fear in my eyes. My mind is torturing me. I keep running through the worst-case scenarios and all the things I wish I had done differently with him. How I could’ve been a better mom. How I should’ve known something wasn’t right. How he’s counting on me to make things better.”

“I’m sorry if—”

“Look, Jacob, I’m barely holding it together, and you have the nerve to question me! I want to be very clear here, you are not my priority right now, and I just don’t have the time or energy to do this with you. If you can’t understand that he is the center of my world right now, then maybe you and I don’t need to try and stay in touch any more. I thought you were a patient guy, Jacob. I thought you were different; really, I did, but guess you’re just like all the other guys I’ve known.”

Her words cut through him like walking on broken glass.

Silence. He was afraid of what he might say so Jacob held his breath and then exhaled and inhaled as slowly as possible.

“I gotta go,” she said. “Charlie needs me.”

“Sure, I understand,” he said, unwilling to apologize even though he knew what she had said was true. He was having a hard time seeing Alicia put anyone else first—even her son who was suffering from cancer. “Goodbye, Alicia.”





Chapter 27

“Hey, you’ve reached Kevin, thanks for calling. Leave me a message or text me if it’s urgent, and I’ll get back to you.”

Brooke was uncertain about what to say and panicked, ending the call. She liked the way Kevin’s voice sounded authoritative, solid, self-confident, and, yes, sexy. They hadn’t talked in over a week, in part, because Kevin was away on assignment. He wouldn’t tell her where, and she wondered if he was just trying to create mystery or if his assignment really required such secretive measures.

She had called just to see if Kevin would be willing to meet and role-play with her in case she had to offer expert testimony in the Barton case. And truth be told, Brooke missed him, the gentle sparring and electric attraction that seemed to be building between them. Maybe that’s why she had decided not to leave a message.

Rising to stretch, she felt a chill and wondered when the campus maintenance would turn on the heat. Granted, they rarely needed it with such mild winters, but still, the old brick building housing most of her department’s offices always seemed damp and musty to her. Out her window, a pale lemon sun wrestled with a gang of pearl-colored clouds, and she debated on going to the vending machine in the corridor for a diet soda. Instead, she decided to refill her water bottle at the fountain down the hall.

She heard her phone ringing and jumped, spilling water as she rushed to turn back toward her office. The thought that it could be Kevin calling her back made her run like a schoolgirl until she was back at her desk. Only when she looked at her phone, she saw ‘Caller Unknown’ and answered anyway, out of breath.

“Hello, Brooke.” It was Dr. Gregory. “Hope I’m not interrupting anything. Is this a good time for you?”

“Yes, of course,” Brooke said, genuinely pleased to hear her mentor’s voice. “Thanks for checking in. I know you’re tied up with the Surfside Killer case—how’s that going?” She closed her laptop and shoved the open file folders aside until she found a clean notepad—but no pen, which sent her digging in her purse for one.

“Tougher than I like,” he said with a sigh. “Reviewing cases, I think this guy—well, person, but you and I both know the majority of serial killers are male—has been at work for close to a year. The first two murders remain cold cases, both near the Jacksonville airport, but I think they got him started. The more recent cases have been closer to Miami, which means the killer is expanding his territory.”

“Do you think he works near an airport? Any geographic pattern to where victims have been found?” she asked, aware that killers often created a trail back to their home or ‘trophy room’ without consciously realizing it.

“Actually, there are several indicators he may not actually live in Miami. I won’t go into the clues that point that way, but I think he’s likely from out of town—maybe even out of state or out of country—and only comes to Miami to kill. But in the past two months, he’s killing more frequently, which we hate for the loss of life, but which also means he’s likely getting careless or even sloppy. We believe he’s about to strike again, and we think he’s moving to other semi-secluded areas in the state-not just beaches. Which is kinda why I called. Well, I just think it’s a good idea if you maybe stay away from the beach and refrain from running after dusk until we catch the killer. There is a pattern we are seeing with the victims, and the killer is definitely targeting young attractive females—I just want you to be safe and alert until this case is solved. I know how swimming and running are your outlets, but I just have a strange feeling about this killer. Anyway, I’m going to stay down here until Wednesday, head home for Thanksgiving—you’re still coming, right? And then return over the weekend.” His voice sounded tired. “Now, how can I help you with the Barton trial?”

“Sounds like a lot of work,” she said and then added, “Yes, I’m still coming for Thanksgiving—wouldn’t miss it. This will be my third year, practically a tradition.” She paused to switch topics and cleared her throat, poised finally with pen in hand. “About Barton’s case. Like I said in my last email, Carver has uncovered half a dozen different incidents in the past few years in which Zach Barton has caused fights, created major problems, and been forced to leave bars and clubs—in Tampa, but also in Atlanta, Miami, and New York. None have filed suits because he apparently pays them off above whatever the damages cost. I think these incidents establish a precedent pattern showing violent tendencies and lack of impulse control. But how far should I go with this? I’m sure the defense will try to pass these off as ‘collateral damage’ of being rich and famous. What do you think?”

“Hmm,” he said, “let me think out loud for a moment. As you and I both know, killers, especially serial killers, usually repress volcanic levels of rage. And when coupled with impulsivity and delusional fantasies, usually involving revenge or some kind of retribution to produce psychological relief, they can create a dangerous state of mind.”

“Right…”

“And if Barton has this many incidents—as well as that previous, withdrawn assault charge from a young woman when he was in high school—I think you can easily make a diagnosis of a classic narcissist with a chronic pathological predilection for violence and impulsivity.”

“But that doesn’t make him a killer,” she said. “Let alone a serial killer.”

“Correct,” said Dr. Gregory. “But if you describe the ingredients you have well enough, then the jurors don’t need you to tell them what to make of them. You and I both know you can wield an incredible amount of power through suggestion and inference.”

“True,” Brooke said, processing her mentor’s recommendation. “So, I can hint that Barton has what it takes to be a killer, mostly because of the rage and impulse control issues, but avoid using the term.”

“Exactly,” he said. “Listen, I’m going to have to go—looks like one of the agents just turned up a lead. Keep me informed, don’t hesitate to call or text if you need me, and trust your instincts. I believe in you!”

She put her phone down and smiled, used to her professor’s sometimes abrupt, but always positive, goodbyes. If only she could believe in herself with the same unbridled confidence.

What had just happened?

The cocktail waitress was different. What was her name? Tammy or Teresa or Terri, I think. She was, well, difficult.

I’m not sure why, maybe because she almost got away or because I had to have a little help before I could finish the job. Maybe because she probably was really good at nursing and helped a lot of people. Still, if she were so saintly, then why was she all slutted-up like a teen at the mall M.A.C. counter, green-blue eye shadow and ruby lips, downing vodka tonics like water, and shoving her tongue down my throat before we left the bar?

But the fun and games didn’t last long once we went for a drive.

“Nice ride. Where we going?” she said, sounding soberer than she had just a few minutes ago.

“Just for a drive,” I said. “Where you want to go? I was thinking somewhere near the beach would be nice.”

She nodded and buckled her seatbelt, and I reached over and squeezed her thigh. Leaving the neon forest of gas stations, convenience markets, and fast-food joints behind us, she grew tense and stared into the night sky.

“Relax. Here, have a drink,” I said and handed her my bottle of Jack from the back floorboard.

“I don’t like whiskey so much,” she said. “I’m good for now.”

“Suit yourself,” I said and put the bottle to my lips. Finally, I saw a sign that I knew would take us where I wanted to go and turned off the highway toward one of those little islands off the west coast just above Fisher Island. We drove for a few miles in silence, the darkness descending thicker around us with only a smattering of stars. Soon the last gravel road I’d taken dead-ended, and I found a place to park underneath an old cypress covered in Spanish moss on a little hill overlooking the beach.

There were no streetlights, but the clouds broke and then the moon shone like a spotlight glimmering in shards of fluorescent white across the waves. I left the car running and the AC on, but cut my lights. It was early November, and the humidity was as thick as the kudzu smothering the swamp oaks all around us, not to mention the mosquitoes.

She remained jumpy and reluctant to continue our little get-acquainted dance. Somehow, she knew something was up, and after only a couple minutes, she asked me to take her back to the bar. I just smiled and said, "What’s your rush? You just need to relax. Here, I’ll give you a little massage." And I reached to put my hands on her shoulders, hoping she’d turn around.

But it didn’t work.

“Don’t!” she snapped. And that’s when I started to get angry, which I don’t like doing because it makes me feel out of control. I lunged and shoved her head against the window on her side and gripped her neck, which felt moist and clammy. Somehow, she managed to get the door open and to squirm out of my hands, spilling her body out onto the ground.

By the time I opened my door and came around, she was on her feet and trying to run. Her sexy stiletto heels were no help, and before she could go more than ten feet, one of them broke and she cried and fell forward. I just laughed and took my time then.

“No! No! Somebody help me,” she begged.

In a heap at my feet, she began screaming, so I kicked her and pulled out the taser I’d bought under the counter at the army surplus store only two days before. It’s like I instinctively knew I would need a back-up plan for such an occasion as this one. I just didn’t expect to use it so soon.

Instantly, she shook and convulsed as the jolt coursed through her body. Then she screamed one last time before I straddled her chest and clamped my hands around that pretty spray-tanned neck.

After I’d cleaned up and rolled her into the trash bag, I was tempted not to leave her a shell. Unlike the others, she had not turned out to be a fun date. Hesitating for a moment, with sweat running down my back and a mosquito buzzing in my ear and a soundtrack of frogs and cicadas in the background, I compromised.

I didn’t leave her with the beautiful cream-colored Gulf oyster drill I’d found the day before. Instead, I fumbled through the little plastic shopping bag in my trunk where I’d started keeping shells I found and liked enough to save. Just a plain old, cracked, dull grey cockleshell for her.

It’s all she deserved.





Chapter 28

At first, Brooke thought the incessant ringing was her alarm going off again. Had she really hit snooze twice already? Then she realized it was her phone buzzing and grabbed it from her nightstand where it had been charging. “Hello?” she said in a startled voice as she glanced at the clock: 9:47 A.M. She had overslept.

“I don’t think Alicia is who she says she is,” Jacob said in a low, sad voice.

“What?” Brooke couldn’t believe it. “Why? What happened?”

“After we had that big blowup I told you about,” Jacob explained, “I called back the next day and apologized. She accepted and things were good between us. But then I decided to drive down there and called her when I was almost there. When I told her I would see her in another hour, she freaked out and started talking about how sick Charlie was.”

“Right,” Brooke said. “Isn’t that what you would’ve expected?”

“Yeah, it is, so I told her about contacting the police department and Walmart and not being able to find the police report or any evidence of Charlie’s attempted abduction. I told her about not being able to find him listed as a patient in any of the pediatric hospitals, including the name Jacob Ortiz.”

“Wow, good for you! What did she say to all that?”

“Nothing—she said she could explain it all but that she had to wait until we met in person. She got all mysterious and made it sound like they were in the witness protection program or something. More and more, I think it’s all total bullshit. I just can’t figure out why—why me.”

“I’m so sorry—it’s just so hard to believe someone would make up these kinds of stories,” Brooke said. “Do you think she’s really just afraid to meet you? Or could there be another explanation?”

“Oh, I think there’s definitely an explanation,” he said. He took a deep breath. “How do I find out the truth?”

“Are you sure you want to find out the truth?” Brooke asked. She asked only to reinforce that Jacob had a choice in the matter. She didn’t want him coming back and thinking she had pushed him into doubting Alicia’s intentions. Brooke couldn’t understand why Jacob was so invested in his relationship with Alicia. If she didn’t worry so much about his vulnerability, she would tell him to run as fast as possible away from that crazy bitch, whoever she really was, and never look back. Cut his losses, consider it an embarrassing educational experience, and move on. But she knew her friend well enough to know that he wouldn’t let Alicia go until he knew the truth—all of it, for better or worse. Her mind was spinning with questions. Why did Jacob consistently seem so susceptible to idealizing women? Well, everyone but her? She knew what Freud’s answer would be, along with half a dozen other famous voices in her field. But still, Brooke felt like there was something missing, some flaw in Jacob’s personality that she herself could not see. As if he needed a beautiful, blank canvas on which to paint a perfect portrait impossible to find in reality.

“Listen, let me jump in the shower and then meet you for lunch,” she said. “I’ll meet you at The Sand Dollar—it’s the first place I took you, remember? Around 1, okay?”

“Okay,” he said. “Yes, I have to know the truth—even if it kills me.”





Chapter 29

After all the drama with Alicia that morning, Jacob had been grateful for the distraction work provided. The trial was coming to a close, and DeMato thought they had a fair shot at getting Barton acquitted. This afternoon, Carver was scheduled to call his final witness, Zach’s younger brother Brent.

The defense team had spent much of the past week trying to coach the younger Barton and had even role-played with him on the witness stand with Jacob acting as Carver. The other team members had complimented Jacob on what a great actor he was; he had them in tears laughing at his antics as he strutted and mimicked Carver’s speech. Unfortunately, Brent Barton was not a dynamic performer at all. But at least they had bolstered the young man’s confidence and prepared him for several lines of questioning that DeMato anticipated Carver using.

Just the thought of the flamboyant D.A. must have been enough to summon his presence because right then he entered, bringing the buzzing voices to a softer hum as everyone prepared for Judge Ranier to enter and begin the show. Jacob glanced at Zach Barton and thought the trial was starting to take a toll on the dapper millionaire. Dark circles punctuated Barton’s eyes, and he looked paler and thinner than when the trial had started over a month ago.

As the trial resumed and Brent Barton was sworn in, Jacob could see the shared family resemblance between the two brothers. They both had chiseled faces with a hard jawline, dark brown hair, and blue eyes. Jacob thought Brent looked like a younger, blurrier version of his big bro.

Carver went through his usual theatrics and received Ranier’s permission to treat Brent as a hostile witness. And he wasted no time trying to provoke the young man.

“Mr. Barton, is this the first time your brother has been accused of assaulting one of his ex-girlfriends?”

Brent swallowed hard but didn’t avert his eyes, a nervous habit they had worked hard to break during their sessions with him. It was easy to understand why the jury would consider him shady if he looked down every time he answered a hard question that might incriminate Zach. “Yes,” Brent said in a strong voice.

“And how would you describe his relationship with Ms. Winters?” asked Carver.

“She was like a lot of women who enjoyed my brother’s company. Unfortunately, she had a hard time getting over him.”

“That’s enough, Mr. Barton. I don’t need your editorial commentary, just your objective description.”

Jacob noticed Lisa DeMato was itching to object but first wanted to see how Brent handled Carver, which turned out to be like a pro.

“And that’s exactly what I was giving you, sir,” said Brent, gaining more confidence at the chance to prevent the D.A. from bullying him. “I would objectively describe Abby Winters as a sad, pathetic, impoverished woman who saw an opportunity to exploit my brother’s kindness and generosity. When their relationship ran its course, she refused to let go and stalked my brother.”

“Uh, huh, I see,” said Carver, clearly switching gears to another line of questioning. “And what about when you dated Ms. Winters? Wasn’t this after your brother’s relationship with her had ended? Why would you date someone you know to be, in your words, ‘sad, pathetic, and impoverished’?”

Jacob held his breath, knowing they had prepared for this question, unsure of how Carver would try to use it against them.

“I share my brother’s weakness,” said Brent, starting to relax and enjoy the chance to become a champion for Zach and to be the center of attention for once. “We both are attracted to beautiful women who need to be rescued. To tell the truth, I felt sorry for poor Abby after she lost Zach. Before I knew it, we had fallen into a ‘friends-with-benefits’ situation before I realized she was trying to exploit my kindness the same way she had with my brother. It’s really quite—”

“Thank you, Mr. Barton,” said Carver, clearly frustrated that his job was not going to be as easy as expected. “Could you recount your actions on May 4 this year, perhaps starting with when you met with your brother?”

“Of course, Mr. Carver,” said Brent, showing a degree of polished confidence that Jacob was astonished to see. It was as if the young man needed to be placed in the high-stress situation in order to flourish. And it couldn’t have come at a better time. Jacob listened as Brent recited, almost verbatim, the narrative they had crafted to cover the timeline on the day of Abby’s death. Brent was clearly a quick study, and a much better actor than anyone expected.

It didn’t surprise Jacob to see this huge shit-eating grin on Zach’s face as he watched his little brother rise to the occasion. Which made Jacob wonder if perhaps Brent was always this strong when not in his brother’s shadow? Or maybe the two of them were actually a team?

Jacob recalled from his research the highly publicized Menendez case, in which brothers Lyle and Erik, ages 21 and 18 at the time, murdered their wealthy parents in their Beverly Hills home and tried to stage it as an organized-crime hit. After shooting their mother and father in cold blood, the two young men had then gone to the movies and met friends for drinks to establish their alibis before returning home and calling 911.

They were only charged many months later when younger brother Erik confessed to his psychologist, who shared the shocking disclosure with his girlfriend. Infuriated, Lyle threatened to kill the psychologist if he ever violated doctor-patient confidentiality. However, after the psychologist broke up with his girlfriend, she was the one who alerted police. It was quite the case. Could the Barton brothers be as cold and calculating as Lyle and Erik Menendez?

Jacob debated on mentioning the possibility to his boss but couldn’t see any advantage in doing so. It wouldn’t do any good to have both Bartons charged in this case. No, he would continue to keep his theories to himself. After all, thinking about how he felt about Alicia being a fraud, maybe he could understand their mindset all too well.





Chapter 30

The Sand Dollar was an old beachfront dive on the edge of the bay. Jacob was early but felt grateful to have a few minutes to himself. The place smelled of stale beer and fried fish but wasn’t unpleasant. Being the off-season with ominous skies to prove it, only a handful of locals sat at the bar, and a waitress seated him at a window with an ocean view. He ordered a Bloody Mary and lost himself in the rhythm of the waves, the constant cascading tide, back and forth, surf pounding the shore only to recede and disappear back into itself.

His mind picked at odd details, especially those involving Charlie. That part he couldn’t figure out. It was one thing for Alicia to be stringing him along, but Charlie was just a kid. And the times Jacob had spoken with him, the boy seemed to verify all that Alicia had said. Could Jacob be wrong about all this? What if Alicia were just stressed and overwhelmed by her son’s diagnosis? Was Jacob willing to risk their entire relationship because he couldn’t verify her story? And if she were just playing a game with him, would that make it any less painful to lose her?

At first when Alicia called that morning, he was furious but determined not to let her know it. “Sorry about last night,” he said. “How’s Charlie?” She had apologized again for being so upset the night before and claimed she felt terrible about his driving so far for nothing.

“No problem,” he said, playing it cool. “But I still want to see you and Charlie. Thanksgiving is this week… I could come down if that wouldn’t interrupt your family plans.” He hated sounding desperate, inviting himself to spend the holiday with her. Truth be told, he was desperate. He was tired of waiting and gambling his future happiness on someone who might not exist—or couldn’t be trusted even if she did exist.

“Oh, I would love that, Sweetie,” she said. “But, you know how it is with Charlie. I don’t even know if we’ll have Thanksgiving dinner. I just started back to work last week, and I’ve got a ton to catch up on. And I never know how Charlie will be feeling day-to-day. And even if we do go to Mom’s for Thanksgiving, I don’t want our first meeting to be consumed with me introducing you to all my aunts, uncles, and cousins. Everyone will be speaking Spanish, talking about family memories in Puerto Rico. And if Charlie is having a good day, I just want him to try and forget what he’s going through.”

“I understand,” Jacob said. “Of course.”

“It just wouldn’t be fair to you, you know? There’s bound to be some family drama with my sister Jazz—holidays are hard for her. We do okay when it’s just the two of us, but when we’re around the rest of our family, everyone naturally compares us. I look, well, you’ve seen what I look like,” she giggled before continuing, “and Jasmine has just let herself go. She doesn’t even try to lose weight anymore. I offer to take her shopping or help her with her makeup or hair, but she always makes a joke of it and turns me down. She’s just so jealous of me, you know? And now that I’m getting all this attention because of Charlie—well, she tries but doesn’t always handle it well.”

“That makes sense,” Jacob said. “You’ve got it all, babe. Who wouldn’t be jealous of you?”

“You’re sweet,” Alicia said. “But that’s not what I mean. There’s just all this tension between Jazz and me on top of everything else, and once she sees you with me—I’m afraid that’s only going to set her off. I hope that makes sense—sorry for rambling.” She took a deep breath and Jacob could hear someone, apparently Charlie, calling her in the background. “Gotta go, Sweetie. But let’s talk later tonight. We’ll meet soon—I promise. I have faith Charlie will make it through this, and so will we. Love you!”

“Love you, too,” he had said, automatically, wondering if he meant it. As he sat there and enjoyed his Bloody Mary, he knew his faith in Alicia was fading fast.

“Is this seat taken?” asked Brooke, kissing him on the cheek before sitting across from him. Jacob was so lost in his thoughts he hadn’t heard her enter. In jeans and a coral-colored cotton sweater, Brooke looked beautiful just then, bright-eyed with rosy cheeks; she looked real. “How you doing?” she said. “Hanging in there?”

Jacob nodded and forced a smile. “Thanks for being there. I know I’ve been a real jerk sometimes about all this.”

“Hey, none of that,” she said. “Don’t beat yourself up. We all wrestle with what we bring to our lives—that’s what keeps people like me in business.”

He appreciated her attempt at humor and just her entire sense of caring about him. This was what love looked like—not some manipulative bot playing mind games online. Their waitress came and Brooke ordered iced tea—explaining she had to work that afternoon—and a couple of appetizers. Jacob found his gaze still pinned to the grey horizon outside, his thoughts still free-floating.

“You sure you’re okay?” Brooke asked. “Do you want to talk? It’s okay if you don’t. I’ll quit bugging you if you just want to hang out and enjoy the view.”

“I’m sorry,” he said, his voice suddenly full of emotion. “I… I just don’t know what came over me. And right now, I don’t know what I think. What if Alicia is who I think she is, and I’m just overreacting? What if everything is legit, and she ends up feeling betrayed because I didn’t trust her? What if I ruin her trust in me and ultimately destroy our relationship?”

Brooke sipped her tea and waited a few seconds to respond. “Do you think that’s the case? Do you really think Alicia is telling you the truth? On the phone you sounded much more… sure of yourself.”

“You don’t have to tiptoe around anything,” he assured her. “Yeah, one minute I’m furious and can’t believe how stupid I’ve been, and the next, I’m afraid I’m making a huge mistake. And either way, it feels like I’m going to lose her.”

“Jacob,” Brooke said and reached across for his hand. “It’s perfectly natural to feel that way… but just remember, the Alicia you fell in love with may not exist. That’s what you’re coming to terms with.”

He squeezed her hand and said, “Yeah, I know you’re right. It’s just… I don’t know what to do with myself… with her… with any of this.”

Brooke let go of his hand as the waitress approached with an order of fried calamari and popcorn shrimp. “What do you want to do about her? I mean, are you wanting clarity about what’s real, or are you wanting to confront her and get answers, or… something else?”

“Yes, and yes,” Jacob said, helping himself to the calamari. “What I want to do is get in my car, drive to Miami, show up on her doorstep, and see what she has to say for herself. I want her to look me in the eye and tell me what the hell this is all about.” His voice flooded with emotion again. “I’ve got to make this stop, Brooke. I can’t go on this way. I’m serious—I’m going to drive down there this afternoon. I’ve got to.”

“You’ve got her address, right?” Brooke said.

He nodded, surprised by her question.

“Good—then I’ll go with you. We can stake out her home and see if anyone is coming in and out of her home. You can see what she looks like, find out if Charlie is really there with her. And if you do decide to confront her, I can be your witness to keep her from pulling any ‘he said, she said’ kind of crap.”

Expecting Brooke to be the voice of reason, Jacob was taken aback by her willingness to go with him on such a fool’s errand. “You’re serious, aren’t you?” he asked.

She finished chewing a bite of shrimp and smiled at him. “Yes, I am. I’ll take my research work with me and do whatever I can to help.”

“What about the trial? I thought you were supposed to be in court on Monday.”

“Well, I guess I’ll either tell Dr. Gregory to find someone else, or I’ll fly back Sunday night.”

“You’re as crazy as I am, you know that?”

“I’m just tired of seeing you in so much pain and uncertainty. This roller coaster has to end, and it seems like you’re finally ready to make it stop. I’m willing to help with that in any way I can.”

Jacob thought for a moment and let his eyes return to the view. “Maybe it’s not the smartest idea to show up unannounced. Maybe I should do some digging first and see what I can find out. The firm has resources—technical forensics, that sort of thing. Maybe I can trace her server’s IP address and see who that’s actually registered to.”

“Smart,” she said. “Now you’re starting to sound like a lawyer.”

“If I—or we—decide to go down there,” he continued, “I want to know what we’re getting into.”

“I know you didn’t like it when I brought this up before,” Brooke said, “but I know someone who may be able to help you find out more about Alicia. He’s retired FBI, an old friend of Dr. G’s, someone he still uses occasionally as a consultant on cases. I don’t know his rates, but I’m sure he could do some… digging.”

“What?” he said. “You just thought of something right then—what was that light bulb I saw going on over your head?”

“Nothing,” she said, then added, “it’s just I may know someone else besides Reynolds who could help us.”

“Oh, yeah? Who’s that?”

“Just a friend,” she said and smiled mysteriously. “Let me check and see, okay? I’ll call both Reynolds and my friend this afternoon and get the ball rolling. That is, if you’re sure—”

“I’m sure,” he said. “One way or another, I need to know the truth. I’ll work on the IP address on my end and you see what your friends can do.”

“I’m proud of you, Jacob,” Brooke said. “This isn’t easy. But you’re doing the right thing. One way or another, it will be okay—I promise. The truth will always set you free.”

I should’ve known the nurse would be just as much trouble after she was dead as she was getting there. It wasn’t that someone had found her body. No, I don’t think they’ll be finding her body for a long time, if they ever do. Before I dropped her off a rickety old pier nearby, I left her foot exposed and lightly cut her heel. Blood in the water, along with a couple cement blocks to keep her there. I figured between the gators and the fish, there won’t be much left.

No, the problem was with her family. She and her sisters and mom were thick as thieves, so when their little nurse didn’t return their texts and calls the next day, they called the hospital where she worked. So, within 48 hours, a volunteer search party had formed, the hospital where she worked had offered a reward, and the tearful mom had talked to a local news reporter out of Tampa. Pictures of her smug, Chiclet-teeth smile were suddenly everywhere—grocery stores, coffee shops, bars and restaurants.

I knew eventually someone would remember seeing Nurse Goodbody at our little dive bar. Hell, they might even remember seeing her with someone who looks like me. But I think that’s as far as they’ll get. I always paid in cash and tipped well but not so much that it was memorable. Besides, I look like every other sales rep going up and down the state. The khaki pants, white button-down, and navy blazer I’d worn that night had been left at a Goodwill.

After only a couple weeks, my head started aching again, and I knew a storm-class-five migraine was on its way. Personally, I think it was because the nurse had been so unsatisfying and stressful. She took all the joy out of it. If I were to prevent the migraine of all migraines, I knew I would have to go out hunting again. And this time, I would have to be much more careful.

Because I enjoyed what I was doing way too much for it to end.

So, I thought I would either fly down to Miami for a getaway weekend or else choose something close to home since all the others had been in smaller beaches. The more I thought about it, the more I liked the idea of heading south. I hadn’t been to the Everglades since I was a kid. But I remembered how creepy we felt in all the swamps, covered in vines and cottonwood trees, and, of course, the gators. They say a mature adult alligator can devour a human body in under three minutes.

I think I’ll find out.





Chapter 31

After lunch, Jacob drove to the office, energized by Brooke’s support and their joint effort at finding out the truth about Alicia Gonzalez. He was still half-tempted to keep driving south and just show up at Alicia’s door without calling her this time, but the rational side of him won out. No, he needed a plan. Even if he just ended up cussing her out for being a liar, Jacob wanted to know the objective facts about with whom he was dealing first.

The parking garage was almost empty, only to be expected on a Saturday afternoon. He used his key card and wondered if he would find any of his co-workers in the office. If he were lucky, no one would be there, and he wouldn’t have to make small talk and act like he was there to work on the Barton case. As the elevator headed up to the eleventh floor, Jacob suddenly had a thought. While he hoped none of his co-workers would be in, he realized there was a good chance one of the IT geeks would be working. And if he were really lucky, it would be someone whom he could con into helping him.

He was right. The entire floor seemed vacant. He heard someone on the phone from a hallway, but it sounded like one of the older male partners reserving a tee time. Jacob checked his cubicle and found a stack of files and a note from Lisa DeMato: “Heard Carver is bringing in newbie profiler—don’t understand strategy but we need to be prepared. See our expert’s assessment results on Barton. Make sure we’re ready for her to testify next week.” He shoved the note into the top file and set the stack aside to review later. Once he had his own plan in motion, going through his boss’ latest stack of grunt work would help distract him.

But in the meantime, he logged on and checked email. Then from his phone, he forwarded one of Alicia’s emails to his work account. Now, for the fun part. He scanned the firm’s internal directory and hit the four-digit number from his desk phone.

“IT—this is Luke,” said a young-sounding male voice.

“Luke, hey, this is Jacob Connor up on eleven,” he said. “Glad I caught you—didn’t know if anyone would be in today. I’m working on the Barton trial with Lisa DeMato and need a favor. We’ve got an email from someone claiming to know Zach Barton, but he swears he doesn’t know her. Could you run a trace on the address, get an IP address, and see who it’s registered to?”

“Uh, well, if you want to fill out a requisition form, I can put it in the queue and rush it out for next week.”

“Aww, man, I totally understand,” Jacob said, trying to use his best ‘cool bro’ voice. “But here’s the thing—I really screwed up by not getting this to you earlier this week. Now I got DeMato calling me on a Saturday from her condo in Boca and reaming me out for not chasing this down. I know it’s not right to ask a favor from you, but is there any way you might be able to chase down this IP address today?”

Deep sigh on Luke’s end. “Well, I’m not really supposed to do shit like this, you know? Hugo chews our asses up when he finds out we do stuff without following procedure. I could lose my job, man. I’m sorry but—”

“Luke, I know what you’re saying—I really do. Believe me, I know about having an asshole boss breathing down your neck for every little thing—that’s exactly why I’m calling you right now. But if you were somehow able to do this for me and get this information to me by tomorrow morning, I could see my friend Benjamin paying you a visit.”

“Uh, wow, I don’t know what to say,” said Luke as his voice cracked, making him sound even younger. Jacob imagined him to be about 19, skinny, with thick-framed glasses and pimples. “I’ve never been bribed before.”

“Not a bribe,” Jacob said, keeping that ebullient ‘good buddy’ quality in his voice. “This is just you and me, my man, doing a little business. One bro helping out another, okay? Surely, there’s something you’ve been wanting—maybe Ben and his twin, also named Ben, could take you on a little shopping spree?”

“Well, I have been wanting to try the new Swamp Zombies 5. I guess, maybe.”

Jacob had him! “Dude, I love that game! Although, I have to say, SZ4 really disappointed me. All those zombie-gators were just annoying, right?”

“Yes! Absolutely! I can’t believe you play SZ!”

Jacob could’ve sworn Luke’s voice rose another octave. “We gotta play together sometime, okay? Luke, buddy, you’re a lifesaver! I’ll email you the address to chase and be right down with twin Bens for you, okay? You are a Swamp Zombie-killing beast!”

Sometimes Jacob even impressed himself.

After popping down to the eighth floor and dropping two one-hundred-dollar bills on Luke, Jacob returned to his office. The kid had promised results by noon on Sunday, and Jacob had again stressed what a huge favor this was. It was funny, too. Luke had turned out to look nothing like what Jacob expected; instead of resembling a character from The Big Bang Theory, Luke looked more like some nerdy superhero type. He was definitely young, but the kid was obviously into bodybuilding. Just goes to show, Jacob thought, you can’t judge a person by his voice.

As soon as the thought formed in his mind, he had to laugh at himself because that was exactly what he had done with Alicia. All he had to go on was her voice, and he had built his entire fantasy around the sexy, slightly accented Latina’s sultry sound. If only it were that easy, he thought, for someone to be the person they sounded like.

He logged on to a database the firm used for credit reports and once again, because of course he had tried to find her right after they met, ran Alicia Gonzalez through the system. Only problem, then as now, was that over a hundred women named Alicia Gonzalez popped up in the state of Florida. And over half of those lived in Dade County. And none had an address matching the one he had for his Alicia.

His phone rang and it was Brooke.

“Connor and Douger Investigations,” he said, “what’s up, gorgeous?”

She laughed. “Well, you sound awfully chipper.”

“I just conned some kid into tracing Alicia’s email address for me.”

“Well done, sir,” she said. “I had success, too. I talked to Reynolds, and he agreed to use his sources to find out what he can about Alicia Gonzalez with the address and other details you provided. Still waiting to hear from my other source, so we’ll see.”

“Awesome,” he said, “thank you.”

“You’re welcome, babe,” Brooke said. “I just hope… well, I just want you to have some closure with this. When I was talking to Reynolds, I realized that there’s no telling what we might find out, you know? This woman could be anyone.”

Jacob looked up and saw Luke standing in the hallway, grinning, so he said, “Hey, can I call you back, Ms. DeMato? I may have that information you’re waiting on. Okay, yes, you bet—bye now.” He hated doing that to Brooke but knew she’d understand.

“Luke, my man! What’s up? Did I forget to give you something?”

“Not at all,” he said, producing a single sheet of paper, which he handed to Jacob. “It was about the easiest trace I’ve ever done—took me all of twelve minutes, I think. I feel guilty taking your money—”

“You found her IP address already?” Jacob couldn’t contain his excitement.

“Yes,” said Luke, looking like a big Labrador. “It’s registered to a guy named Hector Gonzalez.”





Chapter 32

Saturday night ended up being much quieter than Brooke expected. She had called Jacob before leaving campus, impressed with his idea to trace Alicia’s IP address. He had ended their call quickly, calling her “Ms. DeMato” when apparently a co-worker walked in. She had tried him again once she was back home, but it went straight to voicemail, so she texted him but no response there either. Kevin, too, had not called her back yet.

The combination of curiosity about Alicia and nervous excitement about her big day at the Barton trial produced a jittery feeling inside her. Rummaging through her fridge, she found nothing appetizing but knew she needed to eat. Greek yogurt and granola, her favorite go-to, would do the trick. With so much nervous energy, she figured she might as well try and work some more. She scanned through various articles she had emailed to herself from one of the library’s specialized research databases. One in particular caught her eye, an updated profile on Dennis Rader, the infamous BTK Killer from Wichita, Kansas.

Rader had long fascinated Brooke, in part because he appeared so ‘normal’ on the surface of his life. Raised by church-going parents, Rader was a son, brother, father, husband, church leader, a respectable and helpful figure in the community, and an American Vet. He lived an unremarkable and simple life and appeared quiet, gentle, and harmless to those around him. With a medium build and soft mid-section, glasses, and neatly groomed facial hair to make up for his bald head, Rader looked like any other middle-aged Midwesterner.

Only, of course, he wasn’t. Beneath that benign exterior, a keen intelligence and violent sexuality constantly simmered. Brooke noted the way Rader would stalk his victims, primarily women, waiting to attack until they were sleeping or in the shower, at their most vulnerable and defenseless state. Rader would enter an individual’s home when she was away and hide in her attic or under her bed. In these places, Rader could watch his victims like a hunter watches his prey. His killings were fueled by sadistic fantasies of binding and torturing women, and he got off on playing over and over in his mind various sexual scenarios.

As the writer, producer, and actor in his own sick fantasies, Rader also left his signature at the scenes of his crimes, his own semen. Brooke knew it was not the killings themselves that fueled his hunger; it was the actual premeditation of the events and the replaying of the killings in his twisted mind that fed his dark soul. The thrill and excitement from these fantasies created an insatiable appetite for more, which in turn fueled his killing sprees. He had a need for power that could only be quenched by taking others’ lives and was known as the BTK Killer due to his style of binding, torturing, and killing his victims. Rader treated his victims like they were objects; he dehumanized them and treated them like expendable products that he could throw away.

Rader was a narcissistic, antisocial sociopath, and Brooke could see similar characteristics and traits in most of the classic cases she had studied. However, as she read through the article right then, something jumped out at her—the way Rader craved public attention and media interaction and yet thought himself invincible, uncatchable.

Rader’s narcissism was clearly illustrated in his letters to various media outlets in which he complained about not receiving enough coverage on the murders he committed. Rader even went to the extent to suggest names that the police and media should call him. As he revealed more and more about himself with each correspondence, it seemed clear that Rader virtually wanted to be caught. He had no remorse for his actions and viewed killing others as a game, and his victims’ struggling in the game of death was the ultimate prize. Like a champion demanding a gold medal, Rader wanted others to notice what a talented killer he was.

Brooke found it difficult not to view Rader as a victim of his own hubris, self-deceived into believing his bold success for more than a decade and a half made him untouchable. Rader, though, underestimated the speed and capability with which technology aided forensic evidence. Between the DNA collected from crime scenes and the evidence collected from the dozens of letters, Rader was cornered. He was given a life sentence—ten of them, in fact, one for each victim.

She expected to dream about the notorious case but slept like a rock until her phone rang Sunday morning. After a quick conversation with the caller, she dialed Jacob’s number.

“Hey, you up yet?” Brooke asked, already chuckling because they both knew the answer. For as long as they had known each other, she was the early bird, and Jacob, the night owl.

“Yeah, I’m up,” Jacob replied, his voice an octave lower than normal. “What time is it anyway?”

“You’re a bad liar—at least this early in the morning,” she said. “It’s a little after nine. I just got a call from Jack Reynolds, and he’s got some information about Alicia and wants to meet me to go over it. I told him I wanted you to be there, and he said no problem. We’re meeting at the Omelet Shoppe on 40th and Magnolia at 10:30.”

“He didn’t say what he found?” Jacob asked, sounding much more awake.

“No, like I said, we just had a brief conversation. You and I can find out together if that’s okay.”

“Yeah, that’s great—I appreciate it, Brookie. I’ll be curious to see if he found out any more than I did yesterday.”

“Hey, that’s right,” she said. “Did you hear back from your IT guy with Alicia’s IP address?”

“Yes,” he said. “It’s registered to Hector Gonzalez—who’s starting to sound more like a relative of Alicia’s than her best friend.”

“Hmm, interesting,” Brooke said. “It could be her brother or something…then again maybe not. Perhaps what Reynolds tells us will shed some light on it.”

“Let’s hope so,” he said, and she could hear the anxiety in his voice. “I’m just ready to get this over with.”

“Pick you up in an hour?”

“Deal—thanks, Brooke.”





Chapter 33

Jack Reynolds was already at the restaurant when they arrived, sitting in a corner booth. He looked like a former military man, about six foot, with a tanned, fit body and a firm handshake. Reynolds had salt-and-pepper hair, buzzed short, piercing blue eyes, and a square jawline. In his golf pants and polo shirt, he appeared relaxed but clearly used to being in charge. Brooke found him very attractive.

She made introductions and they placed their orders. Both she and Jacob had noticed the file folder in front of Reynolds, and the suspense at what it revealed about Alicia was unbearable. Jacob stayed cool, clearly trying to avoid the embarrassment of Reynolds knowing Jacob had been caught by this person claiming to be Alicia Gonzalez. Brooke had already decided to let him lead, and once their coffees arrived, she was relieved to hear him ask, “So, what were you able to find, Mr. Reynolds?”

“Please, call me Jack,” he said, pausing politely like a doctor unsure about how to break bad news. “Well, it’s not so good. I did some digging and things aren’t adding up. Are you sure you gave me the right name?”

Brooke said, “Well, it’s the only name we have—Alicia Maria Gonzalez. I sent you her email address, Facebook page—basically everything we know about her.”

“Yes, that’s the right name! Why? What did you find out?” Jacob’s cool demeanor was wearing thin.

Reynolds was slow to answer. “Well, I’m not sure how to tell you this, but the young Latina woman in the Facebook pictures looks nothing like who this woman actually is in real life. I mean she’s Hispanic and has light brown hair and eyes, but… this girl is really overweight.”

Brooke felt like she could practically read Jacob’s mind: Okay, fat? I can deal with that. Maybe it’s an old picture. So what, we can work on that. She can lose the weight. It’s just diet and exercise, no biggie. On the ride to the restaurant, Brooke knew Jacob was still seriously considering his relationship with Alicia. Despite his uncertainty, suspicion, and anger, he still wanted to believe she was who he thought she was. After all, he did fall in love with Alicia as a person, not just her looks. Brooke knew Jacob liked to believe he was good at fixing things emotionally and physically, and Alicia would be no exception.

Jacob said, “So, uh…is she fat? Like, how overweight is she?”

Reynolds answered, “Well, in her driver’s license photo, she looks like she’s about 200 pounds, but it looks like it’s an old picture. In her recent mug shots, I would guess she’s well over 200 pounds. She’s only 5’ 2”."

She and Jacob both gasped. There were so many stunning, razor-sharp pieces of shrapnel in Reynolds’ bombshell that they didn’t know where to start. Jacob said, “Mug shots—plural? And over 200 pounds?”

Reynolds nodded, opened the file folder, and slowly pushed it across to them seated together on the opposite side. “Yeah, I’m afraid so. A buddy of mine with the state bureau emailed these to me late last night, I asked for confirmation, and he sent these.” Reynolds displayed two more photos of the same, overweight young woman, apparently taken from surveillance footage at the Dade County Courthouse.

“Did you find anything else out? What was she arrested for? Why was her license suspended?” Jacob wanted to know everything.

Reynolds answered, “Well, her license was suspended for driving under the influence on three separate occasions. She was arrested because in one of the DUI incidents, she hit a pedestrian who, fortunately, only suffered minor injuries.”

“And when did this shoplifting arrest happen?” Brooke said, holding up another photo of the sad, droopy-eyed, spray-tanned, obese woman. Deep-set golden-brown hazel eyes. Round cheeks. Short, thin, mousy brown hair. No smile.

Jacob was shocked, “Who really is the girl? What did I get myself into? How could I be so stupid? I can’t believe I was so naive! To think we picked out engagement rings… We planned our future. Anything else?”

“It’s okay, Jacob,” Brooke said, putting her hand on his forearm. “Better to know now. It’s okay.” Jacob just sat there shaking his head, so Brooke waited a minute before asking, “Mr. Reynolds, what about Alicia’s son, Charlie? Does he exist?”

“Yeah, she does have a son, born in 2010, Charles Daniel Gonzalez. But there are no public records of him missing school this year or being treated in any hospitals or clinics.”

Brooke looked at Jacob and he seemed frozen, his eyes wide and unblinking.

“We also know she’s registered as having a red 2008 Honda Civic. She filed for bankruptcy two years ago, and there is a lien on her car. Her home address is actually a rental under her parent’s name. She works at a real estate agency and has filed for unemployment three times in the past four years.”

Brooke was starting to get worried because Jacob seemed in total shock. His stare looked vacant and his breathing seemed shallow.

Reynolds continued, “Again, I’m so sorry, Jacob. I wish I had better news. I will keep doing some digging and see what I can find out. But I’m afraid it looks like this woman has not been very truthful with you.”

Jacob sighed, “Thanks, Mr. Reynolds. As hard as all this is to hear, I’m grateful to you for uncovering the truth. What do I owe you?”

“Nothing,” said Reynolds, scooting out of the booth. “It’s all taken care of.”

Jacob and Brooke stood as well to shake Reynolds’ hand. Brooke said, “I can’t thank you enough, Jack. I’ll be in touch later about that other matter.”

He nodded, patted Jacob on the shoulder, and left the restaurant. They watched him get into a blue classic Mercedes convertible, probably at least 20 years old, and drive away. Brooke slid into the side where Reynolds had been sitting and took both of Jacob’s hands in hers.

“It’s going to be okay,” she said. “We knew this might be a possibility, and at least, now you know. I’m here for you, Jacob. You don’t need her.”

“What kind of person gets off on pulling shit like this?” he asked, his shock starting to wear off and reveal the blister of rage beneath. “Was she after me for money? Or just to see how stupid I was? And why me?”

“Who the hell knows, babe?” she said. “People like this… I tried to tell you before, borderline personality disorder can be a real mess. These people thrive on creating chaos wherever they go. She may not even know why she does what she does.”

Jacob was shaking his head again before exploding, “How could this happen to me? Why me? Am I not worthy of love? Am I not good enough for a hot woman that actually exists? What about all of our conversations? How could she play me for a fool? Am I really this stupid, Brooke? Tell me, am I? Please let this be a bad dream! Dear God, please wake me up and tell me this never happened.”

Jacob pushed his fingers through his hair before burying his face in both hands.

Tears had started to flow, and Brooke knew they were likely tears of grief as well as anger. On the surface, this kind of loss should be easier to handle than an actual death. But Brooke knew from her studies, that any time a primary relationship is ripped apart, no matter the circumstances, the same intense pain emerged.

She pulled a twenty from the wallet in her purse, placed it beneath her coffee cup, and collected the various photos and replaced them in the folder Reynolds had left.

Brooke suddenly felt deeply sad herself, but she wasn’t sure for whom. Certainly, for poor Jacob. But somehow there was a kind of pity and sympathy for this poor girl as well. There’s no telling what kind of life she had endured.

“Come on, babe,” she said, “let’s get out of here.”





Chapter 34

“Hello, I’m looking for Alicia. Is she available?” Jacob said, flashing his most playful smile.

He hoped he didn’t look as fatigued and distraught as he felt. The four-hour drive to Miami had stretched into almost six with so many additional travelers on the road because of the upcoming Thanksgiving holiday.

The hours since Sunday morning when Jack Reynolds had revealed the truth about Alicia blurred into a collage of sound bites and memories, all held together by his simmering rage and a bottle of tequila he’d found in the back of his pantry after Brooke left. She had been great and insisted on staying with him, but once he began coming out of his state of shock, Jacob wanted to be alone.

Apparently, he had convinced Brooke that he was okay enough for her to leave, promising to check on him later in the day. But by the time she called back around five, a plan had started forming in Jacob’s mind. The bottle of Gran Patron was half-empty, but once the seed of his plan took root, he started drinking coffee and made himself a sandwich. If he were going to drive to Miami later that night, the last thing he needed was to be picked up for DUI.

After eating, he tried to take a nap but found his mind too restless to sleep. He kept replaying conversations with Alicia in his mind, as well as those with Charlie, along with exchanges with Veronica and Hector. Somehow, they were all in on it, but there was no telling what lies Alicia had told them about her mysterious relationship with the Anglo up in Tampa. Jacob still couldn’t grasp what exactly Alicia got out of her deception. She hadn’t asked him for money, and she easily could have, and he would probably have sent it. Her voice carried real sincerity and compassion, a genuine love for him that had seemed so real. Maybe it even was real in her mind. But there was no way in hell they could have a relationship built on a foundation of nothing but lies.

Jacob must have fallen asleep because he awoke startled and found himself sprawled on the sofa in his condo. Checking his phone, he saw it was almost 2 A.M. He had been dreaming something about Alicia, holding her, wanting to make love to her, but unable to see her face, and then as she slowly turned toward him, it was the woman in the mug shots laughing at him.

He got up and made coffee, took a shower, and packed a duffel bag with a couple changes of clothes and his shaving kit. Then he sent an email to Lisa DeMato informing her that his grandmother in Pensacola had just passed away, and he would not be at work for the three days prior to the holiday weekend. He also composed a text to send to Brooke informing her that he needed some time alone and had decided to take off from work and head to Pensacola to visit his grandmother for Thanksgiving. Neither was true, of course. Well, except for the fact that his granny used to live in Florida’s panhandle.

Jacob was headed to Miami. He wasn’t sure what he would do when he got there, but he knew he would never get through this loss if he didn’t confront the woman who had wrecked his heart and shattered his ability to trust. After filling up his Lexus, Jacob took State Road 618 down to I-75 South, which would take him down and over to Miami. After rehearsing his journey only days ago, he had assumed the early morning hours wouldn’t include as much traffic, but between the constant convoys of eighteen-wheelers and SUVs, presumably traveling because of the holiday, it might as well have been rush hour.

No worries. He had plenty of time. The person he was going to see didn’t even know he was on his way. He’d missed a call from Alicia earlier while he was asleep as well as a text from her. Later, once he arrived and decided what he was going to do, Jacob would return her text and blame his delayed response on having a cold.

Meanwhile, he played out various scenarios in his head: waiting at Alicia’s home until she left for work and then breaking in and snooping around or knocking on the door and just watching her expression change as she recognized him or going to her work and seeing her panic as he began to cause a scene. Maybe he would go to Charlie’s school and pretend to be the boy’s uncle or some other relative; Jacob probably knew enough details to pull it off. Jacob would never hurt Charlie, of course, but it would be fun to know Alicia was suffering when her son didn’t return home from school, when she learned that a mysterious Uncle Jacob had picked up Charlie earlier because of a “family emergency”.

Jacob thought about the pros and cons of each potential scenario, and he decided that it would be easiest for him to go to her work. He really didn’t want to bring Charlie into the situation and cause any kind of disruption in the boy’s life; God only knew what kind of home life the real Alicia provided for her son. No, confronting Alicia at work would be perfect. He had the location of the Tropical Treasures business, which owned the IP address that Alicia had been using most of the time when she emailed him. She had always been vague about her work but indicated it involved real estate. When Jacob spotted an office called Sunshine Real Estate across the street from Tropical Treasures, he knew he’d found it.

It was here that she would be forced to talk with Jacob for fear of the scene he would cause in front of her co-workers. Jacob knew her job was important to her, that she was applying for promotion and would not want to jeopardize her chances. He walked in through the glass double doors leading into the lobby. Inside, there was a long dark wood desk covered with different metal wire baskets filled with files and loose papers. On the walls were framed pictures of iconic scenes around Miami−an outdoor café in South Beach, an airboat in the Everglades, a cheering crowd at a Miami Dolphins game, boutiques at Bal Harbour, a gallery in the Design District near downtown, and kids at the Seaquarium.

There was a cozy seating area with large white leather sofas and various magazines spread across the top. He went to the front desk in the lobby and saw a middle-aged attractive pale-skinned woman wearing thick black-framed glasses. As Jacob approached the desk, his heart was pounding against his chest, and he started to perspire. He thought about turning around, but it was too late, the woman had already seen him.

He needed answers and there was no going back. “Hello, I’m looking for Alicia. Is she available?”

“Would that be Alicia Gonzalez or Alicia Woods?” the woman said, returning his smile.

“Gonzalez, please,” he said.

“Oh, I’m sorry. She’s working from home today. Would you like her number? Or may I give her a message for you? Are you here about the group from Samsung?”

Jacob said, “No, I’m just an old friend. In town for a couple days and wanted to surprise her. Just wanted to catch up with her, see how things were going. I heard her little boy was really sick. I’ll shoot her a text or email her later.”

“I sure hope Charlie isn’t sick,” the woman said. “He was as rowdy as ever when he came in with Alicia earlier this week.”

“I’m glad to hear that,” Jacob said and meant it.

“Well, I’m sure she will be sorry she missed you,” the receptionist said and smiled back at him again.

“Oh, I’ll catch up to her one way or another. Thanks for your help. Have a good day!” he said and turned to leave.

Yes, one way or another, he would track her down.





Chapter 35

“Raise your right hand, ma’am. Do you swear to tell the truth, and only the truth, to the best of your ability in this court of law, aware that not telling the truth is a criminal offense?”

“I do,” said Brooke. She wondered whatever happened to telling the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth so help you God, and suppressed a smile. Probably something to do with swearing an oath to God mingling church and state. Butterflies fluttered along the edges of her insides, and she wished Jacob were there. His text about visiting his grandmother in Pensacola had surprised her, but maybe getting away from everything would help him clear his head and move on from this terrible business with Alicia. And maybe it was better this way; there was no danger she would feel like a traitor to Jacob’s defense team.

While Caleb Carver rose from the prosecutor’s table, Brooke took a deep breath, smoothed the ruffle down the front of her ivory silk blouse, and wondered if she had made the right decision in leaving her jacket buttoned. She hoped it made her look more professional, which was the point of wearing a suit in the first place, one she had bought just for the occasion, a grey two-piece with a subtle chalk stripe. Along with simple diamond stud earrings her parents had given her one Christmas and the simple strand of pearls she’d inherited from her grandmother, she had dressed for battle. Authoritative. No nonsense. Confident. Which wasn’t necessarily how she felt, but all the more reason for her suit of armor.

Brooke took another deep breath. The air felt thick and heavy, and even though her palms felt cool and dry, a bead of nervous perspiration trickled down her back. To her right, the jurors seemed restless, some watching her closely while others stared off in other directions, apparently miles away. Clearly, they were ready for the Thanksgiving break.

“Ms. Douger,” Caleb Carver walked toward her, smiling. She nodded and gave a half-smile in return. After a conference call with the two of them and Dr. Gregory last week, Brooke had met with Carver that morning. He recommended addressing her lack of experience right out of the gate, deflating any opportunity for Lisa DeMato to pounce on Brooke’s rookie status. Their strategy was to make it seem as though Dr. Gregory had selected her because of her lack of courtroom experience, thus ensuring her total objectivity toward the evidence. Good in theory, but they were about to see how it worked in action.

“Ms. Douger, please describe your background in criminal psychology,” said the D.A.

“I’m in the final year of the Ph.D. program in clinical psychology at the University of South Florida. My thesis is focused on criminal psychopathology and the elements, both within their personality and in their environment, that lead to the likelihood of someone taking human lives repeatedly. Dr. Paul Gregory, a world-renowned expert in criminal profiling, is directing my thesis and asked me to testify on his behalf here today.” She couldn’t believe how dry her mouth was but hated to take a drink of her water after only getting started. “I chose this graduate program based on the work of Dr. Gregory and was fortunate enough that he elected to work with me.”

Carver nodded and said, “Yes, the District Attorney’s office for the state of Florida is well acquainted with Dr. Gregory’s work and has called on him many times for his expert testimony in this court. Why did Dr. Gregory specifically ask you to be his proxy today?”

“Dr. Gregory is consulting on an urgent matter elsewhere for the Federal Bureau of Investigation. After reviewing the evidence and prior testimony in this trial, he asked me to consult with him on his findings and to testify on his behalf because of my concentrated research on how the mind of a murderer works. He also cited my lack of involvement in previous criminal trials as an attribute underscoring my objectivity. He considers me free of the professional bias that often results with psychologists like Dr. Cosgrove, who tend to testify at least a dozen times a year in criminal cases.”

“Objection, Your Honor,” said Lisa DeMato. “Speculative! Witness has no basis for disparaging the defense counsel’s psychological expert. Please have her assessment stricken from her testimony.”

Before Judge Ranier could respond, Carver said, “With all due respect, Your Honor, when Dr. Cosgrove was on the stand, I did ask her how many times she had testified in criminal trials this year and her response was ten, if I recall correctly.”

Ranier looked down her glasses and shifted her gaze from DeMato to Carver and back again. “Overruled,” she finally said, but added, “Ms. Douger please refrain from any additional comments about Dr. Cosgrove’s qualifications as an expert in her field.”

“Yes, Your Honor,” Brooke said as she nodded soberly. So far, Carver was a hundred percent accurate in predicting how it would go. He called it sleight of hand—directing the jury’s attention to Dr. Cosgrove’s frequent testimonies instead of Brooke’s lack of experience.

“Nonetheless, Ms. Douger, Dr. Gregory’s selection of you to represent him and his testimony based on your own expertise and objectivity is duly noted,” said Carver. “And I’ll cut to the chase. What were his findings after examining the evidence and court record of this trial?”

“Dr. Gregory considers Zach Barton, the plaintiff, as having narcissistic and psychopathic tendencies based on his wealth, status, and social entitlement. Barton has repeatedly displayed a tendency to resolve unexpected social conflict with an eruption of physical violence. Based on Barton’s own admissions of hostility toward Abby Winters, the deceased victim, in addition to other evidence—including his past criminal records—Barton possesses the mental and emotional capacity for taking the life of someone causing him mild distress.”

Although her responses were scripted and memorized, she had worked hard at delivering them in a natural, conversational way. While she wanted to sound like she knew what she was talking about, she still didn’t want to sound canned. She could wait no longer and reached for the bottled water on the tray next to her.

“And do you agree with Dr. Gregory’s findings?” asked Carver.

“Unequivocally,” said Brooke, pleased that she didn’t trip over the word she had practiced saying so many times. “Barton has all the psychological ingredients required in the recipe for a killer—narcissism, history of antisocial behavior, poor impulse control, and difficulty with empathy.”

“How can you and Dr. Gregory make such an assessment without having spoken with the plaintiff directly?” Carver asked, once again following the conversational route they had scripted.

“Based on the prior incidents, which you introduced to the court on November 14th, it’s clear that Mr. Barton struggles to control his behavior when other people do not conform with his wishes. The bar fights, altercations with management, and physical assaults on others in public demonstrate an irrefutable pattern of behavior.” They had Jack Reynolds to thank for that, of course, and while Brooke would have liked to be the one to introduce all the dirt Reynolds found on Barton, she understood why she couldn’t. In order to maximize those findings, Carver had to introduce it much earlier in his case, which he had.

“And how do you and Dr. Gregory respond to the defense counsel’s expert testimony that Mr. Barton displays no signs of antisocial tendencies, that his outbursts were simply exaggerated descriptions by jealous onlookers?”

Although Brooke had avoided any eye contact with Zach Barton, she couldn’t help but notice the way he sat smirking through her testimony. Relishing the response that she was about to give, she looked directly at him. “Psychopaths are naturally good at masking their emotions. But this causes those emotions to get bottled inside until they explode. After the explosion, psychopathic individuals use their extreme intelligence to justify or cover up their outburst. Also, based on the fact that Dr. Cosgrove’s diagnostic test was conducted in a controlled setting, Mr. Barton would have no trouble responding with the answers best exhibiting a healthy profile. And the test itself, well, according to Dr. Cosgrove, it’s still in development. The diagnostic tool may be unreliable at this time.”

Carver nodded, waiting to see if DeMato would object again. There was really nothing she could say to refute what Cosgrove herself had said on the witness stand—that is that the test was in its beginning stages of development, therefore making its reliability uncertain.

Instead of jumping up and attacking, DeMato kept her head buried in her notes, clearly ignoring the proceedings.

“Thank you, Ms. Douger. Nothing further, Your Honor,” said Carver.

Brooke took another sip of water and braced herself for the bullying assault she expected DeMato to deliver.

“Counsel, do you wish to cross-examine this witness?” asked Judge Ranier. DeMato stood and smiled smugly. “We have no reason whatsoever to cross-examine this witness, Your Honor.”

So, Brooke thought, I’m not even worth your time to try and attack. That’s fine by me. She smiled back at Ms. DeMato as Judge Ranier announced, “Thank you, Ms. Douger. You may leave the stand. Mr. Carver, do we have time for your next witness prior to our recess for the Thanksgiving holiday?”

While Brooke stepped down and returned to her seat, Carver went through the motions of checking his shiny gold Rolex watch before saying, “I would prefer that my next witness’ testimony not be interrupted by our recess, Your Honor.”

“Ms. DeMato, any objections?”

“No, Your Honor.”

“May I remind the jurors that they remain under oath to refrain any and all communications about this trial. If I receive any indication that outside conversations about this trial are taking place over the holiday weekend, I will reconvene this court immediately and sequester the jury indefinitely. Understood? I would like a verbal ‘yes’ from each juror.”

As if on cue, the bailiff walked over and stood in front of the jury box, pointing from juror to juror as each mouthed the requisite response.

“This court is hereby adjourned until 10:00 A.M. Monday morning.”

As Brooke left the courthouse, the late afternoon sun felt warm on her face. The air smelled fresh and crisp with just a hint of the sea, reviving her spirits. She had only been in the building a few hours, but it might as well have been a few days based on how exhausted she felt. She just hoped it was worth it, most of all not wanting to let Dr. Gregory down. Carver had assured her that she had done an excellent job and promised that he would be calling her again for future cases, which was reassuring. Nonetheless, as she made her way down the massive steps and toward the parking lot, she found herself replaying her testimony, second-guessing her responses.

“Hey, Brooke—wait up!”

She turned at the sound of a familiar voice.

“Well, hello, stranger!” she said upon seeing the bearded face of Kevin Majors grinning back at her. She waited until he caught up to her. “Back from your secret mission, I see.”

“I couldn’t miss your first time in court as an expert witness, now could I?”

“I didn’t see you in there,” she said. “Of course, I was trying to stay focused and not let my nerves get the best of me.”

“You did a great job,” he said, running his hand through his messy brown hair. “Seriously, I don’t think you could have done better. Brilliant strategy to address your lack of experience and turn it into an asset.”

“Thanks,” she said. They resumed walking slowly in the direction of Brooke’s car. Without even asking, Kevin shifted his backpack and reached for her briefcase in an attempt to lighten her load. She let him. “Big plans for Turkey Day?” she asked.

“Not really. My mother and step-dad are in Europe, and my sister’s up in Madison, Wisconsin, with her husband and two kids. She invited me to come, of course, but I really can’t afford to get away right now. This big story I’m working on—you know how it is.”

They stopped behind her Prius and set the bags down. “Why don’t you come to Thanksgiving dinner with me? Every year—well, the last few anyway—I go to Dr. Gregory’s. He and his wife usually invite a few grad students, a couple of family members, and make tons of food. It’s very relaxed. All the things you want a holiday to be without the drama of spending it with family.” She leaned against the back of the car and smiled at him.

“That’s really kind of you, Brooke,” he said. “Are you sure? I mean, I wouldn’t want to crash the party or anything.” He leaned beside her, and she liked how natural it was for him to close the distance between them. She was tempted to kiss him.

“Yes, I’m sure. It would be great to spend some time together. Besides, you don’t want to be alone working when you could be gorging yourself on turkey and my homemade pumpkin pie, do you?”

“Well, when you put it that way, it’s hard to resist,” he said.

“We usually eat around two, so we can meet there, or you can come over around noon tomorrow if you want to help me bake pies.”

“I’d love to come over and help,” he said. Several county workers walked by, and Kevin waited until they had passed. “There’s still a chance I may need to work, though. But only if something breaks with my story. It probably won’t—I hope it doesn’t—but thought I better warn you just in case.”

Her shoes, a dressy pair of navy Valentino pumps she rarely wore, were killing her so she slipped them off. “Still not going to tell me, are you?”

“It’s the Surfside Killer,” he said, enjoying the surprised look on her face. “I’ve been in Miami for the past week shadowing an old college buddy of mine who works for the FBI now. When he was assigned to the case, I asked if I could tag along. He agreed and got permission as long as I agreed not to print any stories until after the case is closed.”

“I was just teasing you—you really didn’t have to tell me. But you’re right—that is a great exclusive for you.” She dug her keys out of her purse and unlocked the car, signaling it was time to wrap up their conversation. As much as she was glad to see Kevin, she really wanted to go home and change and go for a swim.

“I know,” he said. “I’m not sure why I didn’t tell you before—I guess I’ve just learned to be paranoid about the stories I cover, especially one as juicy as this one. Hey, I should let you go. You’re sure about Thanksgiving?”

“Absolutely, so quit asking, okay?” She tossed her shoes into the back seat followed by her briefcase and purse. “It will be fun—no talk of serial killers or Zach Barton or anything remotely related to work. Just lots of great food.” She leaned in and kissed him on the cheek. “I’ll see you tomorrow then.”

“I’ll see you then,” he said.

Brooke couldn’t tell if Kevin was more pleased by her invitation or by her goodbye kiss, but either way, he was still standing there smiling as she drove away. She didn’t know what to make of the fact that he, just like Dr. Gregory, was involved in the Surfside Killer case. Probably just a coincidence—or was it?





Chapter 36

It was only 10 A.M., but he was exhausted and unsure about what to do next. The sun blazed above him, more glorious than the paler version he was used to upstate, but he was too tired to enjoy it. Whatever he decided to do next, he needed some sleep before he could act, so he checked himself into a swanky hotel located in the heart of Miami’s hot spots off Ocean Drive. He wanted to go to Alicia’s house, but there was something inside of him that was very hesitant. The finality of it would be hard to swallow. He knew that it would be unbearable to see Alicia face-to-face, to have his image of her destroyed.

Just as he collapsed on the king-size bed in his small but beautifully furnished room, Jacob heard his phone. Alicia. Of course, she had no idea that he knew the truth. He had texted his faux-apology earlier that morning, and as far as she knew, everything was fine with their relationship. Probably calling to check on his “bad cold”.

“Hello,” he said, lowering his voice and trying to sound stuffed up.

“You poor baby! I’m so sorry you have a cold,” she said, sounding even happier and more upbeat than usual. “I’m actually working from home today. Charlie actually got out of bed and was trying to get that car you sent him to work. You are so thoughtful.”

“Well, I just want him to feel better and get past this. Somehow, I have a feeling he’s going to be just fine.”

“I appreciate that, babe, but we’re not out of the woods yet. We’ll see how he’s doing once chemo is done. I… I don’t want to hope for too much… only to be disappointed.”

“I know exactly what you mean,” he said. “Somehow it seems more painful when you’re caught off guard. When you don’t expect it.”

“Are you okay, Jacob?” she said. “You don’t sound like yourself.”

“Oh, I’ve never been more myself than I am right now. I’m just fine. How about you? Are you feeling more like yourself today? Maybe there’s something you want to tell me?”

“I think you’ve had too much cold medicine, babe,” she said and chuckled. “Get some sleep and I’ll check on you later. Gotta go. Love you!”

As much as he hated liars, he had just given Alicia an opportunity to come clean, and she ignored it. His future was clear. They would never have a relationship, but maybe at least he could have some closure. He was doing his best to keep his cool and play her game. There was no way that she was going to come out the winner in her sick and twisted little drama. She would not get away with hurting him like this. He would make certain of that.

In that moment an odd thought occurred to him: I wonder if this is how Zach Barton felt when Abby Winters was playing her little games with him. Did he feel the same kind of rage and pain that now eats at me? Was this what led Barton to take measures into his own hands?

His phone rang again and he almost dropped it, snapping him out of his monstrous fantasy. Brooke calling, probably to check on him after reading his text that morning. He let it go to voicemail because he knew if he talked to Brooke, he might tell her everything—that he was in Miami and that he was going to confront Alicia.

He had an idea. What if he tried to contact Alicia’s half-sister, Jasmine Diaz, and confront her about Alicia? He pulled out his laptop, logged on to Facebook Messenger, and sent Jasmine a message asking her to call him about an urgent matter. Ten minutes later, Jacob’s phone buzzed with a local number he didn’t recognize—Jasmine. Time to begin beating Alicia at her own game.

After exchanging pleasantries, Jacob told Jasmine that he was in town and wanted to surprise Alicia. He told her to keep his visit top secret because he had something important to discuss with her before Alicia knew he was in town. Obviously, he was hoping Jazz would assume he was there to propose to her half-sister. She agreed to meet him for dinner and gave him the name of a place not far from his hotel.

When he arrived at Versailles, the restaurant Jasmine had chosen, Jacob discovered it served Cuban-inspired cuisine, not French. And it was definitely a happening place, reminding him of similar trendy restaurants back in Tampa. The building was made of white bricks with scalloped green awnings and tall palm trees that hugged the sides. Clearly a hot spot for both visitors as well as locals, the atmosphere oozed a refined sense of tropical luxury, Cuban and Spanish-American in its décor and staff.

Normally, this was just the kind of place that Jacob loved to be around, a place where everyone who was anyone hung out. Jacob ordered a guarapo, a slightly sweet iced beverage made by squeezing fresh sugar cane; the taste was pure and satisfying. As he sat waiting for Jasmine to arrive, he decided he had nothing to lose by telling her the truth. If Alicia were as deceptive and manipulative as Jacob suspected, then Jasmine would not be surprised by his revelation.

Sitting outside on the patio, he saw a gorgeous brunette approaching. The woman had an imperial walk, and she appeared to have a slight hop in her step as she moved towards him. She had long flowing locks of butterscotch ringlets that sprinkled against her bronze skin. Her eyes were golden brown, warm, and inviting.

His heart sank and he rubbed his eyes, unable to believe what he was seeing—who he was seeing? Alicia? Oh, my god! My mind must be playing tricks on me, he thought. I must be hallucinating. How can this be? This woman looks exactly like the pictures of Alicia I have grown accustomed to seeing online. Confused, he nonetheless felt a short-lived sense of relief. Maybe the girl of his dreams did exist.

The woman smiled, all dazzling white teeth, and extended her hand. “Jacob?” she said with her eyes fixed on him.

He tried to speak, to nod, but felt speechless, paralyzed.

“Jacob, it’s me, Jasmine.” When he didn’t respond, her eyes narrowed in on his face, and she looked at him through the corner of her eye as she hastily scanned the restaurant for someone else who fit Jacob’s description. She felt a sudden rush of embarrassment, and her cheeks were flushed with color over the thought of mistaking the man for Jacob.

“Jasmine?” Jacob said, standing up as if he suddenly recognized her. “I’m sorry—I was a million miles away with my mind on work. It’s so great to finally meet you.”

“I’m so happy to finally meet you, too!” she said in a relieved exclamation. “Alicia has told me so much about you. It’s so nice to have a real face to put to the voice over the phone. Your pictures don’t do you justice.”

Jacob was totally freaked out. He couldn’t help but wonder, Is she in on this, too? Is this some kind of sick joke? He pushed away the thoughts that were barging in on him and leaned in to kiss Jasmine on each cheek. She smelled sweet, like a cherry blossom in spring, and her skin was warm to his touch.

“Please, sit down,” he said, pulling out her chair.

“Thank you,” she said, “what a gentleman. Alicia won’t know what to do with being treated so well.”

Jacob reseated himself and signaled for their waiter, who came right over and took their drink order. He couldn’t take his eyes off the beautiful woman across from him. But then it began to dawn on him—Alicia had used pictures of Jasmine for her own. All those great shots that Jacob thought were Alicia were actually her half-sister. He felt slow for not instantly realizing this and wondered if Jasmine were aware, or even complicit, in the ruse.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” she said. “You seem… preoccupied. And I have to admit, you look different than I expected. The picture I saw must have been an old one.”

“Yeah, I could say the same thing about you!” he blurted before he could stop himself.

Jasmine raised an eyebrow, baffled by his comment. “Really?” she said. “How did you think I would look? Alicia told me she had showed you my picture before. But maybe she was afraid to—she’s pretty insecure about her looks. But you probably know that—you’ve certainly seen her enough times, I’m sure.”

He couldn’t stop himself from laughing, thinking it might be easier than expected to win Jasmine to his side. If there were already tension between the sisters, then he would have an easier time getting Jasmine to align with him and tell him the truth, once and for all, about Alicia. Their drinks came just then, and they tasted their guarapos, savoring the sweetness.

Finally, he just came out with it: “Are you aware Alicia has been showing me pictures of you and telling me they were pictures of her?”

“What?” Jasmine looked as confused as he had felt when he first saw her. “Why would she do that? I’m not tracking…”

“You’ve never looked at Alicia’s Facebook page or her Snapchat shots?”

“Well, it’s been a while,” Jasmine said. “I work for a government defense agency, and I’m currently on a project that limits my online abilities for personal use—you know, all the paranoia about foreign hackers.”

Before she could say another word, Jacob pulled out his phone, made sure he had Wi-Fi, and pulled up some evidence. “These are all of you, right?” He thrust his phone screen right in front of Jasmine’s face.

She gasped and her eyes widened. “Oh my god, I simply cannot believe this! That little bitch! This is over-the-top even for her.”

“So, you had no idea?”

“Oh, she used to post pictures of me I didn’t like—you know, as a prank,” Jasmine explained. “But to my knowledge, she’s never tried to use my pictures for herself.” Then her mouth flew open again, and she said, “So, you thought I was Alicia when I walked up, right? That’s why you were acting so weird?”

He nodded and smiled, “Exactly.”

“We have a lot to talk about,” she said. “A lot.”





Chapter 37

Thursday morning Brooke slept in, grateful for the rare opportunity when she could do so guilt-free. In her dreams, she had been looking for Jacob, searching his condo, and then the courthouse, and then walking up and down the beach hoping to spot him, but he was nowhere to be found. She knew it was just her anxiety expressing itself, fueled by her love of him, but it still left her feeling uneasy.

Nonetheless, as she lingered in her pajamas with a second cup of coffee, it was good not to have to rush to campus and felt like a true holiday. Outside wisps of clouds seemed to be dissolving across a blue sky, and after checking the temperature outside, which was an unseasonably warm 89 degrees, she decided to go for a run before showering and starting the pie baking.

Torn between driving to the beach and staying close to home for her run, she chose the latter for the sake of time and safety. The streets and sidewalks seemed mostly deserted, but she did pass a few other runners and people walking their dogs. Everyone seemed especially pleasant, smiling or even wishing her a happy Thanksgiving. As she finished her last mile, Brooke was pleased with herself and knew it would be easier to enjoy the sumptuous meal that afternoon.

Despite her good mood, however, she remained worried about Jacob. Still no word from him since last weekend when Jack Reynolds had revealed the truth about Alicia Gonzalez. Jacob had not been in a good place when she left him on Sunday, and it troubled her that he hadn’t called all week. His only communication had been the brief text on Monday informing her that he was going to Pensacola to visit his grandmother.

Brooke still wasn’t sure she believed him, but maybe he really did just need some time away.

As she downed a bottle of water, she decided to call Jacob one more time, using the holiday as her excuse. It went straight to voicemail: “This is Jacob—I’m in court or otherwise unavailable, so leave a message, and I’ll get back to you as soon as I can.”

“Hey, Sweetie,” she said in her most upbeat voice, “Happy Thanksgiving!” Then she was unsure of what else to say but felt silly leaving such a short message. “Just thinking of you and hoping you’re okay. I am definitely thankful for you and for our friendship. I hope you know how much I care about you. So, eat a lot today, and if you get a chance, give me a call, okay? Love you. Bye.”

Well, at least she’d tried. Leaving her message reminded her to call her mother as well, something she wasn’t all that excited about doing. Their fifteen-minute exchange was pleasant enough before Brooke used her baking as the excuse to end the call. She turned on the oven to preheat and headed for the shower, mentally going over the recipe to make sure she had all the ingredients.

Her heart wasn’t in it, though.

She still couldn’t get Jacob out of her thoughts.

The rest of the holiday floated along at a leisurely, gentle pace. Kevin had shown up at her apartment around noon, bringing two bottles of wine for the festivities at Dr. Gregory’s. They had watched the rest of the Macy’s parade on TV while she mashed pumpkin and added sugar and spices for the filling of her pies. She was surprised at how easy it had become to be around Kevin; they truly seemed comfortable being together.

And that had carried over to the holiday meal at Dr. and Mrs. Gregory’s home.

Brooke had counted a dozen guests, including herself and Kevin, who enjoyed the platters of turkey and bowls of stuffing, along with all the fixings—mashed potatoes, sweet potato casserole, green beans, cranberry salad, and homemade bread. And dessert was over the top with seemingly every one of her favorite treats—pecan pie, coconut cake, a chocolate soufflé, along with her own pumpkin pie. The wine flowed as freely as the conversation, and everyone, including Kevin, seemed to have a wonderful time.

She and Dr. Gregory had managed to have a quick chat in his study, going over her testimony at the trial as well as his update on the Surfside Killer case.

“It’s one of the most disturbing cases I’ve ever worked,” Dr. G said. “The killer is obviously fixated on a certain kind of woman—all the victims are similar in appearance and body type.”

“Is there a pattern with where the bodies have been found? I mean, besides on beaches?” Brooke asked.

“Not that we can tell. The locations zigzag the state, back and forth from one coast to the other. The killer obviously knows Florida, and which beaches are deserted this time of year. I actually met someone on the team who specializes in forensic geography, if you can believe that.”

“Fascinating,” she said. “Did you happen to meet Kevin when you were down in Miami? He was down there embedded with the FBI team, writing about it for a future exclusive.”

“No, I’m afraid I didn’t,” Dr. Gregory had said. “I was around a number of FBI agents, but today was the first time I ever met Kevin.”

“Hmm, that’s odd.”

“Still, I have to say,” added Brooke’s mentor, “I like him. You two seem quite comfortable around each other.”

“Early days,” she said. “But for what it’s worth, I like him, too.”

As the glorious sunny day faded into the autumn twilight, guests had started to leave. She and Kevin had stayed to help with the dishes and cleanup, but most of it was already under control, thanks to Mr. Gregory’s niece, a grad student in Gainesville, who was visiting for the holiday.

Although it seemed much later, when they finally said their thank yous and goodbyes to the Gregorys, it was only eight o’clock. Brooke was prepared to invite Kevin back to her apartment for a nightcap, but he beat her to it by suggesting they watch a movie at his place. Eager to see where he lived, she couldn’t resist. While he cued up the original Miracle on 34th Street, she grabbed a bottle of wine in his surprisingly clean and well-organized kitchen.

Early the next morning, she found herself lying in Kevin’s bed with him gently snoring beside her. It had been a long time since she had chosen to be this physical with someone, let alone fall asleep in his bed, and she really hadn’t intended it to happen that night with Kevin. But one thing led to another, and it seemed like an inevitable ending to a nearly perfect day. She didn’t regret it, but still it was hard not to wonder where their relationship was headed.

She hated to admit it, but she still wrestled with her feelings for Jacob. With Alicia finally out of the way, shouldn’t she be telling Jacob about her feelings for him? Wasn’t this the opportunity she had been hoping for? But still, it didn’t seem right. On the heels of discovering the truth about his online love, he seemed too fragile and depressed. Brooke was afraid that if she told Jacob how much she loved him now, he would think she was just trying to console him.

Kevin complicated things. Plus, she was a little pissed that Jacob had not even bothered to text her with a quick “Happy Thanksgiving”. Maybe she was having second thoughts about what she had once felt for Jacob. Whatever it was, she found herself staring at the ceiling in Kevin’s tiny bedroom, wondering if she would wake him if she got up and made herself a cup of tea.

Deciding to risk it, she slowly crept out of bed, grateful to find a bathrobe on the back of his closet door. She tiptoed into the hallway and pulled his door shut. After a quick stop in the bathroom where, yes, she peeked in his medicine cabinet and looked in a couple of drawers, she was shocked by how neat he was for a bachelor, once again.

Cold medicine, allergy pills, razors, Band-Aids, cologne, beard oil, combs—everything had a place.

Brooke filled the electric kettle and, while waiting for it to boil, noticed a doorway across from the bathroom, which she presumed was the second bedroom he used as his office. Peeking in, she flipped on a floor lamp and realized that the room was something of a catchall, with a computer desk in one corner and the washer-dryer against the other wall. That was when she noticed an opened suitcase overflowing with clothes on the floor. A bloodstained shirt was spilling out of it.





Chapter 38

“So, you won’t tell her you’ve talked to me?” Jacob said.

He and Jasmine had finished their meal at Versailles, with neither one having much appetite. He had picked at his snapper, served whole and stuffed with herbs and lemon, and Jasmine barely touched her salad niçoise with grilled shrimp. An open-air patio to their right sparkled with miniature white lights along the sculptured boxwood hedges. It was a lovely place—especially with a beautiful woman sitting across from him, but the focus of their conversation obscured his pleasure. Alicia—just the thought of her name sent a jolt of pain through him.

“Not if you don’t want me to,” Jasmine said. “And it’s a good thing I’m flying to Washington tomorrow with my team, or I might just have to give my pathetic little excuse for a sister a piece of my mind. I’d love to do it at dinner tomorrow, with all of our family there. Bringing Charlie into her wild lies-what a desperate cry for attention. She’s pathetic!”

She pushed a thick strand of lustrous brown hair behind her ear, and Jacob noticed the exotic turquoise earrings she was wearing. “How I wish I could be there when you finally tell her off so I could watch the expression on her face! You ought to just show up at Mom’s house tomorrow just as they’re about to take their first bites of turkey! I’ll give you the address if you want.”

He tried to smile. “Yeah, well, I’m not sure what I want to do right now. I just can’t believe I fell in love with someone so cruel and despicable. I feel so stupid. I’ve always thought I was pretty smart, but this…” Jasmine reached across and placed her hand, cool and soft with perfect French nails, on top of his. He hated for this beautiful woman to see him so raw and vulnerable, but Jacob had no defenses left. Shifting away from his embarrassment, he said, “So you won’t be able to have Thanksgiving with your family?”

“Afraid not,” she said, shaking her head as she let go of his hand. “I’ve learned to live with it—when our nation’s defense is at stake, what can I say? No, I’ll be on an Air Force G5 trying to hear my boss over the engine noise. I’m sure they’ll save me lots of leftovers. How about you? Are you going back to Tampa for the holiday? Maybe it will help you forget all of this.”

Jacob signaled their waiter for the check and said, “Yeah, I need to get back to work, too. It was impulsive for me to come down here… I just couldn’t stand not knowing any longer. It was driving me out of my mind. Thank you for telling me the truth. You don’t know how much that means to me.”

The waiter returned with their check and placed a small black leather portfolio on the table.

“I’ve got this,” she said, snatching the book and sliding a credit card in before handing it back to the waiter.

“No! I can’t let you do that! Here let me get that,” Jacob said. “I never let a lady pay.”

“It’s the least I can do. You seem like a nice guy, Jacob, you really do. I’m sorry you got caught up in my sister’s web of lies. She’s always been a little wacko, creating trouble wherever she goes, but to my knowledge, she’s never done anything like this.”

“She’s awfully smooth not to have done it before,” he said. “I’ve always been a good judge of people—or so I thought.”

“I’m sure you are,” she said. “And for all I know, she might’ve done it before. Like I said, my job consumes me, and I don’t have time for my own social life, let alone keeping up with Alicia’s.”

She looked up, smiled as their waiter returned, and quickly signed her name to the slip. Once they were alone again, she reached in her purse and said, “Here’s my business card. I’ll write my cell on the back. Call me if you have any more questions or if you feel like Alicia’s not telling you the truth.”

It was clear their conversation was over so Jacob stood as Jasmine rose from the table. They stood in silence for a moment, and he noticed how beautiful her liquid brown eyes gazed back into his. “I know this is crazy,” he said, stepping closer. “But sometime, after I’m over this, would you be willing to have dinner with me again? A proper dinner, with no mention of… you-know-who?”

She touched his shoulder, smiled, and said, “I’d like that. Let’s stay in touch.” Jacob wondered if it would be the last time that he would ever see Jasmine or not.





Chapter 39

“What do you think you’re doing, Brooke?”

She froze at the sound of Kevin’s voice. “Uh, hey—nothing, just, you know, looking for an old shirt or something I could wear while I washed the gravy stains out of my blouse.” She slowly stood and turned around, leaving the bloody-looking shirt on the floor where she’d been crouched.

“In other words, snooping,” he said and flipped on the overhead fluorescent lights, blinding her. “Do you know what time it is? Couldn’t you sleep?”

She forced a smile and said, “Sorry I woke you.” Crazy thoughts had started darting through her mind the moment she saw the crimson Rorschach in the glow of the LED penlight on her key ring. Images of Kevin hacking the body of some defenseless woman in Miami, unavoidably splashed by innocent blood. But that was impossible, right? She knew Kevin and knew how he made her feel. Maybe it was just a coincidence that he had been in Miami for the past week, right? And who would keep a blood-splattered shirt around anyway, other than, well, Hannibal Lecter and Dexter?

“Are you okay? I’m sorry if I startled you,” he said, pulling her toward him and holding her close. Brooke could smell the clean musk of his body and hated how much she desired him. But she couldn’t just pretend she had never seen that bloodstained shirt. It was now or never.

She pulled away from their embrace and said, “Actually, I… I guess I was snooping, sorry. I was looking for your washer and dryer, and when I opened the door, I noticed… well, that,” and she motioned toward the floor behind them. The sleeves of the stained garment, apparently once a white dress shirt, reached out toward them.

“Oh, my god, you’ve got to be kidding!” Kevin said and burst out laughing and then kissed her forehead. “Come here, I want you to see this, okay?”

She tried to share his amusement, but her nerves remained on high alert. Was he going to reach in that suitcase and pull out the same knife to use on her? She couldn’t move. She couldn’t breathe.

“Every year at the office,” he said, holding up the crumpled shirt with its bright Rorschach stain, “my co-workers give me a hard time for not dressing up at Halloween. Our boss throws a big party, everyone gets drunk, and more than a few people have hooked up without removing their masks, if you know what I mean.”

Brooke nodded and managed to walk one step toward him.

“So, this past Halloween, I decided to freak them all out with a good scare,” he continued. “I went to Goodwill and bought this dress shirt and this blazer.” He pulled a tattered corduroy blazer from the bottom of the suitcase. Originally a dull blue, it too was splattered with patterns of red-turning-to-brown. “I wore it all day, like I normally would at work, and then went straight to our office party. After everybody got there and had thrown back a few, I went in the bathroom, poured fake blood all over my face, neck, and chest, and stuck this in my throat.” He pulled half of a very realistic looking straight razor from the bag, and she winced automatically. “And then I came out screaming and scaring the holy bejesus out of everyone!”

Kevin held out the fake razor, and her hand was shaking as she took it. Gently testing it, the plastic blade felt spongy to her touch. It had a flesh-colored band so you could wrap it around your neck. It really was just a prop.

“Oh, look, here’s the rest of the fake blood I used,” he said and held up an empty canister dripping with scarlet goo. “I really should have just thrown all this away, but whenever I thought of it, I hated for my neighbors to see me carrying down an old bloodstained suitcase. What would they think? What did you think?”

Brooke couldn’t help herself and started crying and laughing at the same time. “Well, I thought…” He didn’t let her finish but swept her up in his arms.

“Oh, my god, you thought I—” Holding her to his chest, Kevin said, “I’m so sorry, babe! Did you really think I was Jack the Ripper?”

“Well, no,” she said and kissed him on the mouth. “Yes, I guess… I didn’t know what to think, okay? Forgive me. With the Barton case and the Surfside Killer… I guess my mind immediately wanted to jump to conclusions.” In the bright fluorescent glare, what had looked like blood only moments ago now looked too bright, too garish. She felt silly, like a little girl seeing monsters in her closet that became nothing more than dresses on hangers when her mother turned on the lights.

“I understand,” he said. “I don’t blame you. Please know I could never! Like you, I can analyze that kind of stuff, talk about it, and write about it, but I’m not sure I’ll ever understand it.”

She nodded and led him toward the door. “Let’s go back to bed.”





Chapter 40

After his meeting with Jasmine, Jacob returned to his hotel. His mind wouldn’t stop spinning as he thought through his next steps. Not wanting to be alone, he headed for the hotel bar and ordered bourbon on the rocks. He noticed a text and several calls from Brooke but wasn’t ready to talk to her yet.

The whole thing was surreal. As angry as he was about Alicia, he couldn’t help enjoying himself with thoughts of Jasmine. Of course, in one sense, it felt like he was finally meeting the woman he thought of as ‘his Alicia’ because Jasmine’s pictures had been used. And Jasmine was as beautiful, and seemed as classy and smart, as he had come to believe Alicia must be. Plus, he had impulsively asked Jasmine if she would be willing to see him again, and she seemed sincerely pleased by his request. Wouldn’t it be funny, after all this, he thought, if Jasmine and I ended up together? He downed the last of his Maker’s Mark and ordered another.

He was torn about what to do. Part of him wanted to stay in Miami and stalk Alicia until the moment was right to confront her. The other part wanted to take his time and think this through. After all, didn’t they say that revenge was a dish best served cold? Maybe he could come up with some way to hurt her as deeply as she’d cut into him. In the meantime, he might just sit there and drink. Between the drinks and wine at dinner and his second, or was it third, bourbon, he was finally starting to feel the mellow numbness that melted Alicia from his mind if not his heart.

The hotel bar began to fill with new arrivals, out-of-towners there for the holiday or bosses closing one last deal before a long weekend off. Glancing up at the ball game on the flat screen, Jacob noticed a sexy woman smiling back at him from the other end of the bar. She wore a form-fitting lacy black dress cut so short; he could see the curve of a cheek peeking out from the edge of the barstool.

Shoulder-length platinum blonde hair framed a beautiful face and fell on shoulders expertly kissed by the tanning bed. A gold heart pendant pointed down to her ample cleavage, as if any man wouldn’t notice otherwise. Her attention shifted as a suited businessman, a heavyset, older type, bald with a fringe of white hair, came up behind her to order a drink and test the waters. The young woman turned and said something that made the man laugh and then began to loosen the repp-striped tie around his neck. He whispered something in her ear, and she laughed louder than he had.

Jacob knew her type, and at the moment, her company didn’t sound so bad.

Usually he despised this kind of woman who was so obvious about for whom she was looking and how much she cost, but at least she was transparent. At least you knew what you were paying for. Not like that bitch Alicia, playing head games for her own sick, twisted fun. God, he hated her. Lying about her own son, for god’s sake. Who could lie about that kind of thing? He hated himself for being such a sucker. How could he have allowed this to happen?

“Hey, there you are, stranger,” said a sultry voice and he knew to whom it belonged before he turned. “Been here long?” She finished the last of her drink through cherry lips.

He smiled and said, “Long enough. How ’bout you?”

Her arm was touching his, and she smelled of roses mixed with something sharp like citrus. Or maybe that was just the lime in her vodka and tonic.

“Just got here,” she said, leaning into his shoulder so she could put her lips closer to his ear. “Got off work and thought I’d pop over for a drink or two. You visiting for the holiday?”

“Something like that,” he said. “Bartender—can we get two more? Maker’s Mark and a vodka tonic with lime for the lady.” The hip, bearded young man behind the bar nodded and began pouring their drinks.

“So, uh, you meeting someone or are you alone?” Jacob felt himself being intoxicated by her presence as much as the bourbon. Why did beautiful women always have this effect on him? It was his weakness and he hated himself for it.

“Yes, I’m meeting someone,” she said and then added silkily, “you.”

He grinned and dug a twenty out of his wallet for their drinks. “Keep the change,” he told the bartender who thanked him and winked as he nodded toward the woman.

“Something tells me you’ve used that line before,” Jacob said.

“Lots of times. Well, hey, why fix it if it ain’t broke, right?” she said, batting impossibly long eyelashes. Then they both laughed and clinked their glasses in a toast. “To new friends,” she said.

“I’m Connor,” he said, using his favorite alias, which was the beauty of having a last name that sounded like a first name. He felt a blissful, dull buzz washing over him.

“Samantha—Sami,” she said. She remained standing and her left hand rested on his right knee. Then leaning in to whisper in his ear: “You like to party, Connor? Maybe you and I could start giving thanks a day or two early.”

“Oh, yeah, I like to party, Sami,” he said. “And truth be told, I got some bad news this week, so I could sure use something to make me feel better.”

“I’m sorry, sugar,” she said, her hand sliding up his thigh. “I’m all about making you feel better.”

He threw back the rest of his whiskey and realized how badly he needed to find the men’s room. “I’ll be right back, Sami,” he said, adding, “Got to make a call—a call of nature,” and then laughed at his own joke as only a drunk can do.

“You better be right back,” she said, then forming her wet lips in a mock-pout. “I’m not going anywhere.”

Jacob staggered through the lobby and found it more crowded than the bar. He glanced around until he saw the sign for the men’s room. He liked the hotel, how bright and clean and elegant it felt, how even the bathroom seemed tasteful with marble tiles, dark oak molding, and porcelain fixtures. While taking care of business, he heard the door behind him and suppressed a giggle thinking how hot it would be if Sami had followed him. Instead, it was the bearded bartender, who nodded and began washing his hands. Jacob nodded back, lost his balance, and braced himself against the wall.

“You okay, man?” the bartender asked in a friendly tone. “I know Sami can be a little too much to handle sometimes.”

Jacob looked over his shoulder and realized the young guy was talking to him. “She’s a knockout, that’s for sure,” he said, zipping up and joining the young man at the sinks. “And it’s about time my luck changed.”

The bartender handed Jacob a couple of towels to dry his hands and said, “She has expensive tastes, if you know what I mean.”

Jacob smirked, “Oh, yeah, I know exactly what you mean. Women, can’t live without ’em, can’t afford to live with ’em.” He laughed at his own joke once again, and the bartender politely joined in before following him out.

When Jacob re-entered the bar, however, Sami was nowhere to be seen. More bodies had crowded into the place, and the sound of voices, the college bowl game on screens above the bar, and the clatter of glasses overwhelmed him. He looked around for his new buddy the bartender and caught his eye. The bartender shrugged as if he, too, didn’t know what happened to the sexy vixen. Then Jacob saw her, out in the lobby of the hotel, waiting by the elevator with the old, fat, bald businessman she’d been flirting with before she’d hit on Jacob.

A cold, electric current washed over his body as Jacob cursed her under his breath. Suddenly sobered despite the amount of alcohol in his system, he stormed over to the bar and ordered a double. The bartender said, “Guess she found a higher bidder. Sorry, buddy.”

“No worries,” Jacob said, forcing a smile. “She really wasn’t my type anyway.” Although he sat there for another hour, he never re-gained the blissful buzz he’d cultivated so carefully before Sami ditched him. Finally, he decided to call it a night and head up to his room. Alone on the elevator, the very same elevator that Sami and her sugar daddy had taken that evening, Jacob smiled to himself. “Good luck, bitch,” he muttered. “I hope you get what you deserve.”





Chapter 41

Monday morning Brooke knew she was paying for playing all weekend. Pulling into the parking lot a block from the courthouse, she thought she looked pretty good, all things considered—that she had ironed only the front of her blouse, which of course meant she had to wear a jacket, which in turn meant her navy ‘interview’ uniform since she had worn the new grey chalk stripe when she testified. With her grandmother’s pearls and a new shade of lipstick called Fresh Berry Crush, she hoped she looked more put together than she felt.

She still felt guilty for neglecting her research and not grading student essays.

Between getting ready for her testimony right before Thanksgiving and spending time with her new boyfriend—Is that what Kevin was? She had fallen behind. When was the last time that she had met someone like Kevin, someone whom she loved being with so much? Maybe things were moving too fast between them now, but it was a nice problem to have.

Brooke noticed she wasn’t the only one who had enjoyed the long holiday weekend; the courtroom buzzed with animated whispers from various clusters of reporters and visitors. She looked for Jacob even though she knew he wouldn’t be attending and instead saw Kevin smiling back at her. She waved to him and raised her eyebrows as if to ask, “What’s going on?” Kevin shrugged back at her and mouthed, “Who knows?” before smiling and turning back towards the defense team.

Looking for a vacant seat, she saw D.A. Carver motioning her forward and pointing to a vacant seat behind his table. The dapper district attorney looked like he was already ushering in the Christmas season with his dark green suit, white shirt, and maroon tie. Brooke rushed toward him and nearly tripped in her navy heels with the ankle straps.

“We need to talk,” Carver said, leaning in confidentially. “I may or may not need you to testify again, okay?”

“Sure, of course,” she said. “Has something happened?”

Before he could answer, the bailiff boomed, “All rise! The Honorable Judge Ranier is now holding court.” Carver turned to watch the judge’s entrance along with everyone else. Brooke thought they were supposed to begin closing arguments today, but it sounded like Carver had something else in mind. As the jury was brought in and seated, she tried to read their expressions but most looked as stoic and stone-faced as ever.

“Court is now in session,” said Judge Ranier. “According to my trial notes, I believe we’re ready for your final witness and closing arguments, correct, Mr. Carver? Or does the State rest its case?”

“Actually, Your Honor,” he said, “I would like to call two witnesses back to the stand if I may.”

“And which two witnesses, Mr. Carver?” said the judge, her voice thick with disappointment.

“I would like to recall Dr. Ann Choung to the stand followed by Mr. Brent Barton,” said Carver.

“Ms. DeMato, any objections?”

“No, Your Honor, not as long as I retain the right to cross-examine each after Mr. Carver has completed his… new interrogation.”

Laughter and chatter erupted in the courtroom at DeMato’s sarcastic tone, and Brooke had to admit, the defense attorney was impressive.

“Silence!” barked Ranier. “Order in this court!” She waited for the noise to fade before saying, “Proceed, Mr. Carver. Dr. Choung, may I remind you that you are still under oath? Do you understand?”

The attractive Asian-American woman seated herself on the witness stand and said, “Yes, Your Honor.” She was dressed in a Diane von Furstenberg red skirt suit that set off her sleek black hair. Brooke admired the way the medical examiner managed to look fashionable, even sexy, while appearing totally professional as well.

Carver stood halfway between the galley rail and the witness stand, a star performer taking center stage. “Dr. Choung, you performed the autopsy on Abigail Winters, correct? Which you described for this court a few weeks ago on November 12, if my notes are accurate.”

“That is correct,” Choung said.

“And when you examined Abby Winters, did you find her to be with child?”

“Yes, I did,” said Choung. “At the time of her death, Ms. Winters was approximately 3-4 months pregnant.”

“Did you run a paternity test on this unborn child?” asked Carver.

“Objection! Relevancy? Where is the prosecution going with this?” snapped DeMato, quick on her feet.

“No, I did not initially,” said the medical examiner. “However, last week I received a request from Detective Lawson who is in charge of this case. He made a formal application for DNA testing to be conducted on Ms. Winters’ unborn child.”

Brooke’s mind ran in several directions as she tried to imagine where Carver would take this line of questioning. She had to assume it had something to do with Zach Barton being the father of Abby Winters’ child. So, why did Carver tell her he might need her to testify again? Craning to see Zach Barton, she noticed the way his right leg bounced rapidly beneath the table. He appeared anxious and fidgety, like a little boy sitting in church, with no sign of his usual smirk.

“Let me back up a moment, Dr. Choung,” said Carver. “Is it even possible to test for paternity on an unborn child?”

“Yes,” the doctor said confidently. “Paternity can be determined as early as the seventh or eighth week, although the most accurate results occur after the first trimester, which as you know, is twelve weeks. Ms. Winters was to this point, so I consider the paternity test we conducted to be highly accurate.”

“Very good,” said Carver, “thank you, Doctor. Now, were there any unique gene markers or abnormalities in your findings?”

“Yes—this unborn child stood a 98.7% chance of Tay-Sachs disease, a rare disorder that progressively destroys nerve cells in the brain and spinal cord.”

“I see,” said the D.A. “And is Tay-Sachs disease fatal in most cases?”

“In infants, yes,” she said. “The child experiences delayed motor skill and brain development and other impairments. Most cases of infantile Tay-Sachs die by the age of four years.”

“Tragic, very tragic. So, adults cannot develop Tay-Sachs disease?”

“No, they can,” said Choung, sounding every bit like the professor lecturing her students. “Late onset Tay-Sachs usually occurs in adolescence or early adulthood. It manifests differently but still often causes brain damage, mood disorders, and psychological trauma.”

Carver paused dramatically and looked toward the jury even as he continued to question Dr. Choung. “Did you run your DNA findings through the state or national database of criminal offenders? If so, was there a match?”

“Yes, I did as per normal procedure with this kind of request. No, there was not an exact match.”

“Just to verify, Dr. Choung, there were no exact matches to any of the millions of criminal DNA samples logged in law enforcement databases?”

“That is correct,” she said, remaining expressionless. “No exact matches.”

“So that means the plaintiff, Mr. Zachary Barton, could not be the father of Abby Winters’ baby, correct? Because this court has already established in Detective Lawson’s testimony several weeks ago that Zach Barton is in the state databank thanks to a toxicology screen obtained at his last arrest.”

“You are correct. Assuming Mr. Barton’s in the database, he did not match the DNA of Abby Winters’ child. He was not the father.”

“Thank you, Dr. Choung. Nothing further, Your Honor. Unless the defense wishes to cross-examine, I would like to recall Mr. Brent Barton to the stand.”

Judge Ranier looked to Lisa DeMato, who shrugged and made a shooing motion with her hand as if to say “get on with it”.

Brooke remained as confused as ever, and then she got it. When preparing for her testimony, she had run across a psychiatric assessment that Carver had authorized on Brent Barton. Labeled as slow most of his life, Brent had been diagnosed with a learning disorder and below average I.Q. Which Brooke had assumed would explain why big brother Zach was so protective of Brent as well as why Brent idolized Zach and followed him around like his shadow. Returning her gaze to the witness stand, she noticed Zach whispering in DeMato’s ear, who immediately sprang up.

“Objection, Your Honor,” said DeMato. “Mr. Brent Barton has already testified to this court regarding his relationship with Ms. Winters. Mr. Carver is simply wasting all our valuable time regarding a matter—the loss of Ms. Winters’ child—that is irrelevant to this trial.”

Ranier looked at her thoughtfully and tilted her head, which only reinforced Brooke’s opinion that the judge needed bangs to help camouflage her especially broad forehead. “Overruled,” the judge finally declared. “You may proceed, Mr. Carver, but move it along. Mr. Barton, please remember you are still under oath to tell the truth.” He nodded, but Brooke could see fear in his eyes—and big brother Zach was literally about to jump out of his seat. Lisa DeMato was busy whispering into her client’s ear while her young colleague on the other side kept a hand on Barton’s shoulder.

“Thank you, Your Honor,” said Carver. “Brent, you had a sexual relationship with Abigail Winters, as Ms. DeMato just reminded us, correct?”

“Yeah, me and everyone else she knew,” he snorted. His attempt to mimic big brother’s usual bravado wasn’t working.

Carver paused and stood directly in front of the young man. Brooke noticed how disheveled Brent Barton looked and how his yellow tie really didn’t match his checked suit. Tension ran like an electric current through the air as she, and everyone in the room, waited for the D.A.’s next question.

“Mr. Barton, do you suffer from Tay-Sachs disease? Has anyone ever told you that? Perhaps your doctor—maybe your father or brother?”

Brent Barton began to cry and instantly looked like a little boy playing grown up. For several seconds, Brooke could see the war raging inside his head until finally the dam of self-control broke. “Yes, yes, and I hate it! I don’t like being different! I hate being treated like a ree-tard—freakin’ hate it! And that bitch laughed at me—laughed at me—said she didn’t want our kid growing up to be gimp like me! Zach, he tried to protect me, but I’d have him kill her again if I—”

“Shut up! Just shut up, Brent, okay?” Zach Barton leaped to his feet, and the bailiff rushed across the room to keep Barton from approaching his brother on the stand. The courtroom exploded in a frenzy of voices and shocked expressions finally punctuated by Judge Ranier’s gavel.

Afterward, Brooke couldn’t remember what had been said or who said it, but she, like everyone else in the courtroom, knew this trial was over.

For the first time, I’m starting to worry about getting caught.

It’s not that anyone suspects me, at least not as far as I know, but it’s that sense of possibility, the realization that all it takes is one wrong turn or one witness who remembers seeing me—or worse, happened to snap a pic in the bar where one of my victims was last seen.

I’ll just keep being careful, like I did on my little Miami excursion, and make sure nothing’s left to chance. What’s that old saying, “The devil is in the details.”?

I decided to drive instead of fly, partly because it was cheaper, but also because it gave me more control. If I flew, then I’d need to rent a car, which poses a whole new set of problems. Nope, I like driving my car, and most women seem impressed by it, so I called in sick and that gave me a few extra days to play over the holiday weekend.

Looking back, I was actually a little disappointed that it wasn’t more challenging. If anything, it’s like this poor woman was waiting on me. There was no way I was going anywhere near South Beach with all its celebrities and reality-star wannabes.

I had scoped out Evergreen Beach late Friday afternoon after encountering far too many dog walkers, joggers, and bicyclists all around West Palm. While I was tempted to find me a nice rich bitch in Boca Raton, I also knew those types usually think they’re smarter and come with security measures of some kind, even if it’s just a five-dollar bottle of pepper spray from the 7-11 on the corner.

Just a couple miles inland from Evergreen Beach, I found my kind of place, a joint called Sunsets. It had once been a biker bar but with every inch of real estate turning to gold in South Florida, some conglomerate had bought it but retained its rough-and-tumble appearance to attract hipsters and other young professionals looking for a novel place.

Wearing shorts and a polo shirt, sunglasses and a ball cap, I went in right before happy hour, found a spot on the deck overlooking an estuary, and drank a couple of beers while I watched the after-work crowd come in. The humid air hung thick and smelled faintly of tar and saltwater. I didn’t want to stay long, just long enough to see who might catch my eye.

I was just about to leave when I heard, “This seat taken?”

Older than my usual type, but she had sun-blonde hair, electric-blue eyes, gorgeous golden skin and this killer smile. Well, I guess technically, I had the killer smile, but you know what I mean.

“Please,” I said, scooting to make room. “Go ahead.”

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m new at this… and don’t want to drink alone and hate sitting at the bar, you know? I’m Leslie.”

She extended her hand and we shook. Her palm felt warm and smooth, radiant with life and a strong pulse in her pretty wrist. I gave her the first name that popped into my head and made a note to remember it. As I signaled for our waitress, I noticed the damage too much sun had done to Leslie’s face and wondered how much older she was than I.

Turns out she was 42, newly divorced from a serial cheater, her second marriage that had failed, and had a grown daughter in school at Emory in Atlanta. She had grown up in Georgia just above the Florida state line but had been in the Miami area since 2002, when she had married her second husband. Leslie dabbled in real estate, but from the tennis bracelet she was sporting and the dainty, gold Patek Philippe on her other wrist, I suspected most of her income came from her divorce settlements.

“I know I don’t really fit in here,” she said, sipping a cosmo and looking around at the younger faces and tighter bodies all around us. “But I don’t fit in at the damn country clubs either, not to mention those pathetic, pretentious piano bars where all the sad divorcees go. I just like it here. Ooh, look at the sunset!” She turned, and we both watched the sinking sun ignite the horizon in layers of red, purple, and gold.

I liked Leslie but thought she was too high profile for my purposes. Besides, the place was packed now, and we could barely hear each other above the Beach Boys blaring behind the din of voices and drunken laughter. But just as I was about to make my excuses and leave, Leslie said, “Want to get out of here? I know a private beach only a few miles from here. We could get a bottle of wine…. and just relax.”

“That would be nice,” I said. “I’ll follow you.”





Chapter 42

Jacob awoke the next day with a sledgehammer pounding at his temples. His phone was ringing, and white light seeped through the slit in the velvet drapes. The clock on the nightstand displayed 12:47, and he had to think for a moment before he realized where he was. Finding his phone under a pillow next to him, he answered before looking even as he knew it was a mistake.

“Hey, gorgeous! I was starting to get worried about you.” Alicia sounded as bubbly as ever. “You feeling better? I figured the trial must have kept you tied up, right before the holiday and all.”

“It’s over,” Jacob said in a flat voice.

“Over? What’s over—the trial? That’s great, babe!”

“No, us,” Jacob said. “We’re done, Alicia. I know everything.”

She hesitated and he could hear the fear in her voice when she finally said, “What…what are you talking about? What happened yesterday, babe?”

“I know everything.” He tried to sit up but fell back against the padded headboard.

His heart pounded in rhythm with the splitting ache in his head. He was about to throw up.

“Jacob, y-you’re scaring me… what’s going on?” Alicia stammered, “What are you talking about?”

“Just stop it! Stop pretending!” Raising his voice only made his head hurt worse, and he couldn’t stop the tears from coming. “Why? Why would you want to hurt me like this? Why would you want to hurt anyone like this? What kind of sick freak are you?”

Alicia starting to sob softly, “Jacob… I’m so sorry. What… how did you find out?”

“Sorry? Sorry for what? For lying to me? For taking my heart and ripping it out of my chest and sticking a knife through it? Sorry for making me look like a fool? Sorry for allowing me to love you and love Charlie and think we were going to be a family? Sorry for posting Jasmine’s pictures all over the internet pretending they’re yours? Sorry for lying to me about your son having cancer? Sorry for what? What exactly are you sorry for, Alicia?”

“I… I never meant for things to get as serious as they did. Yes, in the beginning, it was just a game, but my feelings for you grew, and I wanted things to be real between us. Things are real between us.”

He laughed. “Real? Everything you said was a lie… There is nothing real about you… ha, ha, the joke’s on me, right?”

“No, I love you! I just thought that you would never accept me for who I am. I’ve been honest with you about my heart… I just struggle with my weight and have always had a poor self-image… I’m so sorry. You just seemed so different than any other guy I’d ever met.” Her words melted as she began to cry softly.

“Don’t you dare play the victim with me! I gave you a chance to tell me the truth,” Jacob said, “and you still lied. How long were you planning on stringing me along? Did you really think that we would ever be together? Did you really think that I would not find out? That I was that stupid?”

“Jacob, please let me explain. We can get through this. I never wanted to hurt you.”

The sound of her voice only made the throbbing in his head more painful. He managed to get out of bed, found a glass beside the ice bucket, and ran water from the tap. “No, it’s over. You are not the woman I fell in love with. That woman does not exist. You’re dead to me. So just leave me alone. You’ve destroyed my life so just have the decency to leave me the hell alone. I’m done, empty. There’s nothing left inside me. Nothing.”

“Please,” Alicia cried, “Jacob, do not do this to me. What about Charlie? You’re not going to walk away from him, are you? He needs you, Jacob. He needs you just as much as I do. He is sick, Jacob—you can’t do this to us right now.”

“Charlie? No, that’s on you. You did this to your own son. I am not walking away. You did this, not me!”

“Jacob, I will die without you! Please… what can I do? I will do anything!” Alicia sobbed, “Anything!”

“I wish I’d never heard your name. You are dead to me. We’re through!”

After he hung up, he stood there staring at his phone before turning it off and tossing it back on his bed. He sipped from the glass of water, and began digging in his messenger bag for some ibuprofen. The cap wouldn’t come off and when it finally did, the bottle jumped from his hand, and capsules spilled all over the tan-carpeted floor. He fell to his knees and began to pick them up as tears washed across his face. Unable to hold them back, he cried so hard he couldn’t breathe, which only made his head spin and his stomach protest, and he barely made it to the bathroom in time before he threw up.

He splashed cold water on his face and brushed his teeth before dragging himself into the shower. Warm, pulsating jets of water massaged his head and body, and he allowed the rest of his tears to fall. Gradually, his nausea subsided into a tide of exhaustion. He couldn’t think anymore. He couldn’t feel anything. He had to rest.

Toweling off, he slipped on shorts and retrieved his phone. In the past ten minutes, Alicia had tried to call him a dozen times but only left one message, which he deleted without playing. He also noticed Brooke had called twice that morning and texted: “Doing okay? Miss you. Call me when you can. xxoo, B.” How he wished he could have listened to Brooke when she had tried to warn him about the red flags she saw with Alicia. He wanted to call her and tell her everything that had happened since he’d arrived in Miami, but he simply had no energy. He was just so tired but feared he wouldn’t sleep for long without help.

Shutting his phone off again, he plugged it in to recharge. Then he searched through his shaving kit until he found what he thought of as his first aid kit, a small mint tin filled with a few Xanax, an Ambien, and a half-dozen Adderall. He refilled his water glass and swallowed two that would make him sleep, pulled the drapes tighter and crawled back into bed.

He slept without dreaming. When he awoke, the room was totally dark, and he had no idea how long he’d been sleeping. He lay there re-orienting himself and trying to return to full consciousness. Glancing at the clock, he realized he had slept over twelve hours; it was early morning, still several hours before dawn. His head ached but not like before. He got up and used the bathroom, downed a glass of water, and grabbed his laptop before getting back in bed.

“What the—?” For some reason his email didn’t pop up as usual. He propped himself up on pillows and tried again, this time confirming that the hotel Wi-Fi was working. Yet again, he received an error message alerting him to use his correct log in ID and password. Staring at the screen, he suddenly knew what had happened and yelled, “NO!” It was all he could do not to throw his MacBook Air across the room.

“I’m going to kill her,” he said.

Alicia had changed his password. He had shared it with her inadvertently once when they were talking about childhood pets, and he had told her about his boyhood dog named Allie, short for Allie Gator because of the way the little Dachshund moved on such short legs. Jacob had let it slip that using ‘AllieG’ and his birthday was his default password. Later, he’d considered changing it but decided to leave it as a gesture of his trust in Alicia and their relationship. There were no secrets…at least on his end, and he had nothing to hide. If only she had felt the same way.

Now, of course, she had severed his trust. And since he wasn’t returning her calls, he didn’t even want to look at his phone screen—she had played the only card she could come up with. Alicia hoped he would call her to insist that she give him the new password she’d created after deleting his own. Apparently, he assumed, it did not matter if he called her in a crazy rage. What mattered was that she would have contact with him and have another chance to beg his forgiveness, probably with some sob story. He could just hear her, “Oh, babe, Charlie is in the hospital!”—the same old bullshit like everything else she had told him.

An odd sense of calmness washed over him. Something felt different inside. It was as if he’d been set free. He had felt chained to Alicia and Charlie. He had told so many of his friends about them. Maybe he was just holding on because of his pride, but things felt different in this moment. Alicia had crossed the line by changing his password, but he was not about to give in to her childish games. He would create a new email account, get a new phone if he had to. Nothing that Alicia could do or say could make things right. Their relationship was over. OVER. There was freedom in this thought. He owed them nothing. He was free. FREE. He felt a shift in the atmosphere. It was an amazing feeling. A feeling that made him feel like he was alive. He wished he had thought things through before answering the phone and allowing his hangover to blurt out the truth about knowing her deception.

But that was okay.

He was in control now.





Chapter 43

“Hey, beautiful, how was your Thanksgiving?”

“Hey, I was getting worried about you!” Brooke smiled at hearing Jacob’s voice and listened as he launched into a summary of his time at his grandmother’s as well as an excuse for why he hadn’t called. She wasn’t buying it, though. She had known Jacob long enough to know when he was lying. But considering what he was going through, she decided to let it slide.

“I’m so sorry about your phone,” Brooke said, trying to sound sincere. “I almost didn’t answer because I didn’t recognize the number.”

“Yeah, I felt so stupid dropping it in the toilet at Grandma’s,” he said. “I’ve dried it out in a bag of rice all weekend and will take it to the Apple store tomorrow if I have time. Meanwhile, I bought this cheapie at a Walmart on the way home.”

“So, how you doing… with everything?” she said, unwilling to bring up Alicia unless he did.

“You know, Brookie, I’m feeling better than I’ve felt in a long time,” he said, and she believed him. There was no mistaking that Jacob Connor confidence when life was going his way. “I feel like I’m back in control of my life.”

“That’s great, babe,” she said, switching to her Bluetooth so she could begin a load of laundry. “You sound really good. You’ve certainly been through the emotional wringer, so I’m really happy to hear you sounding like your old self again.” She tossed in one of the detergent pods and hit the start button. Checking the dryer, she found a forgotten load of towels, which she took out and dumped on her sofa.

“Well, I feel even better than that,” Jacob said, laughing. “This is the new Jacob, one unwilling to let other people get him down. I feel surer of myself than ever before. Just wait, you’ll see!”

Brooke smiled at his bluster and swag as she clicked on the TV, muted it, and flipped to a news channel. “You sure sound an awful lot like the old Jacob I know and love, but I’ll take your word for it.” She began folding towels, her mind racing through all that she would need to do before the next morning.

“And how about you? How was the annual gathering at Dr. Gregory’s?” he asked.

“You know, it was really great—better than usual even.”

She hesitated about whether to mention Kevin or not and decided she would wait and tell Jacob about Kevin in person. Glancing at the flat screen, she realized a reporter was giving an update on the Surfside Killer case. “I ate too much, of course,” she said, wishing she could get off the phone before the report ended. The scroll at the bottom of the screen read, “Latest victim of SSK discovered, name has not been released, believed to be a prostitute from South Beach area…”

“You and me both,” he said. “Yep, my granny knows how to cook a turkey. I swear she wasn’t happy unless I had a plate in my hand.”

“Hey, babe, can I call you back? Looks like Dr. G is giving me a buzz,” she said, unable to stand it any longer.

“Of course—no need to call back. Just wanted to check in. Hey, will you be around tomorrow?”

“Yes, I should be,” she said.

“Great—let’s talk then. Bye—love ya.”

She felt bad for ending the call so quick, but Jacob sounded like he was in a good place. Restoring the volume, she just caught the end of the report, “….and FBI spokesman Richard Hodges has just released the latest victim’s identity as 32-year-old Samantha Lynn Sawyer, a part-time dancer and full-time call girl in the South Beach area. Known to friends as ‘Sami’, she was last seen alive Tuesday night at The Grove, a hotel bar less than three miles from where her body was discovered this morning at a construction site near Buena Vista Villas. Hodges stressed they are closing in on apprehending a suspect but urged women, especially those going out alone or working night shifts, to remain vigilant. An anonymous source in the department revealed that they are treating this as a copycat case of the infamous Surfside Killer. More as this story develops. For Tampa’s 10 News, I’m Amanda McClure.”

Brooke felt a shiver telegraph itself down her back. A copycat killer, really? She clicked to another channel, an old black-and-white movie apparently, and muted the sound once more. She knew Dr. Gregory had returned to Miami on Saturday and knew he would feel terrible that they had not caught the killer before another victim had been claimed. I wonder if they’re really close to apprehending a suspect, she thought, or if that’s just the FBI playing mind games with the real killer?

Today was the day that I will fulfil my destiny in life, the very reason that I was put on this earth. This was a special victim. A victim who would not receive the usual treatment. No, my plan with her is short but oh-so-sweet.

I got a hot shower and dressed in my finest suit. Today was a day of celebration, and I needed to look the part. I got into my car and drove to a modest neighborhood that had probably once been a nice development in prior decades. Now, the entrance was weathered, with spray-painted graffiti across its ‘Welcome’ sign, as though it had not been kept up for years. Cars, many with smashed fenders or two-toned paint, lined the streets while discarded appliances, faded toys, and fast-food bags littered most of the lawns.

A few Santas, a couple of snowmen, and a life-size plastic nativity set competed with withered brown grass and succulents, the only reminders of Christmas only a few weeks away. It was midday, and the neighborhood appeared deserted in the glare of the tropical sun. Schools were not out for the holiday break yet, and most residents were likely at work or home sleeping in preparation for their graveyard shifts. It was exactly like I wanted it to be.

Checking the address again, I had no second thoughts, no apprehension, no contemplation about whether this was a good idea. I was confident, elated, and on a natural high. It all seemed so clear to me now—this was what everything in my life had shaped me to be. Everything had been leading to this. I parked my car down the block from my victim’s house, so I would not be seen from the living room window.

Walking up the sidewalk to the front door, I paused and took a look around.

Scattered amidst a sun-bleached rock garden, I saw a kid’s bike lying on its side with a flat tire, and I smiled wondering about its owner. I also noticed an old plastic swimming pool caked with dried leaves and pine needles, a rusted-out charcoal grill, and several unread newspapers still in their plastic bags.

This was it—show time. Running my fingers through my hair, I adjusted my sunglasses and rang the doorbell. My heart was racing with excitement, and my feet felt as though they were lifted off of the ground. No one answered, so I rang the bell again. I knew she was home—I had not been watching her all week for nothing.

As the door chimes echoed and faded, I could hear heels clicking against the floor on the other side. My stomach churned in anticipation and the door slowly opened. It was like watching a film in slow motion. The woman’s eyes popped wide, her body tensed, and her mouth opened in a perfect silent ‘O’ of surprise and confusion.

“Hello, Alicia,” I said in a mischievous tone. “It’s good to see you…”

The woman smiled nervously.

I slowly pushed her back into the entryway of her home, knowing I would soon be placing my hands tightly around her neck. She definitely weighed more than my last victim, but I would manage. I already had a perfect resting place and shell picked out.





Chapter 44

Hector drank his thick molasses colored beer lost in his thoughts and looked out at the beach from his perch at the bar. At first, when his bitch of a boss told him that he had to leave Miami and go to Tampa for a week, he was pissed. He hated leaving Alicia in such a distraught state. He had a lot going on dealing with Alicia, and when she found out about his going to Tampa, she insisted he meet up with Jacob to plead her case. Hector was becoming impatient waiting for Jacob. He anxiously shook his right foot, in a subconscious attempt to soothe his agitation. The shit she gets herself and me into! Did she really think she could keep playing with Jacob? What the fuck was she thinking? Now I have to sit here and wait for him to show up to smooth things over? What for? This is just fucking pointless and stupid!

From his bar stool, he could see hip twenty-somethings enjoying the beach, playing volleyball, and sunning themselves in the aureate rays. Multicolored striped umbrellas and seafoam green and pale-yellow beach huts lined the sand. He could see happy families with children wading in the surf looking for shells. He had met a macho-model type guy earlier at the bar, Juan, who had promised that the Tampa nightlife would be awesome. Across the way to his left was a small metered parking lot, he saw a beautiful champagne blonde with soft waterfall waves get out of a blue Prius. Well, well, Hector thought, things are looking better here in Tampa. I will have to get to know that one.

Brooke clicked the key pad to lock the doors of Carl. She knew Dr. Gregory had warned her about being careful, so she looked around and decided to be a little more careful than usual. She shook her head in a shiver fashion in an attempt to dislodge the dark thoughts swirling inside her mind. She had a tendency to obsess over trivial details, but it wasn’t the details that bothered her the most. It was the possibility that she too could just as easily become a victim of the killer. All the research and documentaries she’d watched were not doing her any favors. What is going on with this Surfside Killer? I feel so close to this case, but I can’t put my finger on what it is or what I’m missing. The killer is targeting young women. But, what’s his motive? And the shells…what’s the meaning? She thought that a run on the beach or a swim might help her organize the turmoil of thoughts jumbled in her head. She flicked off her sandals and squished the sand between her toes. The sun was set high, and the sky was baby blue with a few jumbo white clouds floating above the waves.

What a gorgeous day, she thought. The beach felt a little too crowded for her, so she walked a short distance looking for a quieter and less congested spot to setup her chair. She headed towards a small sand dune covered in marram grass when she heard someone call her name, “Brooke!”

Startled, she looked around and quickly scanned the beach trying to find the caller. In the distance, she saw a good-looking Hispanic man sitting at the beach bar. He smiled at her, but he wasn’t the caller. She continued to turn around, doing a 360. Then, she saw him waving at her.

“Brooke!” he called, as he softly jogged towards her.

“Hi, Kevin! I didn’t expect to see you here!” She was excited to see him, but a little unsure of why he was there.

“I know. I just thought that you might come here to clear your head. I thought that I would surprise you.”

“How nice!” Brooke said, still unsure if she should be flattered or alarmed by his ‘surprising’ her there.

“I thought that maybe we could walk the beach, talk, and, maybe, find a shell or two.”

“Sure,” Brooke replied in a neutral tone. There was something about Kevin that was mysterious, and she was drawn to his unpredictability. There was this side of her that was so intrigued by the unknown that her rational senses abandoned her. It was like she had to figure him out. I mean, that’s what she did best, right? Analyze and figure people out, before they have a chance to hurt her or disappoint her. Besides, she thought that maybe she could work something into their conversation to find out perhaps why Kevin hadn’t run into Dr. Gregory in Miami when they both had been down there investigating the SSK. It wasn’t that important, but it seemed to be a detail that kept popping up in her mind. She liked having all of her questions answered, even if they weren’t that important. Maybe he would have a new detail about the SSK that would salve her mind, and her other SSK thoughts would fall into place, too. Maybe she could bounce some ideas back and forth with Kevin. She smiled at Kevin and said, “Let’s walk this way. It’s not as crowded.” She grabbed Kevin’s hand and glanced at his beautiful green eyes. He caught her glance and smiled.

This will be good, Brooke thought. Little did she realize how close she was to having all of her SSK questions answered.





Chapter 45

Awakening with a stiff neck from the arm of the sofa, Jacob knew he’d dozed off.

He had been watching news coverage of the Barton trial and its spectacular ending. Apparently, little brother had more going on with Abby Winters than any of them realized. Jacob would miss working on the trial. He had certainly learned a lot from working at the firm and attending the Barton trial, broadening his knowledge of the justice system and criminal trials. But most of all, he’d learned a lot about human nature, and the powerful dynamic between women and men, the kind of warped love that could drive one to take another human life.

Now that the trial was over and his relationship with Alicia was over, it was time to begin a new chapter. Brooke remained his last connection to his past, the voice of his conscience, and a reminder of who he once had been. But he had seen her at the trial talking to that scruffy-looking reporter and knew they were probably sleeping together by now. He knew Brooke and her type, even though she claimed not to have one. Well, good for her, right? She deserved to be happy. And so did he. The time had come for him to move on, to be himself, his true self, for the first time and to discover all that he was meant to accomplish.

He sat up, held his head in his hands, and was tempted to return to his bed, but he suspected the outcome would be the same, now that he had started thinking about his future. He took a sip of bourbon and grabbed the remote and started flipping through channels again. Even at three in the morning, the same kaleidoscope of programs flashed by him—sitcoms, infomercials, old movies, reality shows, documentaries, and game shows.

The volume was low, but the buzz of voices and laugh tracks still annoyed him. Then a familiar scene flashed on the screen, a shot of nightlife along South Beach in Miami, where he had been only days ago. He paused and turned up the sound.

“…And here among the glamorous clubs and luxury boutiques of the world’s tropical playground, a killer still lurks, stalking his next victim. I’m John Clark and this is a special edition of News Owl that we call ‘Murder in Miami’.”

Jacob remembered seeing this show before, similar to 48 Hours or Dateline. The TV host, once a network news anchor, was an aging African-American man with compassionate eyes and a rich baritone voice. He wore a dark blue pinstriped suit, but no tie, while round tortoise-shell glasses framed his eyes. He had a wiry fringe of silver hair cradling his bald head like a halo, while a neatly manicured salt-and-pepper mustache gave him a distinguished look.

“A year ago, it was a hot summer, even for Miami,” said Clark, narrating as a montage of photos appeared onscreen, showing a beautiful brunette woman at various stages of her life—school shots, cheerleading, a beauty pageant, in an office setting. “The temperatures reached a sweltering 110 degrees, and the humidity draped a blanket of sticky heat over the South Beach area. Debbie McIntyre had just moved there from Spokane, eager for a change and the chance at a modeling career through an agency where a friend of her mother worked. The agency signed her, and Debbie got a job bartending while waiting for her career to take off. Life here was good, at least in the daytime. But after dark, the crime in Miami was about to reach to a new level.”

Jacob listened as Clark described how the woman’s body had been found in a swampy drainage ditch not far from an industrial park on the edge of the city. Debbie McIntyre was apparently the first victim of the Surfside Killer, a serial murderer of at least eight women over the past year. The victims were all attractive women who worked night jobs or who happened to be out late at bars and clubs. Candid snapshots of the various women flashed onscreen. Jacob hated to think ill of the dead, but the women all had a seductive look about them, a kind of predatory sexiness that he detested.

Clark was now cutting away to an on-site reporter, “Our affiliate station’s Susan Moore is on the scene in the Everglades. Susan, can you give us an update on the discovery of the latest victims surrounding this case?” A well-dressed woman appeared on the screen. She looked to be in her early thirties, young and fresh-faced. Her wavy chocolate-brown locks were pinned behind her ears, and she had that intense expression all reporters apparently learned to master. She spoke in a dramatic, scripted way, pausing frequently to emphasize the grave situation she was describing.

“Over the past month, the Surfside Killer has claimed at least two more victims. One was 32-year-old Samantha Sawyer, a dancer and paid escort whose body was discovered two days ago in the dumpster at a construction site on the east side of the city. However, late today, another woman’s body was found near this canal. While she has yet to be officially identified, investigators believe this body may be the remains of Leslie Salizar, a 42-year-old realtor missing since Thanksgiving.”

Jacob slowly drank his bourbon as Susan Moore droned on about the details of this woman’s life. He wondered how a killer would feel if he read the news or watched shows like this one. Did he enjoy the attention? Or did he just like knowing that he made other people, especially women, afraid?

“As you can see, behind me, investigators are working tirelessly to uncover more information about the woman’s body found here tonight. At approximately 3:00 P.M., the Miami Police Department received a phone call from Jaime Lopez, a retired welder who was fishing in the canal. I spoke with Mr. Lopez earlier today, assisted by an interpreter at his request.”

Jacob saw an elderly, white-haired man with a deep-bronze tan appear. He wore cut-off shorts and a wife-beater t-shirt and held a fishing pole. The reporter asked her questions in English as the translator, an attractive Latina with a thick ponytail, repeated them in Spanish. The old man’s accent sounded Cuban, and his eyes got big as he described his discovery.

When he stopped, the translator provided his description in English: “As he cast his rod and bait into the brown murky water, he felt something bump up against his boat. At first, he thought it was an alligator, but then as he looked more closely, he saw a large black plastic garbage bag with silver duct tape tightly wrapped around it. Curious, Mr. Lopez lifted it into his boat and pressed down on the wet plastic bag.”

Jacob watched as a dramatic recreation of the scene played. He thought it seemed a little too contrived, a bit too theatrical. The translator continued, “The contents inside felt firm yet his fingers bounced back. At this point, he was curious and cut a small hole into the top of the bag. Upon doing this, a rancid and fowl smelling odor pierced through his nostrils along with a small strand of flowing blonde hair that escaped from the inside of the bag. He continued to cut into the bag carefully to make sure that its contents were indeed a human body. This is when Mr. Lopez called the authorities.”

Susan Moore thanked both the fisherman and translator and once again assumed the spotlight. “As of now, authorities are ruling this case a homicide. This investigation has forced I-75 to be shut down for over six hours now, and word is that it will not be reopened until 5 A.M. tomorrow morning.”

Behind her, a dark swampy marshland created a desolate landscape. Large oak and mangrove trees glistened with dew as steam rose from the opaque waters. The camera then panned to show miles of swampland and tall strands of saw grass on all sides of the reporter. She said, “The Everglades is a subtropical wetland, 60 miles wide and 100 miles long. This land contains various forms of exotic plants and animals that include alligators. This vast and expansive land has been ideal for killers, having served for decades as a dumping ground. Often called Alligator Alley, one anonymous source from local law enforcement told me that dozens of bodies have likely been consumed by the hungry predators, making the victims’ deaths even more tragic. Now, back to you, John, in New York.”

“Susan, is this the first time a victim of the Surfside Killer has been found in this location?” John’s voice was that of a concerned father.

“Actually, if this body is indeed a victim of the Surfside Killer, it will be the third found near this location. Laura Ann Turner, age 34, and Stephanie Lewinski, age 23, were found in similar duct taped packages less than a mile away last September. Needless to say, police will be keeping a watchful eye on the surrounding vicinity, and our viewers are encouraged to call this hotline if they have seen anything suspicious in the Dade County area.” A toll-free number floated along the bottom of Jacob’s flat screen.

“Well, Susan,” John said, “It sounds like yet another tragic and horrific event took place there sometime over these past few days. We will check back in with you later to get the latest on efforts to apprehend this heinous killer.”

Jacob clicked the TV off as his mind sifted through assorted details from the program. He felt smothered inside by his feelings…like he had a huge weight pressing down on his chest. The deeper Jacob inhaled, the more his heart felt like it was gasping desperately for air. He needed some fresh air.

Standing on his balcony, the cool pre-dawn air kissed his face with moisture.

Birds twittered and somewhere a siren faded away. He saw a palm tree sway at the edge of the parking lot below. Outside reminded him it was a new day. Jacob smiled to himself.

I have never felt better, he thought, as he fingered the small shells in his pocket.
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