
Malicious Intent

Behind Closed Doors Series

 

A.L. Smith

 

 

 

Published by ALS Creations, LLC


Visit www.alsmithbooks.com for more information. 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means – electronic, mechanical, photocopy, recording, or any other – except for brief quotations in printed reviews, without the prior permission of the publisher. 

Any characters, occurrences, and/or places within this book have no relation whatsoever to any persons, events, or places bearing the same name or names. 


Edited by Scott Bury, The Written Word 

 

Copyright ©2023 A.L. Smith

All rights reserved.

ISBN: 9798218215279

 

 


DEDICATION

Kamisha Nicole Atkins-Bankston

 

Avalon Clark Borel

 

 

The world is empty without you.

 


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Special thanks to my hometown circle—Tootie, Wendy, Vickie, Ponda, Tonnette, Tracy, Whitney, Peggy, and my family—we don’t talk every day, but thanks for keeping me grounded. Special thanks my coworkers and colleagues, Blanca, Maria, Danielle, Angel, Barbara, and Miss Dorothy, for always encouraging me, and Katrina (the boss of all bosses) for always demanding something to read on her vacations; Dr. Linder for having a mind that is as twisted as mine; Dr. Walter Young, Dr. Macurak, Dr. Schwartz, Dr. Tarnasky, Dr. Lostak, Dr. Konda, Dr. Kankanala, Dr. Kedia , Dr. Eric Grant, and Dr. Bukhari for uplifting me with words of encouragement and motivation in a space that allows for both creativity and professionalism, and Dr. Kikkeri for actually comparing me to Maya Angelou—a comparison that I will never take lightly.  

Huge, HUGE thanks to Dr. Keisha Lockett-Burr, one of my military battle-buddies, and life-long friend, who reached out to me at a difficult time in my life with encouragement and blessings that overflowed; J. Addison for listening to my frustrations without judgement; K. Griggs, my Aquarius-minded friend with a free spirit; S. Gaston, a jack-of-all-trades; Rodney, Tosha, Anika and Donna; and of course, my nieces and nephews who think “Aunt T-T” is the bomb. 

To my Beta Readers, Lucy, Catracy, Blanca, Termeka, Miss Pat, Gia, Tracy, and Kennedy, who read Malicious Intent back in 2018; my Grambling crew, Charlene, Laprietta, Lawanda, Deidra, D. Baldwin, Tegrin, Funky D, and Michael Mack—I LOVE you guys to the moon and back. To Huey, Anthony, and Dother, thanks for bringing my characters to life.


FOREWORD

Malicious Intent was inspired by my love for crime fiction, my fascination with the fields of law and medicine, and my personal observations as a healthcare provider. A few years ago, I noticed an increase in the number of young people being diagnosed with HIV. Early in the research process, I saw an opportunity to educate the reader regarding current ground-breaking therapies to prevent the transmission of HIV after exposure.   

The first draft was completed in 2017, long before the pandemic. However, the main plot inadvertently addresses the process of viral transmission, replication, mutation, etc. While the story falls short of an actual pandemic, it foreshadows the subsequent devastation that we’ve endured over the past three years due to COVID-19. In addition to the subject of viral physiology, I was also able to discuss some of the perils of urban living, to include poverty, childhood sexual abuse, drug addiction, mental illness, and the perpetual disparities within the criminal justice system, particularly among African Americans. While the publication of Malicious Intent occurred nearly six years after completion, I’m convinced more than ever that nothing is by chance, and that all things occur at its appointed time.


If human behavior is 50 percent genetics, then the distance between good and evil is impossible to predict. But how difficult is evil to overcome?

– A.L. Smith
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Prologue

“On January 21, 1648, Margaret Brent became the first woman to stand before an all-male assembly. She petitioned the court for two things: to be recognized as a landowner, and to be recognized as Lord Baltimore’s attorney. Our first honoree was born on the same day, a few centuries later. I’m absolutely convinced, this was not by chance.” Judge Anika Addison paused for the boisterous response to the trivial piece of information, which had failed to make the final draft of Alex’s acceptance speech. Judging by the crowd’s response, the exclusion would have been a huge mistake. The presenter had pointed out a concept that Alex held very strongly. Everything happens for a reason. 

“She has been on the front lines of criminal justice reform in Louisiana, which is her home state, and in jurisdictions all over the country,” the presenter continued. “Her expertise as a criminal trial attorney, particularly in the defense of women, serves as an inspiration to women lawyers and girls aspiring to become lawyers. Tonight, we are proud to present the Margaret Brent Women Lawyers of Achievement Award to a fellow attorney who consistently demonstrates a passion for righting wrongs that might otherwise go unnoticed: Attorney Alexandra Phillips-Bell.”

The Margaret Brent Award is considered one of the highest awards for women in the legal professions. It was established in 1991 specifically to recognize and celebrate the accomplishments of women lawyers. There were five recipients this year, and Alex was the first to speak. For weeks, she’d struggled to crystalize her thoughts into a coherent speech. Even now, as she walked to the podium, she was unsure of the final message. This was typical of her. It wasn’t her first award, and it wouldn’t be the first acceptance speech she discarded enroute to the podium. 

“Fellow colleagues and members of our organization, it is with great pleasure and humility that I accept this award,” she began. “To the Honorable Judge Anika Addison, your kind words are not taken lightly.” 

Judge Anika Addison, the presenter of the award, was a fellow graduate of a historically Black university in the South. Hers and Alex’s schools were staunch rivals. In addition to this, their individual experiences as black women growing up in the south had played a major role in the trajectory of their careers. 

“When I think of Margaret Brent,” Alex addressed the crowd, “three words come to mind: strength, courage, and perseverance. Imagine standing in her shoes. A woman in the early 1600s, speaking with authority and advocating her own prerogatives in a male-dominated environment. As a female attorney with experience in a Louisiana courtroom, I can assure you, I understand her pain.” 

The thunderous jolt of laughter in the room caught her by surprise, but it was understandable. Unlike the other 49 states, Louisiana’s criminal justice system largely rested on the principles of common law. With twenty-one hours of exam time over a three-day period, it was by far one of the most challenging bar exams in the United States. Clearly, the rigors of practicing law in the state of Louisiana were well known. When the laughter subsided, Alex continued.

“One of the things that I admire most about Margaret Brent was her appreciation for the value of land. My grandfather was not an educated man. However, what he lacked in education was compensated through wisdom. Land ownership was very important to my grandfather and he spoke of it often. The Margaret Brent Award is special to me for many reasons, but the fact that she shared my grandfather’s spirit makes it even sweeter. 

“I stand before you today because of her courage and her determination. On behalf of women lawyers all over this country, I accept this award, its attributes and most importantly the charge to uphold the legacy of a woman who executed the will and the strength to pave the way.”

Her speech was followed by a slideshow compilation of her three groundbreaking cases, which redefined the crime of passion defense for women. At first, she struggled to hold back the tears. The dam broke when a front-page image of the verdict from Dana Toussaint’s case scrolled across the screen: “East St. Louis Human Trafficking Victim is Not Guilty.” Ken, her husband, grabbed her hand instinctively. He knew her so well and she loved him for it. The two had met during Alex’s freshman year at GSU. Since Ken was a graduating senior, their relationship seemed to have ended before it ever really began. A chance encounter at homecoming brought them back together shortly before Dana’s arrest. Dana’s ordeal, with all of its turmoil and pain, had fused them together. 

Dana Toussaint had been Alex’s college roommate. Dana had the misfortune of crossing paths with a drug dealer who had a penchant for young girls. At the age of 12, Dana became one of his victims, and her mother had brokered the deal to support her heroin addiction. After giving birth to her son during her senior year of high school, Dana found her way to Gretna State University, with the help of her grandmother. Ten years later, a visit to East St. Louis would bring her face to face with her abuser. In moment of rage, Dana ended his life in the parking lot of the convenience store that she and Mr. James frequented when she was a child. Facing a life sentence, Dana called upon her best friend to handle the case. True to form, Alex uncovered a piece of evidence that exonerated her friend. 

The rest of the evening was surreal. The drive back to the hotel was completely silent as the couple held hands and reflected over the night’s events. Unfortunately, the magic wouldn’t last. At the entrance of the hotel, the trill of Alex’s phone broke the spell.

“Alex, this is Chandler. I need your help.”

“Well, hello to you too, Chandler. How’s the wife, how’s the kids?” Chandler was the sort of friend who would never call in the middle of the night unless there was a serious problem. Making light of the situation, she braced herself and waited for Chandler to explain his ordeal.

“My wife was just arrested. She’s facing a murder charge,” he stated bluntly.

“I’m on my way. Tell her not to say a word until I get there.”

Dallas, Texas

“Good morning, ma’am. I’m Detective Rawlings. I’m trying to locate the next of kin for Kasey James.”

The knock at the door had startled Ms. Pedigo because she rarely received any visitors. She’d moved from Alabama to Texas five years earlier at Kasey’s request. Aside from a few of the ladies from the church that she attended, she had very few acquaintances in her cozy little neighborhood in north Dallas.

“Oh my goodness,” she responded before the officer could finish his statement. She grabbed the photo that the officer held and clutched it to her chest. “Something’s happened to Kasey,” she stated matter-of-factly.

“I’m sorry, ma’am. The remains were recovered from the victim’s vehicle early this morning. We have reason to suspect foul play.”

The detective’s words were cut off by the lady’s uncontrollable sobs. 

“Ma’am, are you the . . . mother of the victim?”

The officer stumbled on his words, which was understandable. The frail-looking, elderly white lady was accustomed to the look of confusion that she got whenever her relationship with Kasey came into question.

“Biologically, no. I haven’t seen that . . . that . . . thing in over twenty years,” she said. 

“Would you mind coming down to the station?” the officer asked hesitantly.

“No, I don’t mind,” she said as she turned to retrieve her coat. “The poor child didn’t really have anyone except me. Not sure if I can offer much help, but I’m willing to try.”

Ms. Pedigo was visibly shaken as she entered the office of the medical examiner for Dallas County. She was whisked down the long hallway to where she presumed she would see Kasey’s body. Praying every step of the way, Ms. Pedigo remained hopeful that the entire ordeal was simply a case of mistaken identity. But when the coroner’s assistant removed the white sheet that covered Kasey’s body, her worst fear was confirmed.

“Who would do such a horrible thing?” she asked between sobs.

“We don’t know, ma’am, but we’re going to do our best to find out.




Part One

A Year Earlier

“Kasey, close your eyes and tell me the first name that comes to your mind.”

This was the doctor’s trademark technique for getting her patients to open up. It worked every time. Dr. Tolbert had been Kasey’s shrink for the past six years. Her predecessors couldn’t accept the fact that they weren’t hired to fix the problem. They were hired to listen.

“Chandler,” Kasey said slowly, responding to the doctor’s command.

“Describe him.”

The command was simple, yet her words were more powerful than she could ever imagine.

“He was absolutely gorgeous,” Kasey said with a sigh. “He had a smile that would light up a room and a face that was the closest thing to perfection that I had ever seen. And his body was as hard as steel.”

“Aside from the superficial things that attracted you to Chandler, what was the one thing you liked most about him?”

“He was all man—but at the same time, he was gentle.”

“Go on.”

“Chandler was the self-appointed protector of everyone and everything around him, including strangers and stray animals. That was the thing that attracted me the most.”

“If you had an opportunity to talk to him right now, what would you say?”

“I would tell him I love him.”

Enough for today, Kasey thought, glancing at the beautiful clock on the wall. “Seems I’ve run out of time, Dr. Tolbert. It’s been real. See you next week.”

Dr. Tolbert looked at her watch and nodded. This topic in their ongoing conversation was probably the most vital, but it was one that never seemed to get much attention. Most likely, it never would. The wounds were too deep. 

After leaving, Kasey went to a place called The Spot, which had become a routine post-therapy destination. It was an excellent way to unwind and replay the therapy sessions. A few rounds of vodka were exactly what Kasey needed to replace the painful memories of Chandler, which were intensified with each session. Chandler was the source of Kasey’s pain and confusion, but how could you love someone who continued to hurt you? The question lingered as Kasey prepared for bed that night. 

Chandler and Kasey had met ten years earlier, during freshman orientation. The unabating looks that they exchanged during the meet-and-greet were unmistakable and the attraction was instant. While Kasey spent the entire weekend trying to ignore the apparent chemistry, the time in Chandler’s presence ended far too soon, and the dreaded trip home was at the bottom of the list of pleasurable things to do. The two weeks that followed were pure torture, as Kasey couldn’t think about anyone or anything other than Chandler. Unfortunately, it had been that way ever since. 

Love was a strange thing. It could make you laugh, and it could make you cry. It also had the power to make you wish you had never been born. That was Kasey’s vibe the next morning. Looking around the plush downtown Dallas office and marveling at the steadily growing stack of files on the elegant mahogany desk, Kasey should have been the happiest person in the world. As the principal owner of the most sought-after sports agency in the country, the company’s client list had every competitor in the country scratching their heads. Kasey James Enterprise was positioned to join the billionaires club for active player contracts by the end of the year and the company’s yearly earnings were projected to reach well over fifty million dollars. Putting together a team of individuals who were just as hungry and driven as Kasey had been relatively easy, but sheer luck was the only explanation for their good fortune. It was the only thing that made any sense, considering the circumstances. 

Kasey’s partners were former entry-level Wall Street investment associates, but that was probably the only thing they had in common. Connor and Trent had taken nepotistic pathways to Wall Street through their parents. The only thing Kasey had in comparison was an MBA and a glowing reference letter from the dean of the School of Business at Texas Coastal University. The school carried a lot of weight in the name-dropping circles on Wall Street. 

At the end of the day, it didn’t really matter how the stars lined up for Kasey. Getting a foot in the door was the only requirement. With a $75,000 dollar per year starting salary, a comfortable life was well within reach. But like most new Wall Street associates, Kasey’s mind was set on bigger things. Mergers, acquisitions, and corporate lending were where the seasoned investment bankers and high rollers hung their hats. On average, it took four or five years for a new associate to rise through the ranks and enter the six-figure salary arena. It took Kasey exactly fifteen months to make the transition. Through some type of divine intervention or perhaps the fervent prayers of a non-biological mother, things quickly fell into place. Thanks to a small but key role in a relocation and expansion deal involving, of all things, two professional football franchises, Kasey’s role in contract negotiations was a logical progression. When all was said and done, the cool 1.2-million-dollar commission became the start-up money for Kasey James Enterprises. 

When the time was right, Dallas became the final destination. After the business took off, Connor and Trent accepted Kasey’s invitation to join the firm. The rest was history. KJ Enterprises would have been successful anywhere in the country, but Dallas was at the top of the list because of Chandler. What a huge mistake. However, KJ Enterprises took off so fast, a change of location was not feasible. In just six years, the company had amassed more money than any of the owners could have imagined. With homes on both coasts and a fleet of luxury cars, Kasey was living the American dream, and went to great lengths to act accordingly. Pretending to be “normal” and “happy” was mandatory for fear that someone would discover the truth.

Deep down, Kasey knew the cause of the pain, but overlooking the source was easier than dealing with it. Kasey was still in love with Chandler Montgomery, but Chandler fell in love with the captain of the cheerleading squad during their senior year. When Chandler broke the news, Kasey nearly lost it, but was comforted by the idea that true love would always prevail. 

However, Chandler’s marriage was still blissfully intact after ten years. Dallas had been a blessing and a curse for Kasey and so far, business was booming, but there was no one to share it with. To make matters worse, Chandler was right across town enjoying a fabulous life with someone else. From all appearances, Chandler’s life was being played out as a well-orchestrated lie, but Kasey knew the truth. 


In the Beginning

Angel Montgomery

Chandler and Angel were approaching their tenth wedding anniversary. The milestone should have been a source of contentment for Angel, but something was missing. Her marriage was like a huge jigsaw puzzle, and the pieces were scattered about in the depths of her mind. She needed to find that missing piece. 

Her best friend Carla was the only person with any knowledge of her faux fairy-tale life, and the information that Angel shared with her only scratched the surface. Like clockwork, Carla was always there whenever she needed honest advice or a shoulder to cry on. They had grown up in the Robert Taylor Homes, a housing project on the South Side of Chicago. Their futures were about as dim as could be, but they vowed to leave that life behind forever. A definitive plan didn’t exist, but under the circumstances their options were few: get an education or marry the guy with the flashiest car. 

The latter never appealed to Angel, but Carla gave it a go. Huge mistake. Carla’s “baller” copped a plea for a ten-year bid in the federal pen at the beginning of their senior year in high school. She was devastated, but Angel was relieved. It was the best thing that could ever have happened to her. Angel convinced her to use the stash of money that he left in her possession for college. Carla took the advice and was now the assistant principle at their former elementary school. In her spare time, she was a professional bridesmaid and personal confidant. For some reason, all of Carla’s friends seemed to have relationship issues, and Carla was always expected to listen. Angel often wondered if this was the reason Carla never married. With first-hand accounts of the heartache that each of her friends suffered, who could blame her?

Angel was never very good at making decisions, and Carla knew it. The wedding would have been a disaster if Carla hadn’t stepped in when she did. Not only did she assume the role of decision maker, but she also offered up a piece of sound advice a few days before the wedding. Angel chose to ignore it, but in hindsight, she probably should have listened.

“Angel, the dress is stunning, and so are you, but you need to relax. This is supposed to be fun, but you’re stressed, and everyone can see it. Now what’s really going on?”

“It’s nothing, Carla. I just want everything to be perfect, that’s all.”

“Angel, are you sure?”

“Sure about what, Carla—the dress?”

“Dammit Angel, are you sure you love this man enough to marry him?”

“I do, but sometimes I wonder if the feeling is mutual.”

“Excuse me? You don’t know if he loves you? Then why are we here, Angel?”

“I can’t really explain it, Carla. I mean, I know he loves me, but for some reason he has a hard time showing it. I just wish he was a little more affectionate.”

“Have you discussed this with Chandler?”

“I tried, but the conversation didn’t go well. In addition to getting married in a few days, he’s also studying for his board exam. I felt silly for even bringing it up.”

“Angel, if you’re not sure, you can’t go through with this.”

Carla was right. And now, after ten years of pretending to be in a perfect marriage, Angel was tired. The whole “being alone together” thing was played out. Sure, she had every luxury that money could buy, and she was married to the sexiest man in Dallas who just happened to be a physician. However, her husband was a workaholic, and he was more passionate about his profession than anything else in the world, including Angel. He was the chief of obstetrics at the local teaching hospital, and he also had a thriving private practice that catered to the well-to-do gynecologic patients in the city. He spent more of his time delivering babies and examining other women’s private parts than he did with his own family. For years Angel didn’t complain. She just sat back and counted her blessings. But as the years crept by, she realized there had to be more to living than fancy cars and diamond rings. She wanted adventure and excitement. But most of all, she craved the affection of her husband. 

Affection was important to Angel because it was something that she never had. Her mother was incapable of it, and she had never really known her father. She was also the only girl in a house full of boys, and she was the youngest of the bunch. Beginning at the age of sixteen, her mother had delivered each of them in rapid succession, followed by a tubal ligation at the age of twenty. Her friends, family and even her doctor frowned upon the sterilization because of her age, but thankfully her doctor gave in.

Angel grew up on the south side of Chicago, in the ghetto. However, it hadn’t always been a ghetto. At the turn of the century, thousands of black southerners migrated to Chicago in search of economic freedom. As the most accessible northern city for African American migrants from the deep south, Chicago became a focal point during The Great Migration. As the African American population began to increase in the city, so did the racial hostility. Eventually, white families began relocating to the suburbs. The result was the creation of the “Black Belt” area of Chicago—a euphemism for black ghetto. The name was necessary to distinguish it from the other ethnic ghettos in the city. For example, the Cabrini Green housing project, which was located on the north side of town, was largely populated by Italian immigrants in the 1940s and 50s. Robert Taylor Homes, in contrast, was one of the oldest projects in the city, stretching 30 blocks on the south side of the city along State Street on the south side of the city. A dismal section of aging, dilapidated housing, and concrete jungle, with littered streets and minimal commercial amenities, the community was perpetually saturated with violence and poverty. Originally designed to house only 11,000 residents, at its peak, nearly 27,000 called it home, and the average income was $5,000 per year. Forty percent of the homes were single-family, and 96 percent were African American. 

As a child, Angel never understood why anyone would choose to live in the projects. In the 80s and 90s, the South Side was a war zone, and drug dealers were in control of the day-to-day operations. The mayor at the time was soft on drugs and insisted that drug abuse was a mental health issue as opposed to a crime issue. As a result, drug dealers had free rein over the city, and drug-related crimes increased at an alarming rate. On Angel’s block, every household had at least one heroin junkie or crack addict—or a combination of both. Her father had been addicted to crack cocaine. He went out to get a pack of cigarettes when she was three and never came home.

The Gangster Disciples and the Mickey Cobras ran Angel’s building, and the narcotics trade was the most lucrative source of income. Turf warfare was common, as gang members fought to hold onto their respective territories. No one was ever safe—not even children. 

When Angel was in middle school, she was awakened by the loud sounds of yet another influx of police cars and firetrucks into their square. A little girl had been abducted on the tenth floor of their building. She was only two, but everyone knew her because she was always in the courtyard with her grandmother. Her name was Vinnie. Strangely enough, nearly fifty people were present in the hallway at the time of the abduction, yet no one was able to provide any information to the police. The abduction received very little coverage in the Chicago papers and even less on the local television news. The case was never solved, and the little girl was never seen again. How could a child just disappear without a trace from an area filled with people? The entire South Side was crippled with fear. From that moment on, Angel lived in the constant fear of being taken from her family. Her mother was shaken by the incident as well, and for a while her family had her undivided attention. But not for long. After a few months, things were back to normal, and her mother resumed her normal routine—soap operas in the daytime, bingo, or cards three nights a week and the club on Friday and Saturday nights. All the while, she collected government funds and food stamps for each of her children. To complete the stereotype, her mother made sure there was always a deadbeat, no-good man around. 

For Angel, this was the worst part. At five years old, even Angel could see the hustle. They were opportunists seeking free food, free housing, and money for drugs. Unfortunately, her mother was unable to see it. Like clockwork, she would meet a new guy and immediately swear to her friends, “He’s the one.” This would be followed by what Angel called the “honeymoon phase,” which consisted of about thirty days of pure bliss. Shortly after that, the novelty would wear off, and her latest beau would begin to show his true colors. It never failed. A year was the max. As her brothers grew older, the dynamics within the house began to change. Gradually, they each became territorial, making it harder for any new prospects to stake a fast claim. This was a relief for Angel. The revolving door began to slow down, and her mother became a little more selective. Angel assumed her mother was tired of the confrontations between her sons and her boyfriends. There were times when Angel thought the chaos would end in bloodshed. Thankfully, it never came to that. 

Angel was very close with her brothers. They protected her not only from the dangers of the street, but also dangers inside their home. Without her brothers, there was no telling what would have happened to Angel. Her mother was oblivious to the inappropriate looks and dirty stares that her male friends gave Angel whenever her back was turned. To make matters worse, Angel’s body began to develop when she was very young. She resorted to baggy jeans and oversize shirts to hide it as much as she could, but that had little impact on the attention that she received. When she was twelve, Angel’s mother became smitten with a new boyfriend, a slick-talking hustler from East St. Louis with a fancy car, fancy clothes, and loads of money. He made the two-hour drive to Chicago every Sunday to visit, and he always brought special gifts for each of the children. His name was Mr. James. 

Mr. James was different from all the other losers who only hustled Angel’s mother with their words in exchange for a place to live and three meals a day. Mr. James clearly didn’t need any of those things, and at first, Angel and her brothers were convinced that his motives were genuine. But after a while, Angel noticed the lingering looks. By this time, her brothers were as head-over-heels as her mother, so she decided to keep it to herself. She also made it a point to stay as far away from Mr. James as she could. In hindsight, she realized his generosity was all a part of his twisted plan. One night, he gave each of her brothers a fistful of money for the movies. When her brothers left, Angel quickly retreated to her room, feeling an immediate sense of doom—as if something bad was going to happen. 

She was right. When Mr. James opened the door to her bedroom, she could see that her mother was passed out on the living room sofa, with a bottle of bourbon nearby. When he closed the door, Angel began to scream. He chuckled and let her know that she was wasting her time. 

“Your mother is probably out for the rest of the night, Angel”.

“What did you give her?” Angel asked, trying to remain calm. 

Her mother could out-drink a sailor without passing out. Given her mother’s condition, she reached the obvious conclusion. He must have slipped something into her drink. Angel was only twelve, but she’d been around the projects long enough to know that sort of thing happened all the time. 

“Don’t worry about all that, unless you wanna try it,” he said as he reached into his pocket and retrieved a small cellophane bag. After inhaling a small portion of the powdery white substance, he turned off the light and began to remove his clothes. It was dark, but she could still see. That’s when she noticed the banana.

“We’re going to play a little game, Angel. It’s called the banana game.” Slowly, he began to peel the banana. On the verge of tears, she looked around the room for something that she could use as a weapon. Sitting on the nightstand adjacent to her bed was a bottle of hairspray. When he finished peeling the banana, he reached out to grab her. Somehow, she managed to retrieve the bottle of hairspray from the nightstand and aimed for his face. The acidic liquid hit his eyes, giving her enough time to escape. Instead of running across the hallway to get help from the neighbors, she went directly to her mother.

Mr. James was right: her mother was out cold. Angel sat on the floor beside her mother and contemplated her next move. She could hear the rage growing by the second as Mr. James stumbled around her room in excruciating pain. 

“You little whore—wait till I get my hands on you,” he growled.

“Why don’t you just get your stuff and leave, Mr. James? I’m telling my mother what you tried to do as soon as she wakes up, and I’m telling my brothers—”

“I’m not worried about your weak-ass brothers,” he said, cutting her off before she could finish her threat. “And your mother won’t believe anything you have to say.”

Suddenly, Angel heard the key in the door. Her brothers were home. Marlon, the forgetful brother, had left his jacket.

They took one look at Angel and her mother and proceeded to give Mr. James exactly what he deserved. The beating was so severe, Angel feared for Mr. James’s life.

“I don’t know how they do it down in East Boogie, but when you mess with little girls up here, this is what happens,” Angel’s brother Ryan yelled as he delivered the final blow and tossed Mr. James into the hallway, along with his clothes and shoes. “And if you bring your ass around here again, you’re a dead man. Do you understand?” 

For emphasis, he rolled up his right sleeve and revealed the six-pointed star with an eight ball and a heart with wings tattooed on his arm. Angel had no idea that her brother was a Gangster Disciple until that moment. 

Miraculously, her mother slept through the entire ordeal. She woke up the next morning, upset that Mr. James was gone.

“That dude is a pervert, momma. Angel, tell her what happened,” Ryan said.

Angel opened her mouth to speak, but the words just wouldn’t come—not that it mattered. Her mother made it clear that her words wouldn’t have made a difference anyway.

“I knew your little fast tail was gonna ruin this for me. I don’t wanna hear what happened, just get out of my face,” she screamed as she retreated to her bedroom. 

Angel was speechless. Mr. James was right. Her mother didn’t care enough to even hear what had happened. However, he was wrong about her brothers. They came through just in time, and she would never forget it. Nor would she ever forget her mother’s reaction.

Mr. James heeded her brother’s advice, and they never saw him again.

Angel was eager to escape the madness that she called “home,” and a good education was the best place to start. Unfortunately, the public-school system was a reflection of the community. The teachers were more concerned with getting in and out of the neighborhood in one piece than in providing a quality education.  

Carla and Angel were among the small number of students who cared about school, and each of them had a plan. Angel’s plan included an Ivy League education with a husband to match, and there was only one way to make it happen. She had to hit the books like her life depended on. 

Texas Coastal University wasn’t a true Ivy League college, but it was close enough. It was considered an “Ivy-League school of the South,” because of its reputation for academic quality, social prestige, and most importantly, a winning football team. She was determined to find her future husband on the campus of TCU. If she was lucky, he could very well be the next Deion Sanders. That was her thought process going into her freshman year, but she quickly discovered her plan was far from original. She, along with the entire cheerleading squad and half the female student body, shared the same goal. 

In the process of pursuing her goals at TCU, Angel did some things that she was not proud of, and wished she could forget. She was very popular on campus, and as a member of the cheerleading squad, she also belonged to an elite group of young ladies on campus who were allowed certain advantages in exchange for entertaining successful alumni. Their activities were very secret, and all arrangements were brokered by one of the tenured professors, who was also an alumnus. As it turned out, her affiliation with the organization would lead her to her future husband.  

Chandler’s father, unlike his son, was very much aware of her clandestine activities on campus. “You’re a beautiful girl, Angel, but you’re a little too popular around campus for my taste.” Chandler’s father told her at one of the alumni gatherings after a football game. “I don’t think you’re suitable for a daughter-in-law, but you’re just what my son needs right now.” 

The blunt statement took Angel aback. For whatever reason, Chandler’s father felt the need to add some spice to his son’s life. Of all the girls he could have chosen for his son, he chose Angel. She didn’t bother to ask any questions after she saw the sum of the check that came with the proposition. 

“Your job, my dear, is to give my son a college experience that he will never forget. You understand, don’t you?” 

“Absolutely, Dr. Montgomery.” 

Things didn’t happen according to Dr. Montgomery’s plan. Chandler fell in love with her and gave her the life she’d dreamed about as a little girl. After graduation, she became Mrs. Angel Montgomery, the wife of Dr. Chandler Montgomery, chief of obstetrics at the University Hospital. However, while she loved her husband with all her heart despite the way they met, at times, she felt like she was playing a bad hand of poker—the kind you wished you could give back to the dealer and simply start over.

The Cable Guy

One morning, after the kids were off to school and hubby had left for work, Angel was in the middle of an intense workout. The chime of the doorbell startled her. Clearly annoyed by the disturbance, she opened the door with a serious attitude.

“Can I help you?” 

The annoyance was quickly replaced by a weird sensation in the pit of her stomach.

“Yes, I’m here for your scheduled cable installation. This is the Montgomery residence, right? 2727 Belshire?”

“Belshire Court. Yes. I’m sorry. I forgot about the appointment. Please come in.”

The young man must have been all of twenty-five years old, but he was drop-dead gorgeous. His beautiful curly mane was pulled back into a ponytail, revealing a flawless caramel complexion that was slightly kissed by the sun. His chestnut brown eyes were spellbinding, and they pierced with curiosity as he spoke. His sultry lips were permanently fixed in a flirty lopsided grin that intensified her shameful reaction. Without a doubt, his chiseled jawline, which appeared to be the product of a master craftsman, was the most distinctive feature of his face. However, he was much more than a handsome face. His body was molded to perfection and even the slightest gesture resulted in a concerted muscular performance beneath the well-fitted short-sleeved shirt. Realizing her prolonged admiration, she was instantly ashamed of reaction toward the young man.

“So where would you like to begin? We have a total of seven televisions, counting the one in the workout room,” Angel stammered as she willed her mind back to the business at hand.

“Whatever’s convenient for you, Mrs. Montgomery.”

“Go ahead and start here. In the meantime, I’ll finish my workout.”

“No problem,” he said. His eyes were sending a very powerful message—one that he was probably too young to understand.

As much as she hated to admit it, the brother was eye candy. Slowly, she made her way to the workout room, and the intensity of her routine escalated. Most likely, it was a subconscious attempt to ignore the inappropriate thoughts that were developing in her mind.

“Hello.”

“Damn it, you nearly scared me half to death,” she said, clutching her chest. She was bent over in a post-workout stretching position when she heard his voice. When she straightened, he was standing close enough for her to feel his breath on the nape of her neck. 

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you. I tried to get your attention, but you were obviously in your zone.”

“So, you were watching me?” Butterflies. 

“Yes.”

“Look, uh…I’m done here. You can proceed with your installation.” Damn it, Chandler. This was all his fault. Why the hell did we have to change services? And why couldn’t he arrange for it to take place while he was at home?

“If you don’t mind, can you hang around for a bit? I may need your assistance for this one. The setup is a little complicated.”

“Sure. How long do you think this will take?”

“Not long.” His eyes were glued to Angel’s.

“So, what do you want me to do?”

“Stand here and wait for the cable to come through the opening here on the wall,” he said, pointing to the preinstalled cable outlet. “I’m going to drop the new wires through the opening. I just need you to catch them and pull until I tell you to stop.”

“Sounds easy enough.”

“Cool.”

She stood glued to the spot that he pointed out and grabbed the wires as instructed. Although her workout was over, the adrenaline rush continued. What if he was some kind of sexual predator? Surely the company completed background checks before hiring their technicians. Those thoughts were quickly replaced with something entirely different: desire.

“Good job, Mrs. Montgomery.”

Suddenly, he was standing behind and once again, she grabbed her chest, but still managed to hang on to the cable wires with her other hand.

“Look, you really need to stop doing that. Make some noise when you enter the room.”

“Sorry, it won’t happen again. I’m just about done,” he said, taking the cable wires and making the final connection into the wall.

“Good. Can I go now?”

“Only if you want to.”

“What is that supposed to mean?” His boldness caused her to pause. She stood motionless, awaiting his response.

“Exactly what I said. Can I share something with you, Mrs. Montgomery?”

“Sure, why not,” she said sarcastically. Yet, she was eager to hear what he had to say.

“Your crib is off the chain, and you seem to have everything you could ever possibly want. But something’s telling me you’re not happy. Am I right?”

She decided not to answer, and slowly turned to leave. Within seconds, she could feel his breath on the nape of her neck again. But this time he went a step further. His lips touched her skin, and her knees began to buckle. Before she could turn around to protest, he was standing directly in front of her. His eyes were magnetic and searching as she made a futile attempt to answer his question.

“Of course, I’m happy. Why would I be anything else?”

He ignored her response. “Tell me Mrs. Montgomery, why aren’t you happy?” 

“I am happy.”

“Are you sure?”

And then he kissed her. Passionately. For the briefest moment, she found herself responding. She couldn’t remember the last time Chandler had kissed her that way.

“Uhm, I think you better go,” she said, making a half-hearted attempt to pull away.

“Are you sure?” he asked.

“Yes, I’m sure.”

Reluctantly, he gave in, but not before planting another kiss. This one was just as passionate as the first. She was breathless.

“Please . . .” Angel gasped.

“Please what?” His hand gently stroked her face.

“Please leave,” Angel whispered hoarsely.

“Are you sure?” He posed the question a second time.

“Yes, I’m sure,” she lied softly. Her voice was a dead giveaway. 

“Here’s my number, Mrs. Montgomery. If you ever become unhappy, call me,” he said as he stroked her cheek again and placed a business card in her hand. And then he was gone.

Temptation is a dangerous thing, especially when you’re unhappy.

Dr. Chandler Montgomery

“Dr. Montgomery, the patient in room one is crowning. If you don’t come now, you’re going to miss this delivery,” the nurse said sharply.

“I’m coming, Liza. Tell her not to push!” He returned his attention to his phone. “Angel, I have to go. Can we talk about this later?”

“Chandler, I—”

“I’m hanging up, Angel.”

Chandler’s wife of nearly ten years and the love of his life was on the other end of the phone, rambling on for no particular reason. She’d always been impatient, but lately that characteristic had been increasing at an alarming rate. Meanwhile, he had a fourteen-year-old up in stirrups trying to deliver a baby. 

At times, his wife reminded him of some of the young women that he encountered day in and day out. In hindsight, her immaturity was partially his fault. He had spoiled her for the first five years of their marriage by making sure that all her needs were met, and that all her desires were at her fingertips. When they had the twins, he realized the error of his ways. Angel was dependent on him to the point that she was nearly incapable of taking care of their kids. The immediate solution was his mother, Doris. She moved in for six months and when she returned home, Angel’s mother, Rita, took her place. Rita stayed for nearly a year, with occasional trips back home, because Angel insisted that she was unable to manage. In the end, Chandler put his foot down and sent Rita back home to Chicago—but not without a compromise. Angel wanted a nanny.  

They went through the tedious process of selecting a nanny to assist her for four hours during the day. At first, locating the right person for the job seemed like an easy enough task, but Angel managed to make the process far more complicated than it should have been. After screening and interviewing nearly thirty women, they finally settled on Ms. Teresa. She was a motherly type, slightly younger than Chandler’s mother, in her sixties. In contrast, Angel’s mother was much younger than Chandler’s mother and Ms. Teresa. At times, Angel and her mother behaved more like rival sisters than mother and daughter. Their behavior didn’t come as a surprise since Rita had been barely out of her teens when she gave birth to Angel.

His wife came from extremely humble beginnings, but it was one of the things that he admired most about her. An inner-city kid from Chicago attending a school like TCU was virtually unheard of. She earned a partial academic scholarship and later a cheerleading scholarship, which together covered all her expenses. To earn extra money, she worked in the library, which was where they had met. Texas Coastal University was considered the premier school for Texas scholars destined for greatness. In addition, it had one of the best football teams in the country. While he had dreamed of earning a spot on the Mighty Titans’ football team, it didn’t work out that way. His father was more disappointed than Chandler when he didn’t make the team, and offered to see if he could intervene. Chandler refused and decided to focus his attention on getting into medical school. He was expected to follow in his father’s footsteps, and he was okay with that because academic achievement had always come easy for him. The undergraduate years went by in a flash, and before he knew it, he was filling out medical school applications.

Despite the disappointment of not making the football team, the four years of undergraduate study at TCU were memorable. Like his father, he pledged the most popular fraternity on campus. Purple and gold were still his favorite colors, and he was active in the local alumni chapter. Shortly after becoming a Que, he managed to hook up with the prettiest girl on campus. He also had the good fortune of being roommates with the star of the football team. Before meeting Angel, the attention that his roommate experienced trickled down to Chandler, and he gladly took advantage of the benefits. His roommate didn’t seem to mind. As a matter of fact, football seemed to be the only thing that really mattered to him. In the off-season, he worked out every day as if his life depended on it. Chandler admired his roommate’s determination, but he sensed it was fueled by something other than the gridiron. He had been raised by a foster mother, and he didn’t talk about his biological family much, but clearly his life was much different than Chandler’s. 

Chandler’s father didn’t care for his roommate very much, which wasn’t surprising. His roommate was from the “wrong side of the tracks.” Despite what his father had to say, the two became the best of friends. Before long, his roommate was spending holidays and summer breaks with Chandler’s family. His father wasn’t thrilled with the frequent houseguest, and he didn’t try to hide it.

“Son, be careful. He’s a street kid. Football is the only reason he got into TCU.”

“Dad, I think you’re being a little hard on him. All in all, he’s a good guy, and I think he should be commended for what he’s done to overcome his circumstances.”

“I know, son. Just be careful. He’s a product of his environment. You can take the kid out of the hood—”

“I know, Dad. But you can’t take the hood out of the kid,” Chandler said, completing his sentence.

According to his father, Chandler was a sucker for anybody with a cause. He was convinced that this was his son’s biggest flaw. Strangely enough, he also knew about Angel’s upbringing “on the wrong side of the tracks.” Chandler was prepared for a fight regarding his plans to marry Angel, and he would have moved forward with or without his father’s blessings. Fortunately, it was never an issue. To Chandler’s surprise, his father gradually accepted her.

Kasey James

Another visit with the shrink was just what Kasey needed, and this one would be intense, judging from Dr. Tolbert’s opening comment.

“Kasey, it’s time we talked about your childhood,” she said. “If we’re going to turn the corner and move forward with your therapy, we have to address it.”

Kasey wasn’t keen on the idea, but the doctor was probably right. “Okay, where do you want me to start?”

“Start with the woman who raised you—Ms. Pedigo, correct?”

With a sigh, Kasey began to fill in the gaps.

Ms. Pedigo was the neighborhood babysitter, and all the kids loved her. The neighborhood mostly of single-parent homes and latch-key kids. After school, the latch-key kids made a beeline for Ms. Pedigo’s home as an alternative to their own empty houses. She provided snacks and a huge back yard for the kids, and she refused any compensation from the struggling mothers. Kasey’s mother, Tamela, took full advantage of Ms. Pedigo’s kindness often, due to her overly active social life. 

One day, she failed to come home. She’d skipped town with a random guy that she had picked up at the club, leaving Kasey in Ms. Pedigo’s care. After a year missing in action, she resurfaced and attempted to resume her motherly duties. By then, the documents were signed, and the adoption was final. 

When Tamela learned that her paternal rights had been terminated, she flew into a fit of rage and had the audacity to suggest that her extended absence was excusable. Mrs. Pedigo called the police, who told Rita to vacate the premises or go to jail. Taking the advice, she left and wouldn’t return until Kasey’s senior year in high school.

“How do you feel about your mother, Kasey?”

“I hate her most of the time, but sometimes I love her.”

“Okay, close your eyes and tell me the first name that comes to your mind.”

“Chandler Montgomery.”

“Chandler’s always the answer to that question. Why is that, Kasey?”

“I still love him.”

“It’s been a while since you last saw him, Kasey. Do you think he still loves you?”

“I know he still loves me.”




Part Two

Temptation

May 5. It was Angel and Chandler’s tenth anniversary. She woke up that morning with thoughts of her past weighing on her mind as she counted her blessings. She wasn’t living in the projects, and she wasn’t worried about her next meal or how she would pay the electric bill. Poverty was the thing that she feared most, but she was sure it would never be an issue in her life again. Did that make her a gold-digger? She didn’t think so, but she was sure that some of her family members and old friends from the cheerleading squad would disagree. 

She considered herself a woman with well-defined goals—nothing more, nothing less. Sure, the relationship had begun with deceit, but her love for Chandler was genuine. 

Unfortunately, she now had to question her husband’s feelings. 

A few years into the marriage, she became convinced that he was cheating. Being a workaholic was one thing, but the lack of attention and affection was almost unbearable. The private investigator she hired spent nearly six months searching for evidence and would have continued even longer if it were left up to Angel. One day he called her unexpectedly and resigned.

“Ma’am, I can’t take any more of your money. Your husband is as clean as a whistle. Here’s a piece of advice. Save yourself the headache and stop looking for trouble.”

“But Mr. Marlowe, are you absolutely sure that you covered every angle?”

“I’m sure.”

“Your final payment is in the mail,” Angel said with a sigh. It was great news, but it didn’t solve her problems. Another woman was something that she was prepared to deal with. The alternative was something she wasn’t prepared to handle. She was sure of this. But what exactly was the alternative? 

“That won’t be necessary, ma’am. Your debt is paid in full.”

In the years since, she never found any evidence to prove that her husband was being unfaithful. However, something was seriously amiss. Today was a milestone for them, and as far as she knew, there were no plans for a celebration. If he was planning a surprise, he was keeping it secret.

“What time will you be home?” she asked as he grabbed his briefcase and headed for the door.

“As soon as possible,” he said with a quick kiss. “Happy anniversary.”

She didn’t have to remind him. This was a good sign.

“Happy anniversary, Chandler.”

Amazing. She was excited over the fact that her husband had remembered their anniversary. Something was seriously wrong with this picture. Over time, she’d become conditioned to expect the minimum; and like always, she was prepared to make the most of it. She had already arranged for the kids to spend the night with the nanny just in case. She planned to go shopping later, but for the moment she was restless. After her third cup of coffee, she decided to head down to the local gym to burn off some energy. Even though she had a state-of-the-art home gym, she enjoyed going to the local gym from time to time just to change things up a bit. In the middle of her thirty-minute elliptical workout, she found herself staring into the reflected eyes of a gentleman who was not only drop-dead gorgeous, but eerily familiar. She tried to look away, but it was impossible. 

He, on the other hand, didn’t bother trying to look away. She managed to finish the last fifteen minutes of her workout without falling off the machine. When it was over, she made a beeline for the nearest exit and found herself standing face to face with the handsome gentleman. His skin was the color of ebony and even more flawless than it appeared from a distance. His teeth were glistening white, and his body was the closest thing to perfection that she’d ever seen. Everything was accentuated by the beautiful flowing locks that fell to his shoulders and the perfectly kept beard. Black Jesus.

“Excuse me if I’m out of line here, but I had to commend you for your work ethic.”

“My work ethic?”

“Yes, I can tell you understand the importance of incorporating a little cardio with your workout. You’re proof that it works.”

“Is that right?”

Naturally, she was flattered by the compliment, and she tried not to let on, but his presence was overwhelming.

“So, let me say this. I’m not a stalker, but I would be lying if I didn’t tell you I’ve been checking you out for the last month.”

“For a month?” She was at a loss for words.

“Yes, an entire month.”

Impossible, Angel thought to herself. Why hadn’t she noticed him? It had to be a pick-up line. She should have walked away, but she didn’t. Instead, she played along. A little flirting was harmless. Or was it?

“That’s weird, because I’ve never seen you here before.”

“That’s a bad sign,” he said with a laugh. “I’m here at least three or four times a week. Apparently, you haven’t noticed.”

“Apparently not.”

“My friends call me KJ,” he said, extending his hand for a handshake. 

“I’m Angel. Nice to meet you?” In lieu of a handshake, she offered an elbow. They city of Dallas was still recovering from the effects of the COVID 19 pandemic that had devastated the entire country. Angel had long been a germophobe, so the pandemic was traumatizing.

“Ahhh, the ole ‘corona handshake,’ he grinned, extending his elbow in return.

“Absolutely. I’m not convinced that it’s not lingering or perhaps even mutating as we speak”.

“Can’t ever be too careful. As you know, danger comes in different packages at different times,” he said piercing her eyes with his.

After a few seconds of small talk, she decided to end the conversation and politely refused to take his phone number. Boldly, he invited her to check out his social media page.

“It’s @NBC_ENT...or Not By Chance.” He must have read her mind. His company’s acronym piqued her interest.

 “Sure, I’ll do that, but not right now I have to go,” she said, checking her flashy Rolex. As exciting as it was, it was time to bring the flirtatious banter to a close—especially since she was not planning to share her phone number or any other personal information with this handsome stranger.

“I’m late for a meeting,” she lied. Angel’s “meeting” was with her favorite designer at a little boutique downtown, Xela and Vic. Although the designer was from a small town in East Texas, she was the go-to designer for entertainers across the South and all over the country. This piece of information would never come directly from Xela. She allowed others to toot her horn. Word-of-mouth advertisement was still the gold standard in Angel’s book, especially among her snooty circle of friends. Xela had a knack for creating unconventional, eccentric pieces that always seemed to leave a lasting impression. For this occasion, Angel asked for something simple, sexy, and versatile since she didn’t have a clue as to what her husband had in mind for the evening.

“Too bad. I was hoping we could continue our conversation over a little lunch.”

“Uh, no. That won’t be possible. I’m actually married— happily married,” Angel said slowly. “Today is my tenth anniversary.”

“Oh wow, please forgive me. It’s just that—”

“I know,” she said, suddenly feeling a little guilty about the entire encounter. She should have disclosed her marital status a little sooner, but she was enjoying the attention. “I’m not wearing my ring because it’s at the jewelers being cleaned.” Chandler had suggested the cleaning, and he was right. Her ring was in desperate need of a little TLC.

“I really need to get going,” she said, checking her watch again.

“Your husband’s a lucky man, Angel. Enjoy your evening.”

“Nice meeting you, KJ. Have a wonderful evening yourself.”

As she walked away, she could feel his stare. Without giving in to the impulse to look back, she finally exited the building and made it to the parking lot. She found her car in record time, and once inside, she took a deep, cleansing breath before replaying the events that had just taken place. He gave her butterflies just thinking about him. She wondered if he had a girlfriend, or even worse, a wife. Her mind drifted to her own husband. Did Chandler behave this way when she wasn’t around? Just the thought of it made her sick to her stomach. 

Fifteen minutes later, she was headed downtown. Xela was waiting for her when she arrived.

“Have a glass of wine, ladybug. You look like you could use one.”

“Thanks, Xela. So, where’s the dress? I can’t wait to see it.”

“Right this way. There were only a few alterations to complete after your last fitting,” she said, handing her a glass of Chardonnay. “It’s absolutely beautiful, Angel. I think you made an excellent choice.”

The dress was an off-white maxi cutout that accentuated her waistline and left very little to the imagination. Chandler loved her breasts, so she asked Xela to work her magic on that area. She did not disappoint. Angel’s breasts sat up like two ripe melons and overall, the dress was simple, but perfect. She planned to accentuate it with a pair of bronze stilettos and matching jewelry. 

“Thanks, Xela. You outdid yourself on this one.”

“It was my pleasure, Angel. Enjoy your evening. You deserve it.”

Somehow, she managed to avoid the evening rush hour traffic and made it home by 4:30 p.m. Since Chandler hadn’t disclosed his plans for the evening, she decided to prepare his favorite meal, steak, and potatoes. Once the steaks were seasoned, she placed them in the refrigerator to marinate and hopped in the tub for a long, hot bath. As she was sitting in the tub, she looked at her left hand and realized she’d forgotten to pick up her ring from the jewelers. She was so preoccupied with her new dress, she completely forgot. She planned to be there bright and early the next morning. 

After completing her skin-care routine, she topped it off with Chandler’s favorite fragrance, Prada Infusion d’Iris. She piled her hair up in a loose ponytail and applied a light layer of makeup and lip gloss. A quick glance at the clock forced her into high gear. It was approaching 6:00 p.m. She rushed downstairs to get the steaks going on the outdoor grill. It wouldn’t take long to get them just the way Chandler liked them: “medium-well, but juicy.” This was truly an oxymoron, but after ten years of practice, she had it down to a science.

When she reached the kitchen, she reconsidered. Chandler could be home any minute— or she could be waiting for hours. If she placed the steaks on the grill too early, she’d have to try to maintain some degree of warmth and freshness. She’d ruined her share of perfectly cooked steaks because of Chandler’s unpredictability. Since she’d already placed one call to Chandler’s cell phone and got no answer, she decided to wait. When she finally called the hospital, the nurse told her that he had left nearly an hour earlier.

By 10:00 p.m., the steaks were done, and she was furious. After pacing back and forth around the living room for God knows how long, she found herself sitting in front of the desktop computer. She logged into her social media account and entered the information that KJ had given her earlier at the gym. His page was primarily composed of vacation pictures of exotic places, with only a few personal photos of himself. Angel was impressed with the extent of his travels. Scrolling down the page a little further, she discovered a very flattering photo of the stranger. He was familiar, but she couldn’t come up with a frame of reference. On a whim, she decided to send him a private message. It was 10:32 p.m.

“Hi.”

“Hey you. What a pleasant surprise. I thought you’d be out painting the town red.”

“So did I.”

“So, what’s up with that?”

“Good question.” (Sad face emoji).

“It’s your anniversary, right?”

“Yes, but apparently I’m the only one who gives a damn.”

“So, what are you going to do about it?”

“About what?”

“Everything.”

“Nothing,” she typed after a long pause. 

“What are you thinking right now,” he asked. 

(No response)

“Can I tell you what I’m thinking?”

“Sure, why not?”

She was treading dangerous water, and it was all Chandler’s fault. The time was 11:30 p.m. and he still wasn’t home.

“I’m thinking about you, Angel. What are you wearing.”

“I’m wearing a dress and stilettos.”

“What color?”

“Off-white.”

The back-and-forth banter went on for another half hour. Her physical response to the dialogue gave her a newfound appreciation for the power of words and revealed yet another missing piece to her puzzle. Chandler had always been a man of few words. She longed for it, but it was something that she’d grown to accept and learned to live without.

“Virtual conversation Angel, that’s what we need. Webcam?”

She was way ahead of him, but she couldn’t let him know just how far.

“No, I’m afraid I can’t.”

“Can’t? Then send me a pic.”

Again, she couldn’t respond.

“Angel be my freak for a few minutes. Submit. Shed your inhibitions and be seduced by the undressing of your desire.”

By now, she was unglued, as he continued the verbal persuasion.

“Compromise your reluctance, Angel. Bask in your fantasies for just a moment.” 

“You’re very gifted,” she typed slowly.

“Not really. I’m just the facilitator of words in this exchange. Marry your spirit sweetheart, open your horizons, divorce the ceilings—and Angel—acknowledge the tear ebbing its way down your leg. If it helps, cry when you send the pics. Curse your lust and frown at your reflection. I doubt, however, that you will remember this as failure.”

The door chime was the only thing that kept her from obeying his command.

“I have to go. My husband just arrived.”

It was ten to midnight.

“Good night, Angel.”

“Good night, KJ.”

“Angel, I’m home!”

She took a deep breath and remained seated in the desk chair.

“Honey, I’m so sorry,” he said, handing her a bouquet of assorted flowers—the kind you get from the gas station. “You look beautiful, Angel.” 

She didn’t respond. 

“I had to assist Dr. Myers on an emergency C-section over at the county hospital. No one else was available. Twins. One was a footling breech, and the other one had a cord around the neck. They both survived…”

“Chandler, you could have called,” she responded, looking at him for the first time. His eyes were sincere, but this was inexcusable. It was their tenth anniversary.

“Honey, I—”

“Your food is in the refrigerator. I’m going to bed.”

“But Angel, please honey . . .”

“Good night, Chandler.”

She left him standing with a bewildered look on his face and made her way to the guest bedroom. After ten years of marriage, this was a first. Sleeping in another room had never crossed her mind until now. She was at her breaking point. As she lay across the bed in the beautiful dress, thoughts of her family in Chicago, her life, and her kids began to crowd her mind. This was followed by the potential scenarios and what ifs. What if Candler was having a torrid affair with one of the nurses in the hospital call room? It would explain the private investigator’s inability to detect any wrongdoing. Was this going to be her life for another ten or twenty years? As sleep began to overtake her, images of KJ crept into her thoughts.

She was startled the next morning by the obnoxious ring tone from her cell phone and strange surroundings. After a few moments, she realized she was in the guest bedroom and still wearing the beautiful off-white dress.

“It’s about time you answered your phone.” It was her best friend, Carla. But Angel knew it was her before she even picked up the phone. “So how did it go?”

“Not well.”

“You got to be kidding me, Angel.”

“No, I’m not kidding. He didn’t get home until midnight. Dinner was ruined, right along with everything else.”

“I’m so sorry, Angel. What was his excuse this time?”

“Emergency C-section—twins. And I get that part. He’s a busy physician, but he’s the chief of his department. He could have made arrangements in advance to make sure he would be home at a decent hour for our anniversary. But he didn’t. My question is why.”

“That’s a good question, Angel. However, you have some other things to consider. First of all, your private investigator came up with absolutely nothing—not to mention your own investigation. You have no evidence to support your cheating theory.”

“So maybe I’m not dealing with another woman. Great. But what else could it be? I’m beginning to think he’s just not attracted to me anymore.”

“Angel, I think it’s time for you to consider marriage counseling.”

“Chandler will never agree to it.”

“Have you asked him?”

“No, I haven’t.”

“Then how do you know?”

“Okay, maybe you’re right. At this point, I’m willing to try anything.” 

“Then consider going alone.”

Her marriage was in serious trouble. Maybe Carla was right. Maybe it was time to seek professional help.

“I’ll text you a couple of names. What do you have to lose?”

“Thanks, Carla.”

“No problem. Get some rest. The kiddos will be back home before you know it.”

Within minutes, she received a text from Carla with a list of counselors. After randomly choosing a name, she dialed the number. The receptionist startled her when she answered on the first ring.

“Dr. Tolbert’s office. How may I help you?”

Angel paused for a second and nearly hung up. “Yes, I’m Mrs. Angel Montgomery, and I’m in search of a relationship counselor. A friend of mine suggested Dr. Tolbert.”

“Thank goodness for good friends. Dr. Tolbert is the best there is, and I’m not just saying that because she’s my boss.

“How soon can I get in to see her?”

“Well, let’s see. Looks like today is your lucky day. One of our long-standing patients just cancelled his 1:30 appointment. Can you come in today?”

Angel looked at the clock. It was only 9:30 a.m.

“Sure. I’ll take it.”

“Great! Just come in a few minutes early to complete the paperwork. See you at 1:30, Mrs. Montgomery.”

She willed herself to get out of bed. She wasn’t sure whether Dr. Tolbert was the best choice, but it was time for her to face the elephant in the room. The plan was to meet with the counselor a few times on her own before asking Chandler to join her.

A cup of hot coffee and a long, hot shower made her feel human again. Thoughts of KJ crept into her mind, causing her physical excitement at the pit of her belly. Anxiously, she checked her social media page and noticed that she had several private messages. 

“Good morning, beautiful.”

“Good morning, handsome.”

“So how was the rest of your evening?”

“Uneventful.”

Her answer was short. She didn’t feel like discussing her disappointments with a stranger.

“Are you coming to the gym today?”

“No. I have an appointment at noon.”

“Too bad, I was hoping to see you again.”

“I don’t know if that’s such a good idea.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t think my husband would approve.”

“Were you planning to tell him? Because I wasn’t.”

“LOL. You’re funny.”

“Glad I made you smile.”

“I have to get going.”

“I’ll be waiting.”

She logged off without responding to his last comment. She liked confidence in a man, but he was a little too confident. Confidence aside, the attention was flattering, but she couldn’t ignore the accompanying feelings of guilt. Cheating on her husband had never entered her mind, but she was vulnerable, and KJ was keenly aware of that. She didn’t consider herself a weak-minded woman, but she couldn’t deny her attraction to the stranger. She needed to put an end to this newfound “friendship” before it evolved into something else.

She was running late for her appointment, and almost used it as an excuse to turn around and go home. She was glad that she didn’t. 

She knew she’d made the right choice as soon as she entered the office. The space was warm and inviting, and the receptionist was as matronly as she’d pictured her. The bubbly, gray-headed woman appeared to be around seventy, but she was light on her feet. The kindness and sincerity in the receptionist’s eyes erased any doubt about Angel’s decision to see Dr. Tolbert.

“Right this way, dear,” the receptionist said.

She escorted Angel to an empty exam room and handed her a stack of documents to fill out.

“The doctor will be right with you.”

The paperwork was a little intrusive, but Angel figured it was vital to the process. She answered every question and provided detailed information. If this was what it would take to save her marriage, she was all in.

The doctor walked in just seconds after she’d finished the paperwork.

“Good afternoon, Mrs. Montgomery,” she said, extending her hand.

“Good afternoon, Dr. Tolbert. Thanks so much for fitting me in today.”

“No problem. I hear you’re having marital problems.”

“Yes, I am.”

“Well, let’s get started. Looks like we have a lot of things to sort through,” she said, thumbing through the stack of papers. “Tell me, Angel, . . who is the first person that comes to your mind?”

“My husband.”

After meeting with Dr. Tolbert several times, Angel decided to ask Chandler to come with her to the next appointment.

“Angel, we’re okay. There’s nothing wrong with our marriage. If you have a specific problem, I would rather discuss it with you, not a complete stranger. And where is your ring?”

Her wedding ring. Between her appointments with Dr. Tolbert and the long, intimate conversations with KJ, she had forgotten to pick it up from the jeweler. 

“It’s still at the jewelers.”

“The ring was ready nearly a week ago, Angel. I can’t believe you haven’t bothered to get it back.”

“I know, Chandler. It’s just that Dr. Tolbert’s schedule was open for the rest of the week, and I decided to take advantage of it.”

“So, you’re actually seeing a shrink? And you didn’t think you needed to discuss this with me in advance? What’s the problem, Angel? Is there something you’re not telling me?”

“No, Chandler, there isn’t. However, there are some things that I think we should address, and I think we could use some professional guidance.”

“I disagree, Angel. I think you’re insecure . . . and for no reason. I work my butt off to give you the kind of lifestyle that most women would appreciate—apparently, it’s not enough.

“So, what you’re saying is you don’t care how I feel.”

“That’s the problem Angel. I do care. But you need to reevaluate your thinking. Maybe you need to see if this shrink can figure out why you’re so insecure. I’m going to work,” he said, shaking his head in disbelief.

Chandler’s reaction disturbed Angel. Why was he being so insensitive? The therapy sessions had given her a ray of hope up until that point. Chandler’s attitude and refusal to meet with Dr. Tolbert effectively destroyed her optimism. The thing that bothered her the most about the conversation was his tone. It was cold and dismissive. He made her feel like her feelings didn’t matter, or perhaps she needed to “count her blessings.” She was a stay-at home-mom because that’s what he wanted her to be. But now, she felt like her contribution to their family was worthless. How the hell did they get to this point?

She had another appointment with Dr. Tolbert that afternoon, but she considered canceling. What was the point in continuing if her husband refused to participate? 

She decided to hit the gym to clear her head. Her eyes were drawn to KJ as soon as she arrived. He was working out on the free weights near her favorite elliptical machines. He was truly a vision to behold. His body was perfect. If she had to guess, she would say he was around six-three, complete with a six-pack, a well-defined upper body, and strong legs. If she could recall correctly from her college anatomy class, there were approximately eighteen muscles in the chest and upper body. The taunt spandex shirt that he wore accentuated every one of them perfectly.

Before she could direct her lustful gaze away from him, he turned around. And like magnets, their eyes met. Within seconds, he stood directly in front of her.

“Hello beautiful,” he said softly.

“Hi.” She found it amazing how her words seemed to flow like water over the internet. Now that they were face-to-face, she could barely form a sentence.

“I was beginning to think you’d either changed gyms or you were purposely avoiding me.”

“As you can see, I didn’t change gyms.”

“So, you are avoiding me?”

“Not quite. But I am married, remember.”

“How could I forget?” he said sarcastically.

“Yes, how could you?” She was playing a dangerous game and she knew it. But she couldn’t stop.

“So, what are you working on today, Angel? Legs, abs, thighs?”

“I thought I’d do a little cardio to clear my head. Got a lot of things on my mind.”

“Really. I’m not an expert or anything, but I’m a good listener, if you need to talk.”

“You’re a good listener,” she said sarcastically, as a cute little Asian chick finished up her workout. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Cool. Have a good workout, Angel.”

“You too.”

This guy was too much. Granted, she was skating on thin ice by entertaining his interest, but what disturbed her the most was the fact that she liked the attention—a little too much. During the high intensity thirty-minute work-out on the elliptical machine, she could feel his gaze, and each look in the mirror confirmed the feeling. With only two minutes left to go on the machine, the anticipation began to build, and she reluctantly acknowledged her hypocrisy. She was physically attracted to this man, and she was curious. She found herself wondering just how it would all play out. As if on cue, he was standing next to the machine when it cut off.

“Pretty intense workout, Angel—surely you worked up an appetite. Let’s grab something to eat.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“Why not? It’s lunch in a public place. What’s wrong with that?”

“Nothing’s wrong if you’re being honest about your intentions. Are you being honest?”

“Absolutely.”

“Okay, fine. I happen to have a few minutes to spare. How about the little coffee shop around the corner? I can meet you there.”

“Cool. I’m right behind you.”  

The Fall

As it turned out, KJ was familiar to her for a reason. He had been the star quarterback on the TCU college football team. 

“Yes, that was me. I’d be playing in the NFL right now if I hadn’t injured my knee.”

“Yes, I remember!” she said, excited by the fact that they had something in common, but a little embarrassed by the fact that she had to be reminded. After all, she had been captain of the cheerleading squad at the time. As she reflected on their time at TCU, she cringed. The man sitting next to her had been the star quarterback and a contender for the Heisman Trophy. Naturally, he spent some time on her radar as a potential husband, yet he never crossed her mind after his football career ended. During the moment of reflection, she acknowledged the calculated moves that she had made in her quest for a better life. She had arrived at TCU with a plan that she was able to execute. Did it make her a bad person? Was she any different from all the other females who came to TSU with the same objective? Most importantly, was her unhappiness directly related to the mistakes that she made in her past?  

“Well, I guess I didn’t leave much of an impression on you. However, you definitely left an impression on me.”

“It’s your hair. It gives you a totally different appearance. Why didn’t you say something earlier?” By now, she was blushing like a high school girl. “I’m so embarrassed,” Angel confessed. She vaguely recalled his absence from the team following the Christmas break, but the details hadn’t been publicized. This was surprising, considering that he had been a Heisman contender that year. She was curious about the details of his injury but decided against asking. She was ashamed enough by her failure to recognize him sooner. 

“No worries. I should have said something earlier,” he said, making light of Angel’s poor memory. “I guess you can blame it on my ego: I wanted you to figure it out on your own. And you’re right—the new style is pretty radical, and it’s quite different from my appearance back in college.” He grinned.

“That’s an understatement. Your appearance is totally different; however, I did mention that you were familiar to me. But please accept my apology for shattering your ego,” she said, returning the grin. “I’m curious. Why such a drastic change?”

“Just wanted something different. Not making it to the NFL placed me on a completely different path from the one that I had envisioned, so changing my appearance was my way of embracing the change.”

“Makes sense. My husband is a Titan as well, but he didn’t play any sports.” 

“Oh really? What’s his name?”

“Chandler Montgomery.”

“Doesn’t ring a bell. Huge campus, though, so I’m not surprised.”

“Yes, it was. He was a bit of a bookworm, so I’m not really surprised, either. Well, I better get going. I have a few errands to run before my kids get home from school.”

“Oh wow,  kids. How many?”

“Two. Twin girls, and they’re a handful.”

“I bet they are.”

The next couple of days were similar: intense workouts at the gym, followed by coffee with KJ. She still managed to keep her appointments with Dr. Tolbert and found the sessions therapeutic. She liked that Dr. Tolbert was a listener instead of a problem-solver. Any advice that she offered was presented in a suggestive manner, without force.

“Angel, there’s an obvious barrier between you and your husband—one that you will have to identify on your own.”

It was great advice, but she was stating the obvious. However, hearing it from someone else validated Angel’s concern. Unfortunately, finding that barrier would have to wait. Chandler was headed out of town to a three-day medical conference.

“Angel, you’re welcome to come with me. I can have my mom come down to watch the girls.”

“No, I think I’ll pass.” 

In the early days of their marriage, she would have jumped at the opportunity to travel with her husband. And it would have been a good opportunity to address some of her concerns. However, experience had taught her that it was probably not worth the effort. Being cooped up in a hotel in a strange city was not very appealing, and there was only so much shopping that one could do with a clear conscience.

“You sure? Aspen is really nice this time of the year.”

“I’m sure, but the girls have a big science project that’s due in a couple of weeks. I don’t want to wait until the last minute this time.” It was an excuse, but it was partially true.

Reluctantly, he agreed. Angel dropped him off at the airport the next afternoon, and immediately regretted her decision not to go. The lingering kiss at the outdoor baggage check reminded her of the sporadic moments of tenderness early in their relationship. Moments like this proved it was possible to bring that back.

It was Friday night, and the girls had been invited to a sleep over with one of the few families that Chandler approved. They were packed and ready to go by 6:30. The quietness in the house after they left was unsettling. The television offered little in the way of entertainment, and her collection of urban fiction novels, which she kept hidden from Chandler, failed to hold her attention. She decided to just make it an early night. She could use it since sleep had become elusive over the past few weeks. As her head hit the pillow, images of KJ began to appear. She finally gave in to the urge to check her private messages, and as expected, she had a message from KJ.

“Hello pretty lady.”

He’d sent the message only minutes before she logged on. Most likely he was still online.

“Hi handsome. What’s up?”

“Nothing much,” he responded. “Did I tell you I’m writing a book?”

“No, you didn’t. What’s the name of it?”

“The Phone Book.”

“A little broad, don’t you think?”

“Not really. I’m almost done, but it’s missing one thing.”

“??????”

“Your number.”

“Really? Is that your way of asking for my number?”

“Yes.”

“LOL. Cute.”

“Cute enough for you to call me?”

“On one condition.”

“What’s the condition?”

“One-time use, no texts.”

“Got it.”

They talked until the sun came up. KJ was both interesting and mysterious at the same time: single, never married, no kids. Those were unusual characteristics for a man his age. In his words, he’d never found the right person. She went along with his explanation, but she was skeptical. If she were single, he would be at the top of her list for potential husbands. The single ladies in the Dallas-Fort Worth area were seriously slacking off.

Angel woke up around noon the next day, immediately threw on some sweats and dashed out of the house to pick up the girls. After ringing the doorbell at the Carters for a few minutes with no answer, she remembered the kids were supposed to attend a birthday party from noon to 4:00 p.m. Irritated that she could have remained in bed for a little longer, she decided to kill some time instead of returning to an empty house. Eventually, she settled on the Starbucks near her gym.

An idle mind is the devil’s workshop. After receiving her French vanilla latte, she contemplated a quick chat with KJ. He answered his phone on the first ring.

“I was just thinking about you, Angel.”

“Were you?”

“Yes. I’m glad you called. What are you doing right now?”

“Nothing . . . just passing time. I have to pick the girls up at four.”

“How about coming over? You can wait here. Maybe watch a movie or something.”

It was the or something that worried her. 

“I don’t think that’s a good idea, KJ.”

“Don’t think about it, Angel. Just do it. I promise I won’t let you do anything you don’t want to do.”

“Text me your address.”

She reached his condo on Turtle Creek at 12:45. During the short drive over, she considered all the reasons she shouldn’t go. And then she thought about Chandler and how disappointed she was over the anniversary celebration that never happened. By the time she arrived, her sense of validation was firm, and she had justified her actions. When KJ answered the door, she was taken aback. He was shirtless in a pair of pajamas that hung low on his waist. His flawless skin glistened with baby oil, and the smell of Tom Ford’s Tuscan Leather seeped through his pores. 

“Come in and make yourself at home.”

“So, how did you end up in Dallas?” she asked, while checking out the scenic view from the balcony.

“The weather for one. I couldn’t handle the cold winters in New York any longer. But the main reason is my love for the Cowboys,” he said proudly.

“Well you just lost a hundred cool points. I absolutely hate the Cowgirls.” After living in the city for ten years, Angel still turned down free tickets to the games and threw a fit when Chandler wanted to purchase season tickets. 

“That is un-American, baby girl. Living in Dallas, you should probably reconsider.”

“Thanks for the advice, but I’m good, especially with the current lineup. It’s a guaranteed ‘L.’”

The condo was immaculate, as she expected, with a masculine feel. The color scheme consisted of earth tones, and the furnishings were composed of rich leather and wood. Every room was exquisite, but she was blown away by the man cave. 

“Wait a moment—these are your clients?”

She recognized at least three well-known NFL players, including the most recent Heisman Trophy winner.

“Yes. These are the guys who pay my bills.”

“Pretty impressive.”

The next stop was his bedroom. Like the rest of the house, the room was very masculine, with solid-looking furniture in dark colors. The artwork above the bed caught her attention. It was an abstract painting of a little boy and his father. The little boy looked up toward the father as the father looked down with a solemn look. The single teardrop on the little boy’s face was identical to the father’s teardrop. She wondered if there was a story behind the painting and made a mental note to ask about it later. 

As they re-traced their steps back to the living room, he offered her a drink from the well-stocked bar. Her eyes were drawn to the framed image of a very attractive female, with blond hair and blue eyes. For a moment, she considered mentioning the photo, but decided against it. After all, he was single and wealthy. She fully expected him to have women all over Dallas. 

“It’s still a little early. Would you like a mimosa?”

“Sure, why not?”

“You up for a movie?”

“Sounds good.”

“Don’t laugh, but my favorite movie is about to come on.”

“I’m almost afraid to ask,” she said. “What is it?”

“Bridges of Madison County,” he replied reluctantly. 

“You gotta be kidding me. That is one of my favorite movies as well. Interesting.”

“See, we have a lot in common.”

“Yes, we do.”

Halfway through the movie, he grabbed her hands and placed them against his lips. The electricity between them was already obvious, but the simple act intensified it even more.

“KJ, I think it’s time for me to go.”

“No. I won’t let you.”

The sensible side of her would have been alarmed by such a statement, but the side of her that she thought she’d buried on her wedding day was still alive and well. She hadn’t been a saint before she married Chandler. As a matter of fact, she could have led the line in Amber Rose’s version of the Slut Walk. In college, she managed to keep her promiscuity under wraps because she realized discretion was key if she was going to land the husband of her dreams. Now that she had the husband of her dreams, why would she place herself in such a compromising position?

She threw caution to the wind and forced her husband from her mind, as KJ began to plant tiny kisses across her face. His hands were everywhere, and so were hers. Pausing briefly to locate a condom at her request, she quickly found herself staring at the painting on his bedroom wall as her body responded with a mind of its own. After a few intense moments of sheer ecstasy, she was cuddling in the embrace of a man who was not her husband. Aside from the guilt, she was overcome by a sense of perverted satisfaction, beyond all understanding. How could she do such a horrible thing and enjoy it to this degree? Perhaps the old saying was true: you can’t turn a wayward woman into a housewife.

Remorse

Chandler was gone for three days, and Angel took full advantage. After the kids were off to school, she wasted no time traveling the short distance to KJ’s condo on Turtle Creek, and KJ wasted little time escorting her to the bedroom. She felt she was fighting a losing battle. She found herself doing things that she didn’t want to do, but for the life of her, she couldn’t stop. At the end of each visit, she swore it was the last time and expressed her feelings to KJ.

“This is wrong. I can’t keep doing this.”

“Why not? You said your husband wasn’t satisfying you. 

I am. So, what’s the problem? This type of thing happens every day, Angel. You’re not the first, and you won’t be the last housewife to have a little something on the side.”

It was day number three, and his words were noticeably insensitive. Right or wrong, his tone left her on edge.

“I love my husband, KJ. This was a huge mistake, and it is one that I choose to correct. I won’t be coming back. I mean it.”

“That’s what you said last time. However, I realize your husband is coming home today. Is this your way of easing back into your cozy little unfulfilled life?”

The truth can really hurt sometimes, and his words cut like a knife. As she struggled to gather her things, the tears began to fall. When she was dressed, she took one final glance at KJ. 

His eyes were ice cold. Instinctively, she knew the consequences of her actions would be great. KJ escorted her to the door.

“It doesn’t have to end this way, KJ.”

“You women kill me.” Kasey interrupted her.

“What exactly do you mean by that?”

“Nothing. Forget I even said it. I’ll see you out.” 

The date was Tuesday, May 12—exactly one week after her tenth anniversary. Her three-day love affair was officially over. 

Angel delivered her parting words to KJ through the door, which was slightly ajar.

“KJ, this was a mistake. Please . . .”

“Save it, Angel. You cheated on your husband, and you regret it. I’m not surprised. My roommate married the campus tramp.”

“So, you knew all along.”

“What—that you were married to my roommate?”

“So, you did this on purpose.” It was a statement, but KJ provided an answer.

“Of course, I knew.”

Before she could ask why, she notice the middle-aged woman across the hall attempting to locate her key in the massive handbag that she carried. Ironically, the woman had been present during each of her visits, and Angel was sure that she had caught the tail end of their conversation. The look of disdain that she received from the woman was a perfect reflection of Angel’s own feelings regarding her poor judgement over the past few days. 

Thinking back, Angel had not only broken her vows, but also, several other rules. KJ knew more about her than he should have known, like where she lived and her phone number. He was also privy to sensitive details, like her disappointment concerning her anniversary. In fact, her anniversary was the catalyst to her infidelity. KJ was aware of this. That piece of information alone was enough to cause plenty of damage. But as much as he knew about her, she knew very little about him. He could be a mass murderer for all she knew, and this could very well become a horrible case of fatal attraction. He knew the rules, but would he be willing to play the game fairly? Would he bow out gracefully, or would he ruin her life? 

At the moment, there was little that Angel could do to prevent KJ from doing anything. Slowly, she willed herself out of panic mode as self-preservation kicked in. She had made a mistake, but at the end of the day she still loved her husband, and she was willing to fight for her marriage. 

She would finally go to the jewelers to pick up her ring and from there, she would pick the kids up from school. She’d have enough time to shower and have dinner waiting for Chandler when he returned from his trip. 

Her dilemma was not one that she felt comfortable sharing, but she needed to talk to someone. Carla answered on the first ring.

“Angel, are you okay? I thought you’d fallen off the face of the earth.”

“I’m still here, but I’m not okay.”

“I’m listening.”

From beginning to the end, she told her everything. Carla was a no-nonsense kind of person, and she was the type to search for solutions instead of dwelling on the problem. True to form, she immediately began to search for solutions.

“Angel,” she said with a sigh. “I had a feeling something was up when you didn’t respond to my text the other day. So, what’s your plan?”

“That’s just it—I don’t have a plan.”

“Please tell me you didn’t hang out with this guy in public.”

“I did. Just once,” Angel said, thinking back to one particular night. “We went out to some reggae club uptown.” The evening had been magical, or so it seemed at the time. The dark, smoky room and the jovial atmosphere was just what she needed to unwind. She even had a few puffs of what everyone was smoking. KJ said it was harmless, and she believed him. He could have told her the sky was purple, and she would have believed him. At that moment, he could do no wrong. She was that mesmerized. They had remained on the dance floor the entire evening. When they weren’t cheek-to-cheek, their eyes were connected as KJ led her around the dance floor. Her body responded instinctively to the music, but KJ’s hands determined her movements. The final song for that evening was imprinted in her mind…No Cry by V. Cush, a local artist. The lyrics in the bridge perfectly described her thoughts and her feelings at that moment. 

“I can’t get you off my mind. Sometimes I wish that I could walk away, sometimes I wish that I could start all over again . . .” 

It was hard to believe that in just a few short days, she’d begun to imagine a life without her husband. In hindsight, Angel was sure that KJ had recognized her vulnerability and taken full advantage.

“The place was a dive, so I’m sure none of our friends saw us there,” Angel continued. “Chandler’s coming home today, Carla. I have a really bad feeling about this.”

“Okay, here’s the deal. You’re going to go home and prepare for your husband. Stop all communication with this guy after you make it clear to him that it’s over. Choose your words wisely. You don’t want to leave a bitter taste in his mouth. From what you’ve told me, he seems like a pretty reasonable guy. I don’t think you have anything to worry about, Angel. Let’s just hope he can charge this one to the game.”

Carla was probably the most educated woman that Angel knew, but despite her academic achievements, she was still a girl from the hood, and her advice was solid. Angel took the advice and called KJ one last time. She apologized for the way things turned out, and even took the blame. 

“I’m married—you’re not. I should have walked away, but I didn’t. I’ve decided to work on my marriage and concentrate on my girls. You understand, don’t you?”

“Yes. I understand, Angel. You got your rocks off. No harm, no foul. Good luck with your marriage.”

And then he was gone. He didn’t even wait for a reply.

**********

“Mrs. Montgomery,” the jeweler said loudly when she entered the store. “I was beginning to think you’d forgotten about your ring. I think you’ll be very pleased with the results.”

“I’m sure I will. Your services are the best in town.” They were talking about cleaning a ring, for heaven’s sake, not building a rocket ship. 

“Right this way, Mrs. Montgomery.”

Mr. St. Claire was a flamboyantly gay jeweler with an eye for quality, and Angel was accustomed to his over-the top-customer service, but this was a little extreme, even for him. Why couldn’t he just bring the ring to the counter? Her patience was growing thin. If he didn’t hurry, she would have to think of a quick meal to prepare for Chandler, rather than the elaborate one that she’d planned. As he unlocked the door to the secure area in the back of the store, her heart began to pound. When he handed her the beautifully wrapped box, her hands trembled uncontrollably.

“Your husband has excellent taste, honey—and he loves you. Go on. Open it.”

She opened the tiny box to find her three-carat engagement ring and the two-carat band completely redesigned.

“You’re a very lucky woman, Mrs. Montgomery. Your husband personally designed your new ring.”

The jeweler’s comment was an understatement. Chandler had taken all seven of the nearly perfect diamonds from her wedding band and combined them with the three-carat oval-cut solitaire engagement ring to create an extravagant vintage floating halo design. Gone was the white gold from the original set. The new creation was set in pure platinum. On further inspection, she noticed three surprise diamonds on the band. Knowing Chandler, the ten diamonds represented the ten years of their marriage. The ring was gorgeous. It would have been tacky for her to ask how much her husband had spent, but she didn’t have to. Deductive reasoning and the indiscreet signage on the wall gave her a ballpark estimate. St. Claire kept jewelry worth over twenty-five thousand dollars in this vault. 

It took her a few moments to stop staring at the ring. It was beautiful, and it was perfect. While she should have been the happiest woman in the world, the ring was a painful reminder of her betrayal. As she walked out of the store staring at her hand, she had to acknowledge the painful truth. Had she gone to pick up her ring when she was supposed to, the affair wouldn’t have happened. The anger and the disappointment that she felt toward her husband for ruining their anniversary had prevented her from doing so. 

This was all Chandler’s fault. A simple display of affection would have served the same purpose. In fact, she would have accepted it over the expensive ring without hesitation. Now what? 

Collateral Damage

“Kasey, what a pleasant surprise, but your appointment isn’t until next Wednesday. You’re a week early.” 

“I know. Your receptionist said you had an opening today, so I decided to come early.”

“Not a problem. I’m glad we could accommodate you. Tell me, what’s on your mind?”

“Chandler,” Kasey said quietly. “I think it’s time I told him how I feel. My life is stagnant, and I can’t move on until I tell him how I feel.” 

Dr. Tolbert was keenly aware of the change in Kasey’s behavior.  He was noticeably anxious, even agitated. During their last visit, she mentioned the significant decline in his medication levels. According to Kasey, he’d only missed a few doses, which theoretically could not be the case. The change in his behavior was probably related to his non-compliance with the medication regimen.

“Kasey let’s think about this for a moment. Chandler is married, correct, with children?”

“Yes, but I uh . . . I don’t think he’s happily married,” Kasey stammered.

“How do you know he’s not happily married?”

“I think you’re missing my point, Dr. Tolbert.” Kasey’s voice trembled with emotion and Dr. Tolbert quickly noted the uncharacteristic behavior. “It doesn’t matter how I found out. The fact of the matter is, he’s not happy, and I think it’s time for me to express my feelings.”

“Kasey, I can’t give you my blessing on this. I think you’d be making a huge mistake by purposely interfering in a troubled relationship. Please rethink this.”

“It’s too late . . . I have to tell him how I feel.”

**********

Angel picked the girls up from school and made it home in record time. Her nerves were already on edge, but the excited chatter about the return of their father made it worse. 

“Girls, go upstairs and get started on your homework. I’ll be in the shower.” 

“Ok, Mommy,” they chimed in unison.

After peaking at the steaks marinating in the refrigerator, she poured herself a glass of cognac. She felt herself began to relax as she headed toward the master bedroom. As she began to undress, she heard the chime from her cell phone. She almost ignored it, but for some reason, she didn’t. It was an email from KJ. Her heart sank, as her worst fears were realized. 

 

My dearest Angel, 

I hate to be a bearer of bad news, but unfortunately, I have no choice. Where do I begin? 

Your little fantasy world is just that—fantasy. Let’s begin with your husband.

You asked me if I knew him. I do. I know him well. As a matter of fact, we were like two peas in a pod. Not only were we roommates, but we were also lovers—that is, until you came along. He chose you, the campus jezebel, over me. At first, I thought he was just trying something new. I thought it was just a phase. When he told me that he’d proposed to you, I was devastated . . . and I’ve had to live with that devastation. 

As you know, misery loves company. So, I thought I’d share some of mine. By the way, does your husband know about your long-lost child? Have a wonderful evening, Angel.

P.S. It gets better. Please view the attachment. KJ

 

Slowly, Angel clicked on the attachment. According to the document, he was HIV positive. 

Panic or Survival

So, this was how she was going to pay for her transgression. She was numb, but it all made sense. On their last encounter, KJ was suddenly out of condoms. Against her better judgement, she gave in . . . 

She didn’t know which was worse—finding out that her lover was HIV positive or discovering that her husband was on the down-low. She could barely breathe, let alone prepare a meal. How was she going to break this horrible news to her husband? She could begin the conversation by asking him to come clean about his sexuality, since it was clearly the cause and effect of their current situation. The signs were there all along: the lack of affection, the lack of attention, and the invisible wall that he kept between them. These were all signs of his double life. 

KJ had to be the most depraved individual she’d ever met. And how the hell did he know about her daughter?

When the numbness wore off, panic set in. The thought that she wouldn’t be around for her girls was almost unbearable. She had to get tested as soon as possible. But first, she needed to clear her head. Chandler would be home in a couple of hours, but she wasn’t ready to face him.

“Teresa, I need you. I have to go out of town on an emergency. How soon can you be here?” Teresa had been their trusted nanny since her mother-in law’s departure, shortly after the twins were born.

“I’m only ten minutes away,” Teresa said without hesitation.

“Please hurry.”

Angel threw some clothes into a suitcase and rushed out of the house as soon as she heard Teresa’s voice. She left instructions for dinner on the kitchen counter.

Driving aimlessly for a few minutes and struggling to remain calm, she pulled into a gas station to collect her thoughts. Out of desperation, she picked up her cell phone and called Chandler’s father. He happened to be one of the leading researchers at the Centers for Disease Control in Atlanta, and his specialty was HIV/AIDS transmission. According to the billboards around town and the television commercials, new drug therapies were available for individuals who were considered high-risk for HIV exposure. He was the last person she wanted to talk to at the moment, but he was an expert in the field and her options were few.

“Hello, Dr. Montgomery. I hope I didn’t catch you at a bad time.”

“As a matter of fact, you did, but I have a feeling this is important, since I rarely get to hear from my favorite daughter-in-law. Are you and the girls okay?” 

Since she was his only daughter-in-law, the compliment was about as sincere as the smile on his face when she accompanied Chandler home for the first time.

“Yes, we’re fine. I was actually calling for a friend, Dr. Montgomery,” she said slowly, trying to spin a convincing tale. “Her husband is cheating on her—she caught him red-handed, and she’s concerned about her health. Apparently, he hadn’t bothered to use protection, and she’s pretty sure the young lady is a prostitute.” 

“Oh, mercy, Angel. Sounds like you need to get yourself some new friends.” 

“Hmmm, I was actually thinking the opposite. My friend should probably get herself a new husband.” His comment didn’t come as a surprise, but under the circumstances, it was enough to strike a nerve. “Look, Mr. Montgomery, I’m calling because I’m concerned for my friend, and I don’t have time to debate her character or to discuss our friendship. She’s concerned, and I would be too.”

“Please accept my apology, Angel. My comment was not meant to get you all upset. Listen, I think I can help. The degree of intimacy between your friend and her husband will determine her risk for contracting a sexually transmitted disease. Most likely, she isn’t privy to the other woman’s health history. However, if the young lady is a sex worker, her risk factors are significantly increased. So, to be on the safe side, I would probably recommend a prophylactic approach.”

“How does it work?”

“It’s called post-exposure prophylaxis or PEP. It’s a relatively new treatment modality for acute exposure to HIV/AIDS. A twenty-eight-day course of the medication is recommended in persons who have had a nonoccupational exposure that poses a substantial risk for HIV transmission. Ideally, we prefer to substantiate the risk before initiating therapy; but under the circumstances, I think it is best to proceed in lieu of this measure. If initiated within seventy-two hours of exposure, there’s an eighty percent reduction in the transmission of the disease. If your friend was intimate with her husband in the past few days, it could be worth the effort.”

“Is it available over the counter?”

“Not yet. She’ll need a prescription. I’d be glad to provide one for her. I just need her name, date of birth, and the name of her pharmacy.”

The “friend” didn’t exist. Angel could easily come up with a name, but doing so would totally negate the entire purpose, since she didn’t have the accompanying identification to present to the pharmacist.

“In the interest of time, could you just write the prescription in my name?” 

“Are you sure you want to go to such an extreme?”

“She’s my friend. I don’t mind.”

“In that case, text me the phone number of your pharmacist. I have all of your information.”

“Thanks, Dr. Montgomery.” She planned to send the number to the nearest Walmart pharmacy.

“Not a problem, Angel. A friend of yours is a friend of mine. Glad I can help.”

“Oh, and . . . can you keep this between the two of us? Chandler would never understand.”

“I’m sure he wouldn’t, Angel.” 

Yet another secret between her and her father-in-law.

The prescription was ready within thirty minutes. At the window, the technician asked for Angel’s insurance card. 

“Uhm, I’ll be paying in cash.”

“Are you sure, ma’am. It’s pretty expensive.”

“I’m sure.”

“Okay,” she said sympathetically, “your total comes to $421.00.”

Thankfully, she had the cash. After reading the instructions several times and examining the vast array of severe side effects which included severe nausea, vomiting and fatigue, she weighed her options. Based on what she read, her risk for contracting the virus was only twenty percent, if she took the medication. Despite the side effects, this was clearly a no-brainer. She took the first pill and said a silent prayer. The impending sense of doom was slightly lessened by the fact that she’d taken action. However, she still had several other factors to consider. She had to take the medication consistently for twenty-eight days or risk a reduction in efficacy. In addition to providing an explanation for the potentially debilitating side effects of the medication, her wifely duties were on indefinite suspension. What was she supposed to tell her husband?

Unsure of her destination, she drove to the airport on the other side of town. She couldn’t risk an encounter with Chandler. There was a plane leaving for Chicago within the hour. It wasn’t at the top of her list of places to visit but it would have to do. She gave her mother a courtesy call before purchasing her ticket.

“Momma, I’m coming home for a quick visit.” 

“We haven’t seen you in ages, Angel. What’s going on?”

“Nothing’s going on, momma. I just need some time to myself.”

“I smell a rat but suit yourself. Your brother just got out of jail, and at the rate he’s going, he’ll be headed back real soon. Maybe you can talk some sense into him.”

Her brother Ryan was a life-long criminal, and it broke her heart because he was probably one of the smartest kids on the block. The teachers and principals all had high hopes for him, but he chose the streets. He was two years older than Angel, but she remembered when it happened. She was entering her freshman year in high school, and Ryan was a junior. He lost interest in school, sports, and everything else at the end of that fall semester. A lot happened that year, most of which she tried hard to forget.

“Great, it’ll be good to see him. Look, if Chandler calls, can you—”

“Lie and tell him that I’m on my death bed? Sure, but it’ll cost you.”

“I’m sure it will. Bye, Momma. See you soon.” Everything came with a price tag with her mother, so she wasn’t surprised by her mother’s response. 

She made it through security with seconds to spare. After a couple of shots of whiskey, fatigue set in. The turbulent landing awakened her, and the nightmare continued. Thankfully, the Chicago weather was nice for mid-October—no snow or ice on the ground. She took a taxi from O’Hare to her mother’s duplex apartment on the South Side. It was close to midnight when she rang the doorbell, but a card party was in full swing. She immediately regretted her decision not to get a hotel. 

She crashed on the first available bed that she could find. With all the noise and commotion in the house, she didn’t think she’d get any sleep. She woke up the next morning to find her brother standing near the door.

“Angel, are you okay?”

“I’m okay. Just needed some time to myself.” She could tell by her brother’s tone that her answer would not be sufficient, and she was sure that her mother had something to do with that.

“These papers fell out of your suitcase last night,” he said, handing her the printed email from KJ, along with the pharmaceutical description for the medication.

“Ryan . . .”

“Angel, what the hell is going on?”

“Ryan, close the door please. I’m going to tell you everything, but you have to promise not to discuss it with anyone, not even Momma.” Her heart was pounding.

She told him everything—even the part about Chandler’s father and how he had arranged their introduction. Her brother was speechless.

“Angel, you know I never liked your husband from jump. It was just something about him . . . and I never liked his snooty-assed father, either. Let me hip you to the game, Angel. Chandler’s father knew all along that his son was a faggot. He used you to steer him in the other direction. But dudes like Chandler are leopards. They never change their spots. Most likely, he’s been living on the down-low all along, and he put you at risk.”

“I never saw it coming, Ryan. I knew we had problems, but I never imagined it would be something like this. My husband on the down-low? How did this happen?” She said the words out loud for the first time.

“Trust me, it was well orchestrated. And someone is going to pay.”

“Ryan, you have to let me handle this. Promise me—not a word to anyone. I need to figure some things out before I can deal with Momma and the rest of the family.”

“Whatever you say, Angel. But don’t take too long.”

Her brother had always been her protector, and she knew he would go to the extreme to make things right. However, a murder charge would land him in prison for life. 

“I won’t, but you have to promise that you won’t do anything crazy.”

“I won’t, but you need to handle your business,” he said sternly.

“Ryan, you’re the only one who knows about this.”

“What about Carla?”

“Not even Carla.”

“Have you been tested?”

“Not yet. I got the email yesterday. With the medication that I’m taking, there’s an eighty-percent chance that I won’t contract the virus. I have to take it for twenty-eight days before being tested. I’m scared, Ryan.”

“I know, sis. If you’re positive, you need to start treatment immediately. I hear it’s like having diabetes these days.”

Her brother was right, but she would much rather have diabetes.

“Listen, I hate to lay this on you right now, but after reading that email, I think you need to know,” Ryan added.

“Ryan, I can’t deal with more bad news. If it doesn’t directly involve me, just tell me later.”

“It involves you. It’s about your daughter—your oldest daughter.”

His words stopped Angel in her tracks.

“Did something happen to her?” Angel asked.

“This came in the mail the other day,” he said, handing Angel an envelope.

“What’s this?”

“Before you open it, I need to tell you something. Your daughter was recently diagnosed with cancer, and she needs a bone-marrow transplant. Without it, she won’t survive. The adoptive parents reached out to us because a transplant from a blood relative will increase her chances for survival. I tried to talk to Momma about it, and she blew me off. She’s family, Angel. We owe it to her.” Ryan paused for a moment to gather his thoughts. “I didn’t want to bother you, so after Mom blew me off, I contacted her parents and made arrangements to undergo testing to see if I was a match. Granted, my lifestyle—all the drugs, the booze—there was no way they’d consider me a viable option.”

Ryan paused.

“Did you at least try, Ryan?”

“I couldn’t do it, Angel.” Ryan forced himself to continue. “I was there the night that you got pregnant, but I was too stoned to stop what was happening to you. And I’ve been stoned ever since. The anger and the guilt over what happened . . . I’ve carried it all of these years.”

“Ryan, it wasn’t your fault. Just because you were at the party doesn’t mean you could have stopped them.”

“Hear me out, Angel,” Ryan interrupted. “I wasn’t just there—I was in the same room. I took my first hit of heroin that night. It was like an out-of-body experience. When I finally came down, they were bragging about what happened. Angel, I couldn’t be sure if I was one of the guys who . . .” Ryan couldn’t complete the sentence.

Angel was sickened by the thought of what her brother was suggesting.

“They said the girl the girl was wearing a red costume,” he continued. “That girl was you, Angel. I saw the costume in the trash can the next day and I was beside myself with guilt and shame. To answer your question, I couldn’t do the DNA test because I was afraid of the results.”

Angel was overcome with emotion as she realized her brother’s life had been ruined that night as well.

“Ryan, I recognized their voices, and I knew exactly who they were. You were not involved . . . at all.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure.”

Her brother was in tears, completely overcome by having the years of anguish, frustration and guilt suddenly washed away.

“Do you know how long I’ve agonized over this—to think, for all of these years, that I could have fathered my sister’s child?”

Her brother’s words faded into the background as she thought back to that night. Carla and Angel were beside themselves with excitement over the neighborhood Halloween party. Angel had to beg her mother to let her go, and at the last minute she gave in. 

Angel’s costume was tucked away in her closet. She had begun piecing it together weeks before the party from various pieces of material that she found around the house. An old red tablecloth made up the bulk of the Red Riding Hood ensemble. She used a black pillowcase to create the mask, which was mandatory, according to the party invitation. When her mother said yes, she was dressed and out the door in less than fifteen minutes. It was the one time her mother should have said no.

The party was packed, and it was unsupervised. The parents of the host were attending an adult Halloween party in another building. Somehow, Carla and Angel got separated. When Angel couldn’t find her, she decided to search the bedrooms. When she opened the door of the first bedroom, one of the boys pulled her into the room. There was just enough light from the street to see each of the costumes, but it was impossible for her to see their faces because of the masks. But she recognized their voices. There were three of them. Her brother must have been the still body that she noticed in the corner of the room. Ryan was a long-time heroin addict, but she had never been sure when his addiction had begun. Apparently, it began that night. 

Angel was fourteen at the time, and her first sexual experience occurred under the worst possible circumstances. After stripping her of everything except her mask, each of the boys took a turn in brutally taking away her innocence that night. There was nothing she could have done about it. Screaming was useless because of the loud music. Resigned to her fate, she squeezed her eyes shut and prayed for it to be over. When they were done, they gave each other high-fives and left her in the dark room, with the shadowy figure huddled in the corner. She grabbed her things, got dressed and ran all the way home.

When she got home, the phone rang. It was Carla, but she couldn’t find the words to tell her what had happened. 

“I thought you left, so I decided to leave,” Carla explained. 

Eventually, Angel managed to convince herself that it was all just a bad dream, and she tried to pretend it never happened. After all, no one could ever say for sure that it was her since they were all wearing masks.

Unfortunately, the nightmare wouldn’t end so easily. A few weeks later, she woke up, sick to her stomach. At first, she told herself that it was just a bug that she probably picked up from someone at school. However, she began to worry when she was still throwing up five days later. One day, she came home from school to find her mother waiting for her. Apparently, Angel hadn’t opened the new box of sanitary napkins. It was an age-old way for mothers to keep tabs on their daughters.

“I knew your little ass was up to no good. I swear if you’re pregnant, I’m going to beat that baby out of you. Do you hear me?”

She literally dragged Angel down the street to the free clinic for a pregnancy test. It was positive, and true to her word, she tried to beat the baby out of Angel. Her brother Ryan stood by and watched. 

Somehow, the baby survived the brutal beating, and Angel was sent to the alternative school for girls for the duration of the pregnancy. Since they were Catholic, abortion was out of the question. Angel was always amazed that people could use religion to justify actions that most would see as sinful, and at the same time ignore religious doctrine when it didn’t support their own sinful ways. 

Planned Parenthood helped them arrange an adoption of Angel’s baby. When she went into labor, her mother dropped her off in the emergency room and left without saying goodbye. Her mother had adamantly refused to be present for the delivery and insisted that the rest of the family should do the same. 

For Angel, the experience was like something from a horror film. As the intensity of the stabbing pain in her belly worsened, she was convinced that death was the most desirable solution. She was relieved when the anesthetist arrived to place her epidural.

“Are you here alone?” the beautiful young woman asked, clearly appalled.

“Yes.” Angel’s whisper was barely audible as another wave of pain gripped her body.

“Did your parents step out for a moment? If so, I can wait.”

“No!” Angel screamed, desperate for relief and terrified at the thought of having to wait another second. “I’m here alone.” 

“Okay sweetie, let’s get this done. Just follow my directions and let me know when the next contraction begins.”

“Now—it’s starting now,” Angel whispered as she braced herself for the next contraction.

“Deep breath, Angel . . . that’s right—just breathe.” The anesthetist’s soft voice and the circular motion of her hand across her back produced a calming effect, and for the first time, Angel believed she would survive. “Okay, we can get this done before the next contraction if you follow my directions. Think you can do that?”

“Yes ma’am.”

“On the count of three, I want you to sit up and Mary is going to get you into position.” Mary was the labor and delivery nurse. On cue, Mary assumed her position in front of Angel, and helped her assume the correct position. In what seemed like seconds, the anesthetist was saying, “all done.”

“But I didn’t feel anything.”

“Thank me after this contraction goes away.”

“But I’m not having a contraction.”

“Uh, you’re right. It just ended.” Mary was pointing to the bedside monitor, which provided a visual depiction of each contraction. 

“Wow,” Angel stared at the monitor in disbelief.

After enduring twelve hours of labor alone, except for the intermittent visits from the nursing staff, the doctor finally decided to perform a cesarean section when the baby’s heart rate began decrease with each contraction.

Angel heard the shrill of her daughter’s cry at 11 a.m. “Can I hold her?” Angel asked the nurse.

“It’s against our adoption policy, but I think you should, just for a moment.”

Angel held her daughter briefly before the anesthetist slipped something into her IV and the baby was whisked away to the eagerly awaiting adoptive parents. Angel’s mother never laid eyes on her granddaughter.

It was an open adoption, which meant Angel was allowed to meet the adoptive parents. She was eight months pregnant when she requested a visit. At the time, she was still struggling with the decision. Reluctantly, her case worker made the arrangements for the visit. When the Johnsons entered the office, she could tell right away that they were good people, and she knew that they would give her daughter a better life than she could. They were both professors at the University of Chicago and devout Christians. After trying unsuccessfully for nearly seven years to conceive a child, they had opted for adoption. For nearly an hour, they discussed their ideas about child rearing, their views regarding discipline and their desire to provide a loving home for Angel’s unborn child.

“What if you decide you made a mistake or what if I change mind?” Angel asked.

“That’s a great question, Angel,” Mr. Johnson replied. “And I’m pleased that you asked because it shows concern. We look at it this way: children are a gift from God, no matter the circumstances. When we realized we couldn’t have children of our own, we accepted it and we immediately understood our purpose. Our goal is to give your child the best home that we possibly can and to love him or her as our own.”

His words were convincing, but it was his eyes that confirmed it for Angel: the Johnsons would provide a good home for her child. But still, it was the hardest decision she ever had to make. Her daughter wasn’t conceived out of love, yet Angel loved her because she was a part of her. In the end, she decided that keeping her would have been selfish. She loved her enough to let her go.

Six weeks after giving birth, she returned to high school. She always felt that her mother sent her to the alternative school as a form of punishment. However, as she entered the building on her first day back, she quickly realized her mother had made the right decision. Dealing with the pregnancy was hard enough without the constant reminder of that horrible night. The boys who raped her attended the same school, and she knew their voices. By the end of the first day, she knew exactly who they were. She could have exposed them, but to do so would have meant exposing herself. So, she suffered in silence.

“Angel, I’m sorry,” her brother said, nearly screaming to get her attention.

“Ryan, I understand what happened at the party. You were high. I can live with that, but you never said a word to Momma when she was dogging me out. You let her beat me and say all of those awful things to me. Why couldn’t you just tell her what happened?” Angel was shaking with anger as the painful memories continued to invade her mind.

“I’m sorry, Angel,” her brother repeated.

The devastating news about her daughter worsened her depression severely. Just a few days ago, she could have saved her daughter’s life. Instead, she was trying to save her own.




Part Three

Murder Was the Case

After providing a reason for her absence via voicemail, Angel managed to avoid Chandler’s calls during her visit. Her mother upheld her end of the deal, and Angel forked over a hefty five hundred dollars to keep her occupied. With everything going on, it was worth it. 

Three days later, she was on a plane headed back to Dallas and en route to her beautiful home before 3:00 p.m. She was greeted with complete silence, which was the way she’d planned it. Chandler was at work, and the kids were at school. After speaking with Chandler for the first time since her abrupt departure, she was even more confused. He spoke with genuine concern, and even offered to attend counseling with her. But it was too late. The damage was already done. If there was any truth to KJ’s claims, her husband deserved an Oscar. In addition to being afraid for her life, KJ’s allegations were almost unbearable at times. When Chandler arrived home from work, his plans for the evening were clear. However, there would be no celebratory love-making that night under any circumstances. For one, ideas of Chandler and KJ—together—made her physically ill. Most importantly, she couldn’t risk the possibility of placing her husband’s life in danger, for the sake of their girls.

“Angel, it’s been weeks. I need you to tell me something, and I need you to tell me now.”

Chandler’s self-righteous tone nearly caused her to disclose every horrid detail. More than anything, she wanted to ask him about his relationship with his college roommate, but she couldn’t.

“Chandler, I’m just tired . . . mentally and physically. We’ll talk tomorrow. For now, I just want to get some sleep. My mother wore me out. You know how overbearing she can be.”

“Have it your way for now, but tomorrow I need you to tell me something.”

“Tomorrow, Chandler. We will talk tomorrow. I promise.”

The Ambien that she swiped from her mother was finally kicking in. She fell asleep as soon as her head hit the pillow. 

She woke up around midnight to an empty bed. Most likely, Chandler had received a call from the hospital. As she began to doze back to sleep, Chandler walked in, wearing scrubs. She pretended to be asleep.

Chandler turned on the television and lowered the volume to catch the replay of the local news.

“The victim was found dead of a single gunshot wound to the head in the early hours of the morning. Police officials suspect foul play. Kasey James was a Heisman Trophy contender for TCU and destined for a career in the NFL. His career came to an end after a near-fatal automobile accident during his junior year.”

The reporter’s words cut through Angel like a knife, and her husband’s reaction to the news provided the answer to Angel’s question. KJ was Kasey James.

“Oh my God, it’s Kasey,” her husband said in astonishment, clearly shaken by the news. 

Angel sat up, abandoning the pretense of sleeping. 

“How do you know him, Chandler?” she asked, as her heart began to pound. As much as she wanted an answer, she was terrified of his response.

Before her husband could answer her question, the doorbell rang. Searching frantically for a pair of sweats and a t-shirt, she followed Chandler to see who was ringing their door in the middle of the night. She could hear the rapid footsteps as Chandler headed toward the kitchen, accompanied by two plain-clothed detectives.

“Ma’am, we need you to come down to the station. You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say or do . . .” 

Angel stared in dismay, as the officer recited her Miranda rights.

“Angel, what have you done?” her husband asked as the detective placed her in handcuffs.

“What have I done?” she asked quietly. “The question is, what have you done?”

“I haven’t done anything, Angel,” he said quietly. “Are the cuffs necessary?” he asked the detective. In the midst of the chaos, her husband was still concerned for her well-being.

“Yes, they are—especially when she’s the prime suspect in murder case.”

“A murder case? Angel . . .”

“Chandler, I need an attorney. I’ll explain everything when you come down to the station,” she said quietly.

“Make sure it’s a good one,” the detective chimed in. “Your wife is facing a capital murder charge.”

“A murder charge?” Chandler repeated. “Can someone please tell me what the hell is going on?” Chandler’s voice was low and controlled, but his anger was apparent.

“I didn’t do it, Chandler. You have to believe me. I didn’t do it.”

“Kasey James—the ex-football star from TCU—your little wife here took him out execution style.” The lead detective seemed delighted to provide the details, which he provided as an apparent matter of fact.

Attorney Alexandra Phillips

Chandler stood frozen for what seemed like an eternity as Angel was literally carried out of the house to the awaiting squad car.

“My college roommate . . .” He spoke the words out loud, even though there was no one to hear them except himself. He sat down in the recliner, which faced a huge open window. By now it was still early morning, but the sky was dark, and raindrops were beginning to accumulate on the window screens. Was his wife capable of such a thing? And if so, why? That question troubled him more than anything.

Kasey James had seemed to disappear from the face of the earth after the career-ending injury—an injury caused by Chandler’s recklessness. Thoughts of the horrible night vividly replayed in his mind. In the blink of an eye, life as he knew it would never be the same. He remembered it like it was yesterday: Kasey was sober, and Chandler was sloppy drunk. Kasey begged him not to drive, but Chandler had insisted that he was okay. The crash happened just minutes after they left the party. If only he’d listened to Kasey . . . 

He’d learned to live with his guilt and prayed that Kasey would forgive him for the terrible lapse in judgement that ruined all of Kasey’s hopes and dreams. Last he had heard, Kasey had traded in a lucrative career on Wall Street to become a successful sports agent. Naturally, he was relieved to know that Kasey had managed to obtain a measure of success without football, but if he knew Kasey, it would never measure up. Football was his life. What the hell was he doing in Dallas and why would Angel be accused of his murder? 

Chandler picked up the phone and called the only person he could think of who could make sense of the situation. Attorney Alexandra Phillips, the world-renowned defense attorney, happened to be a close friend. They’d met some years ago at a medical malpractice seminar. Since then, she’d given up her lucrative malpractice career in exchange for something “more fulfilling than money.” She called it moral justice. Alex had a reputation for turning open-and-shut cases for the prosecution into not-guilty verdicts for her clients. Most of her cases involved abused women who found themselves on the wrong side of the law for killing their abusers. Over the years, Alex would reach out to him with medical-related questions involving her clients. Never in a million years did he think he’d ever need her services.

“Alex, this is Chandler. I need your help.”

“Well, hello to you too, Chandler. How’s the wife, how’s the kids…?” 

Chandler hesitated for a moment, still trying to comprehend what had just taken place.

“My wife was just arrested. She’s facing a murder charge,” he stated bluntly.

“I’m on my way. Tell her not to say a word until I get there.”

**********

Before long, Alex was saying goodbye to her husband, Ken, and was boarding a plane at Reagan International. During the flight, she contemplated various scenarios. With nearly ten years as a defense attorney in some of the country’s most high-profile murder cases, she’d seen it all. Most likely, this case would be as complex and scandalous as the others. Chandler and Angel appeared to be the perfect couple; however, behind closed doors, things were apparently not what they seemed. Alex and Ken had spent a few holidays with the Montgomery’s over the years. Angel hadn’t displayed any negative vibes to suggest that she was the cheating type. Chandler, on the other hand, was a workaholic by nature and was away from home quite a bit. But overall, they seemed good together. 

The first order of business was to prepare Chandler for some hard truths. If this was indeed a crime-of-passion case, infidelity would be a primary factor. Was his wife the scorned lover, or had something from his wife’s past come back to haunt her? Either way, Chandler’s entire world was about to change.

Chandler called during her cab ride from the Dallas airport to the police station.

“Alex, what time will you arrive?”

“I’m already here. I’m headed down to the police station. Have you spoken with Angel?”

“Very briefly. I told her not to say anything until you arrived.”

“Good, do you have any details?”

“Nothing, Alex.”

“I need you to understand a couple of things, Chandler. First of all, this is probably going to get pretty ugly. It won’t be easy, but you have to deal with this in a practical manner, and you have to keep your emotions in check.”

“I know. I’m mentally preparing myself for the worst. I’ve been racking my brain trying to understand how this all happened. I keep coming back to the same scenario—my wife had an affair with my former roommate.”

“Okay Chandler, tell me everything you know.”

“That’s just it. I don’t know anything, except that my college roommate is dead, and my wife has been accused of killing him.”

“Let’s start there. When was the last time you spoke with your ex-roommate—Kasey, right?” The tragic news was in rotation on all major outlets, so Alex already had a name.

“Yes, Kasey James. He was the star quarterback for my college. I haven’t seen or heard from him in over ten years. Last I heard, he’d transitioned from Wall Street to a lucrative career as a sports agent. I had no idea that his business was located here, until now.”

“Chandler, at this point in the case, the prosecutor and the detectives are looking for motive. Tell me everything, even if it seems trivial. I need to know.”

“Kasey was from Birmingham and since he didn’t have a car, it became customary for me to drop him off on my way home to Atlanta whenever we were on break from school.”

Birmingham, Alabama, was a hundred and fifty miles from Atlanta and the exit to Kasey’s home, just off the interstate, Chandler explained. Hitching a ride with Chandler was a win-win for both because it meant that Kasey wouldn’t have to take the Greyhound back and forth to school during school breaks, and Chandler wouldn’t have to make the grueling eight-hundred-mile journey from Denton, Texas to Atlanta alone. As a result, it became customary for the two to hang out during their breaks and holidays.

“Did you ever spend time with Kasey’s family?” 

“No. No one was ever home when I dropped him off.”

Chandler continued. “The accident occurred over Christmas break. We planned to attend a Christmas Eve party in Atlanta and sleep in the next day. I was going to take him back to Birmingham the next afternoon, and we were supposed to have dinner with Ms. Pedigo.”

“Did he ever mention his biological mother?”

“Never. Ms. Pedigo was the only person he ever mentioned. He said she was the best thing that ever happened to him.”

“Did he ever mention any of his other family members—brothers, sisters?”

Finding Kasey’s biological mother was at the top Alex’s list of potentially key witnesses.

“No, never. Kasey was up for the 2002 Heisman and the Titans had already secured a spot for one of the January bowl games. Kasey had a one-way plane ticket back to Texas the day after Christmas to prepare for the game.”

“So, he was really that good?”

“Absolutely. He would have been taken in the first round of the NFL draft, for sure . . . and that’s the thing that bothered me the most. My reckless behavior basically ended his career.” 

Chandler paused for a moment and then continued.

“It was just beginning to snow when we left the party, and the roads were icy. I remember swerving to miss a deer, but I ended up hitting a tree instead. After the impact, I remember crawling out of the car. Thankfully, my phone was in my pocket. I called my father and that was the last thing that I remember. Apparently, my father arrived before EMS. I woke up in the county hospital, with my father at my bedside. He told me that things weren’t looking good for Kasey, and that he was in the ICU on a ventilator. I was beside myself with guilt, because I kept thinking about the moments leading up to the accident. I was inebriated when I got behind the wheel of that car. Kasey was sober, Alex, and he literally begged me to let him drive. I kept insisting that we were just right down the street from my parent’s house. He conceded against his better judgement, and he trusted me to get him home safely. Instead, I ruined his career and walked away without a scratch.”

“I’m so sorry, Chandler. That must have been a horrible experience.”

“It gets worse. After describing the severity of Kasey’s injuries, my father went on to tell me that under no circumstances should I disclose the fact that I was the driver. That’s when he told me that he had moved Kasey from the passenger side of the car before EMS arrived, making it appear as if he’d been ejected from the driver’s side.” 

Chandler paused.

Alex waited for Chandler to continue, but she knew where he was headed. Chandler’s father had orchestrated a cover-up to protect his son. But why?

“I’ll never forget the look in my father’s eyes: disappointment mixed with hurt. I went along with the story that he concocted. What choice did I have?”

“Why would your father go to such an extreme?”

“I was drunk, Alex,” Chandler repeated. “My father was more concerned with the consequences of my actions than the severity of Kasey’s injury. He believed the situation would ruin my chances of getting into a good medical school, and of course he wanted to protect his own image. It wouldn’t look good for the son of a prominent physician to be charged with drunk driving.” 

“There has to be more to it than that, Chandler . . .”

After another long pause, Chandler continued. “My father never liked Kasey.”

“Why not?”

“Good question. I never really asked, but it was apparent from the moment they met. Kasey wasn’t born with a silver spoon, but I had a lot of friends who weren’t. But it was just something about Kasey.”

“Hmm. Interesting. How did your mother feel about Kasey?”

Alex had met Doris Montgomery years ago during a trip to Atlanta to celebrate Dr. Montgomery’s retirement. She was beautiful and well-polished. However, she was the exact opposite of her husband in terms of demeanor. Chandler’s father was an elitist in every sense of the word, and his circle of friends appeared to reflect him. Doris was outgoing and down-to-earth.

“My mother didn’t have a problem with Kasey. She was aware of Kasey’s upbringing, ‘on the wrong side of the tracks’ as my dad described it, but she treated him the same as she treated everyone else—with kindness.” 

Alex made a mental note to re-visit Chandler’s comment regarding his father’s attitude toward Kasey. There had to be a reason.

“I’m still a little confused. You walked away from the accident without a scratch, and Kasey sustained a severe head injury. I’m surprised the police didn’t notice the inconsistency in your story. It should have been obvious to even the most inexperienced officer that someone must have tampered with the accident scene. I’m assuming the damage to the vehicle was to the passenger side, since Kasey received the bulk of the injuries. If Kasey was the driver, there should have been damage to the windshield on the driver’s side.”

“You’re right, but I had two things working in my favor. My father’s influence in the community could have resulted in an oversight by the police. However, the actual nature of Kasey’s injury provided the perfect cover. First of all, the windshield was completely intact on both sides due to the deployment of the airbags. The damage to Kasey’s brain didn’t occur as a result of direct impact with the windshield. The damage was caused by a phenomenon known as coup-countre-coup. Violent accelerations and decelerations are usually involved with these types of injuries. With the right amount of speed, a sudden stop will cause the brain to accelerate forward, making impact with the skull, and when the force of the initial impact is strong enough, the brain then bounces in the opposite direction with an equal amount of force. The result is diffuse damage to the brain at the site of the initial impact against the skull and damage to the opposing side of the brain as well. The shaken baby syndrome is often associated with this type of injury. Since both airbags were deployed, there were no red flags.”

“Ahhh, that explains it”, Alex said, making another mental note to revisit the nature of Kasey’s injury later. “OK, I’m here at the police station. Let me see what Angel has to say, and we’ll go from there.”

“Thanks, Alex.”

“That’s what friends are for. I need you to keep thinking. If you recall anything . . .”

“You’ll be the first to know.”

“How long would it take for you to reach the police station?”

“Ten, maybe twenty minutes with traffic. I’m actually headed that way—apparently, the detectives have more questions.”

“I may be able to get you a visit with Angel, if you can get here before my visit is over.”

“I’m on my way.”

A Crime of Passion?

Angel was calm as she entered the visitation room.

“A little excessive, don’t you think?” Alex addressed the guard, referring to the handcuffs and shackles around Angel’s wrists and ankles.

“Your client is here on a capital murder charge, ma’am, and she’ll be treated as such,” the guard stated icily. From his outward appearance, he was the stereotypical Southern redneck with a badge—the kind who savored the perceived power of a uniform and a gun.

“My client is innocent until proven guilty,” Alex stated, matching the guard’s tone. “Have a seat, Angel,” Alex continued, while exchanging heated glares with the guard. 

“Alex, you have to get me out of here. If you can’t, then you have to find a way to get my medication. If I miss a dose, it’ll reduce the efficacy tremendously.”

“First, have you taken it today? And secondly, what exactly are you taking it for?”

“Yes, I’ve taken it today. The medication is used to prevent the transmission of HIV. Kasey was HIV positive. He informed me via email a few days before he was murdered.”

“Wow,” Alex responded. “You obviously had an affair. Please tell me you used a condom.” 

“Yes, I had an affair. And yes, we used condoms during the first two encounters.” Angel’s voice cracked as she ended her last statement.

“So, you didn’t on the third encounter. I’m assuming that was the last encounter?” Alex completed her client’s sentence.

“Yes, it was the last encounter—he said he didn’t have a condom.”

This piece of information was shocking, and it could potentially impact their case in a number of ways. It also meant that Angel was facing much more than a murder charge. 

“Who knows about the email?”

“I don’t know, but I never deleted it. It’s just a matter of time before someone finds it. You can see it on my phone if it hasn’t been collected as evidence.”

“This is a very compelling piece of evidence, Angel. We’ll deal with it when the time comes, but thanks for giving me the heads-up. And yes, I’ll make sure that your medication regimen is maintained.”

“Thanks, Alex.”

“That’s what I’m here for. Okay, the charges have been filed, and the arraignment is tomorrow morning. You’re facing a capital murder charge in the state of Texas, which is the equivalent of a first-degree murder charge in most other states. Bail for a capital murder charge is typically set by the judge on a case-by-case basis. If we’re lucky, and we get the right judge, he may set the bail tomorrow. If not, you’re entitled to a bail hearing within forty-eight hours of your arrest. Because this is a high-profile case, there’s a possibility that bail may be denied.” Alex pulled out her pad to review her checklist. She scribbled a reminder to see whether this was an election year. These were the kind of cases that could make or break a sitting judge.

“Capital punishment . . .  what exactly does that mean?”

Taking a deep breath, Alex provided a brief overview of the charges.

“For a capital murder conviction, the prosecutor has to prove beyond a reasonable doubt that you intentionally or knowingly committed this crime. In general, we have five options for your defense, Angel. Self-defense, lack of intent, and insanity are your most viable. However, under the right circumstances, the temporary insanity defense could be used to establish another viable defense—crime of passion. Fortunately, we’re in the state of Texas. The crime of passion defense is considered the ‘Law of Texas,’ because Texas jurors are traditionally more lenient toward defendants who cause harm toward individuals who harmed them. The ‘scorned lover’ and the ‘battered wife’ are the types of cases that fall into that category.”

Angel listened intently as Alex presented her options. 

“I know where you’re going with this Alex, but I didn’t do it,” she said.

“Angel, I need you to be completely honest with me, and I need you to consider the information I just shared with you. So far, you’re the prime suspect. In fact, you’re the only suspect. Based on this fact alone, the evidence against you is strong. Before you offer the plea of not guilty, I need you to think about everything I just said. If this man provoked you in any way—”

“I messed up, Alex, but I didn’t kill him.”

“I’m listening.”

“I met him at the gym . . .” Angel slowly detailed her relationship with Kasey from beginning to end.

Alex was astonished by the detailed description of the events leading up to Kasey’s murder. Based on Angel’s account, Kasey was very much aware of the fact that she was Chandler’s wife. Clearly, their “chance encounter” was a key component in his plan to destroy Chandler’s marriage. However, the most shocking piece of information was the email and the implication concerning Chandler’s sexuality. According to Kasey, he and Chandler had been lovers back in college. Could this be true? After living in Washington DC for ten years, Alex considered herself an expert when it came to recognizing the signs of covert homosexuality. Chandler was a close friend, but she had never questioned his sexual orientation.

“Two questions, Angel. Does Chandler know about the affair?”

“No, he doesn’t,” Angel replied with a whisper.

“Have you been tested?”

“No, I haven’t.”

“You have to tell him about the affair and Kasey’s HIV status.”

“I know.”

Angel’s denial of the crime did not convince Alex. The email that Angel received from Kasey provided the perfect motive for the prosecution. On the other hand, the same evidence could be used to establish the crime of passion defense. If Alex could prove that Kasey purposely set out to expose Angel to the deadly virus, she had a good chance of receiving a not-guilty verdict. However, Angel wouldn’t hear of it. 

“Alex, I’m not going to confess to a crime that I didn’t commit,” Angel stated firmly.

“Bear with me for a moment, Angel, and just hear me out. Let’s talk about the email. By far, it’s probably the best piece of evidence they have against you. But it could also be used to justify your actions—if you’re guilty, of course. It’s a textbook example of murder committed in the heat of passion. Again, this is the kind of case that Texas jurors would view favorably when it comes to rendering a not-guilty verdict. Are you with me?”

“Yes,” Angel replied.  

“What was your immediate response to the email, Angel?”

“I was angry as hell and afraid.”

“Angry enough to kill?”

“Yes,” Angel answered hesitantly.

“Understandably so. Now ask yourself this question: if you were a juror on this case, who would you consider the victim?”

“I’m the victim.”

“Explain.”

“I’m the victim Alex—let’s just start with his HIV status. And what if he was telling the truth about his so-called relationship with my husband? I’ve been married to Chandler for ten years, Alex. Our marriage wasn’t perfect, but I never saw this coming. If it’s true, any juror would consider me the victim”.

“I agree. You are the victim for each of the reasons you mentioned. For the record, I’m shocked by the alleged relationship between Chandler and Kasey. Please keep in mind, it’s only an accusation. You need to have a serious conversation with your husband about it as soon as possible.” It was a topic that had to be discussed in detail, but it would have to wait. Establishing the strongest defense was the primary objective at this point in the case—and it wouldn’t be easy. Angel’s arrest occurred shortly after the discovery of Kasey’s remains, which meant the evidence against her was quite substantial. Unfortunately, they would have to wait for the prosecution to disclose their findings.

“Let’s be clear, Angel. Based on what you’ve told me, and in light of the email, it would be easier to win this case with a confession than it would be to prove your innocence.” 

“You’re probably right, Alex. However, I cannot confess to a crime that I didn’t commit,” Angel repeated.

Based on her gut instinct, which was rarely incorrect, Alex was finally convinced. Angel was innocent. But if she didn’t commit the murder, then who did?

“Then we have to find the killer. It’s your only defense.”

With enough information to formulate a plan, Alex ended the meeting with Angel, as Chandler waited patiently in the next room for his chance to speak with his wife. Chandler fought to control his anxiety when Alex emerged from the interrogation room. He searched Alex’s eyes in hopes of a sign that what they were facing was simply the result of a misunderstanding. What he found was quite the opposite.

For Better or Worse

“Glad you could make it. You still have about fifteen minutes remaining for this visitation period.”

“What are we facing, Alex?”

“It’s not good,” Alex declared quietly.

As Chandler walked down the long corridor to the visitation room, Alex’s heart ached for her friend. What he was about to discover would be life changing. When he entered the room, the sight of his wife clad in the orange jumpsuit cemented the seriousness of the situation. His emotions ebbed like a flowing stream and changed with every beat of his heart. Anger, hurt, confusion, disbelief . . . 

“Why are we here, Angel?”

Slowly Angel lifted her head and faced her husband. Her eyes were swollen with tears and anguish was written all over her face.

“I think we both know the answer to that question, Chandler. The real question is how did get we here?”

“Okay . . . so, how did we get here?”

“In spite of what you think, I love you, Chandler,” she said hesitantly. “Kasey and I had an affair,” Angel stated softly. 

Chandler could barely breathe as his wife confirmed his worst suspicions, but he remained quiet, allowing his wife to continue.

“I met him at the gym a few days before our anniversary, but I had no desire to communicate with him until that night . . . the night of our anniversary. I was hurt and disappointed when you didn’t come home. I contacted him out of frustration, Chandler. The years of loneliness and trying to understand you, trying to maintain the facade of a happy marriage . . . I was miserable, and I was tired of trying to figure out if you loved me or not. That’s how we got here.”

“So, the solution to your misery was to pick up a random guy at the gym, who just happened to by my ex-college roommate?” Chandler looked at his wife in disbelief. “That was your solution? I work my ass off to take care of you and give you everything you want, and this is the thanks I get?”

“Chandler, this was not a random act. He targeted me. Didn’t you read the email?”

“What email?” Chandler asked through clenched teeth. Anger was now the prevailing emotion.

“Angel, we have less than five minutes left on this visit. I need you to tell me everything, now!”

“Chandler, I’m not going to beat around the bush with this. He said the two of you were lovers. He targeted me to get back at you. Dammit, this is all your fault, Chandler!” The sound of the words that had tormented her soul since the day that she received the email, unleashed her own anger, and it matched her husband’s. 

Chandler stood silent. 

“There’s more,” Angel hesitated.

“Before you continue, I have one question, Angel. Did you believe him?”

“I don’t know what to believe anymore,” Angel said between sobs. “It would explain a lot, Chandler. Yes, you gave me a good life, but your attention and your affection were all I ever wanted. You never gave it to me.”

“So, you believed him . . . is that what you’re telling me?”

Silence. 

“Whether you believe him or not is irrelevant. Apparently, he said all the things you needed to hear. But just for the record, I’m not gay.”

Angel stared at the floor, not daring to see the truth in her husband’s eyes. If her husband was lying, and he was really on the down-low, her infidelity was justified. If he was telling the truth, she would have to live with the fact that she was just a pawn in the twisted game that Kasey was playing. Even worse, she could very well pay for the indiscretion with her life. The fact that she was shackled and bound and facing a murder conviction was not her immediate concern. She had to break the news to Chandler regarding Kasey’s HIV status.

“Do you realize what you’ve done? Did you even think about the girls? You have literally destroyed our family for a few moments of pleasure. Was it worth it, Angel?”

Her sobs grew louder.

“Did you do it?”

“Do what?” Angel asked.

“Did you kill him, Angel?”

“I didn’t kill him, Chandler. On everything, I swear, I didn’t do it. But there’s something else I have to tell you.”

“Time’s up,” the guard announced abruptly before she could tell him that Kasey was HIV positive. 

She was also planning to tell him about her daughter. She had contemplated disclosing the information many times before. Even though she knew Chandler would have understood, she could never bring herself to do it. Yet Kasey, a complete stranger, had placed her in a position that would force her to disclose one of her darkest secrets. But it would have to wait. 

In addition to the tormenting guilt, she was even more troubled by the pain that she saw in Chandler’s eyes. In her heart, she believed her husband regarding his sexuality. But if Chandler was telling the truth, why did Kasey go to such extreme to target her family? Since Kasey could not provide the answer, the consequences of her actions became clearer. She was facing a death sentence or the rest of her life in prison for reasons that were taken to the grave with Kasey.

Chandler clenched his fists with anger, unable to walk fast enough as he returned to the waiting area. By the time he reached Alex, his face glistened with perspiration as the artery over his left temple pounded explosively.

“Alex, I can’t believe this is happening. Did she tell you they were having an affair?”

“Yes.” His demeanor was warranted, and Alex was prepared for it. She was now in friend mode. 

“And she has the audacity to blame me,” Chandler continued.

“What did she say?”

“She told me that Kasey claimed we were lovers. Alex, I don’t know what type of game this guy was playing, but I’m not gay. She says he targeted her to get back at me.”

“Chandler, do you have Angel’s cell phone?” Alex asked.

“Yes, I have it right here. The detective asked me to bring it with me to include as evidence.”

“Before you do that, I need you to access her email account. There’s something you need to see.”

Chandler pulled the phone from his pocket and opened Angel’s email account. 

“Okay, what exactly am I looking for?”

“A message from Kasey”, Alex stated quietly.

“I found it”, Chandler said, searching for a chair as his knees began to buckle.

“I don’t know whether Angel shared this information with you, but in case she didn’t, I don’t think we have the luxury of waiting for your next visit. Kasey sent her this email a few days before the murder. Maybe it will help you make some sense out of all of this.”

Chandler sat quietly and read the email over and over again, while Alex prepared herself for his response.

“He purposely set out to destroy my family,” Chandler said quietly. “But we were never lovers. That part is a lie. As a matter of fact, I never knew he was gay. However, I did ruin his career. Maybe this was his way of getting back at me.”

Alex was silent as Chandler struggled to process the devastating news.

Chandler finally broke the silence. “Has Angel been tested?”

“No, Chandler, she hasn’t,” Alex answered quietly. “However, she mentioned a medication that she’s taking—a prophylaxis. I’ve already spoken with the nurse. Can you bring it in the morning? It’s in her carry-on bag. 

“Of course, I’ll bring it first thing in the morning.”

“There’s one more issue I think we need to address, Chandler. Kasey mentioned a child in the email. You know anything about that?”

“No . . . but at this point, anything is possible.”

The two walked to the station desk for Chandler’s meeting with detectives, which didn’t take long. Obtaining Angel’s cell phone had been their main objective. They left the police station and rode in silence to a car rental agency nearby so that Alex could have her own transportation for the rest of her stay in Dallas. 

“So, where do we go from here?” Chandler asked.

“Can’t answer that just yet. The bail hearing is set for tomorrow morning. Hopefully, I can convince the judge to let her await the trial at home. I haven’t verified Kasey’s claim regarding his HIV status, and Angel hasn’t been tested. Those are the two immediate issues. Where do you stand with all of this, Chandler?”

“My wife cheated on me, for God’s sake, and I’m angry as hell. If I could get my hands on Kasey James, I’d probably kill him myself. But I’m not angry enough to wish my wife any harm. To be fair, I have to accept some of the blame. Angel has always been needy. I knew that. But I honestly thought we were okay.”

“This is not going to be easy, Chandler. Angel could be facing a death penalty—in more ways than one—and she needs your support. I know it’s asking a lot under the circumstances, but if it’s too much for you to handle, you have to tell me now.”

“She’s my wife. I stood before God and vowed to love and protect her. That’s what I plan to do.”

“I figured you would. In that case, we have to talk about the media. They’re already having a field day with this story, and it’s only going to get worse. You should probably think about getting the girls out of town for a while—at least until the novelty of the story wears off.” 

“The girls are already gone. My mom was able to get a flight out of Atlanta pretty quickly.”

Surprisingly, Chandler’s mother, Doris, had made the trip alone. On the surface, she was a pillar of strength, but fragile in many ways. According to Chandler, she was holding up okay, but he was concerned that the stress would eventually take its toll. In addition to the concern for his mother, Chandler was disappointed that his father hadn’t bothered to accompany her. However, he wasn’t surprised. Chandler always felt that his father seemed to value his career and his position in the community more than anything in the world, including his own family at times. To Chandler, his decision not to accompany his mother was proof. Like always, his mother had an acceptable excuse for his father’s behavior, but this time Chandler was compelled to speak his mind.

“Mom, I know how Dad feels about keeping up appearances, but this is inexcusable. How could he allow you to face this on your own?”

Her reply was totally unexpected.

“Chandler, your father never cared for Kasey—and he wasn’t too particular about Angel at first, but he accepted her because you loved her. This isn’t easy for him.”

“I know how he felt about Kasey, and I know it took a while for him to really accept Angel, but I’m his son. He has to know that I need him now more than ever.”

“When all of this is settled, you and your father have a lot of things to discuss.”

“Yes, we do”. 




Part Four

The Investigation

Before leaving the police station, Chandler and Alex had the displeasure of meeting the lead detective for the case. From the looks of it, the investigation ended when he came across the photo of Angel and a slip of paper with her name and address in Kasey’s car. And if that wasn’t enough, Kasey’s cell phone provided the rest. Surprisingly, the password protection feature on the phone wasn’t activated, making it easy for the detectives to gain access to not only his phone records but his social media account as well. Apparently, Kasey wasn’t in the habit of deleting the private messages from his social media account, which was the primary source of the incriminating evidence against Angel. 

“We’re living in the golden age of information and technology. Only takes a click of a button to build an entire case,” the detective boasted. 

According to Detective Rawlings, Angel met all of the requirements for a murder conviction: means, motive, and opportunity. Despite the circumstantial evidence against Angel, the detective was a little overconfident for Alex’s taste, especially at this stage of the investigation.

Detective Rawlings was your stereotypical bulldog detective, and his work ethic was second to none. His routine had been the same for nearly twenty years. He was up by 5:00 a.m. every morning, drank two cups of coffee, and smoked at least five cigarettes before leaving for work at 6:00 a.m. In addition to being a workaholic, his life was extremely modest. He drove an old Crown Victoria that he had purchased from the police car auction, and lived in a cheap, two- bedroom apartment that came with a huge discount due to his profession. On occasion, he would travel to Kansas to visit his elderly mother, but aside from that, he didn’t really have a life. His coworkers joked that his police pension was worthless in comparison to the amount of money he’d saved over the years with his frugal lifestyle. They were partly correct, but there were a few things that Detective Rawlings had managed to keep under wraps. He had a twenty-year-old daughter, who was the love of his life. Unfortunately, he was forced to express his love from a distance. The mother of his child was a shameless and heartless gold-digger. Even though she’d taken his daughter clear across the country, she never missed an opportunity for an increase in child support. 

Twice a year, he secretly traveled to Rhode Island to visit his daughter. Living out of a hotel and seeing his daughter daily for only fourteen days out of the year was all he had to show for his monthly installment on fatherhood. The bitterness toward the mother of his child had escalated over the years, and there were times when he could barely maintain his civility when she was around. However, the thought of losing all contact with his daughter was enough to keep his anger in check. Women were not at the top of his list of things to admire or appreciate, and Angel was the latest target of his wrath.

Ironically, the breakup and custody battle with his ex-wife coincided with the initiation of his career as a police detective. His first case as a rookie involved the murder of a local dentist. The evidence in the case pointed toward the high-maintenance wife. A few years into the marriage, money became a serious issue in the relationship. The dentist couldn’t extract teeth fast enough to keep up with his wife’s spending habits. After a few years, the money was finally gone. Shortly after the for-sale sign was posted outside their home in University Park, the dentist was found dead in his bedroom with knife wounds to both wrists and a single gunshot wound to the right temple. 

The death was officially ruled a suicide, but Detective Rawlings wasn’t convinced. Was it truly a botched suicide attempt that was ultimately completed by the dentist, or had someone completed it for him? His hard work on the case revealed a substantial amount of circumstantial evidence, but there was never enough evidence to indict or convict the wife. In less than a year’s time, she was remarried—this time to an oil tycoon. 

Her new husband was diagnosed with a terminal illness soon after the nuptials, and she stood to gain his entire estate. But it wouldn’t come without a fight. Her husband’s family was determined to leave her penniless. When she realized she could spend the entire fortune on attorneys and court fees, she decided on a different approach. She delivered her husband to an upscale retirement home and proceeded to spend as much of his fortune as she could before he passed away. After the death of her second husband, the scrutiny in the small, affluent Highland Park community intensified, and she eventually moved away. Within months, she struck gold again with a real-estate developer in Arizona. Like clockwork, her third husband died mysteriously, and she was implicated in the murder. Detective Rawlings, along with the national media, dubbed her the “Black Widow.” Like the other cases, the evidence was circumstantial. And once again, she got away with murder. 

Detective Rawlings spent his entire career in search of the evidence that would ultimately convict the “Black Widow,” but to no avail. In the process, he developed a disdain for women, particularly of the gold-digging sort. This drove his determination to send Angel to jail for the rest of her life. 

He was well on his way to doing just that.

Finding the Killer

Alex’s initial task was to get Mr. Virgil on a plane to Dallas, ASAP. Virgil Wyatt was Alex’s long-time private investigator, stand-in father, and surrogate grandfather to her son. He was a retired army veteran who had spent twenty-two years specializing in military intelligence. They had met during Alex’s stint in the Army. When he wasn’t on assignment with Alex, he was golfing or fishing in Virginia, where he built his retirement home. His wife of 35 years had passed away from cancer shortly after his retirement, and his children lived in different cities—Memphis, Shreveport, and Oakland, California. He hoped that they would eventually move closer. Until then, Alex and her son were his surrogate family. She paid him well for his services, but even if she couldn’t, Mr. Virgil would have worked just as hard. His only motivation was to see her win. 

Alex’s plan was to gather as much information about Kasey James as possible. Finding the killer was the ultimate goal, but her backup plan was to establish reasonable doubt. 

With Mr. Virgil in the trenches, she could focus her attention elsewhere. 

The toxicology report was the most logical place to start. According to the preliminary findings, Haldol was found in Kasey’s system. Haldol was a drug that was primarily used to treat mental disorders, including psychosis, schizophrenia, and bipolar disease. Kasey’s mental state would provide a plethora of evidence that could be used to Angel’s advantage. However, locating his psychiatrist and obtaining the evidence would be tricky. She decided to begin her search for answers with Kasey’s adoptive mother.

When Alex reached Ms. Pedigo’s home, she sat outside for a moment to gather her thoughts. What were the potential circumstances that would have led to this woman’s relationship with Kasey? She could think of a few, none of which were good. As she approached the front door, she noticed the blinds opening and closing. Ms. Pedigo greeted her at the door before she could ring the doorbell.

“Good morning. How may I help you?” she asked, reluctantly returning Alex’s handshake.

“Good morning, ma’am. I’m attorney Alexandra Phillips, and my client is the primary suspect in the murder investigation of your son.”

Alex paused, anticipating the worst from the pale lady who listened intently to the rehearsed introductory speech with sheer pain in her eyes.

“My client is adamant that she didn’t commit this crime, and I believe her. However, the current evidence suggests otherwise. In order to defend my client, I have to find the person who actually murdered your son.”

“Come in,” she said softly. “Can I get you something to drink?”

“Water would be great, Ms. Pedigo. Thank you.” 

“I’ve been blessed with a really strong sense of discernment,” she said upon return from the kitchen. “In spite of what the detectives are saying about your client, something’s telling me to listen to what you have to say.”

“The gift of discernment is a powerful, God-given gift, Ms. Pedigo. I’m thankful for your decision to use it. Before we begin, I want you to know that I’m very sorry for your loss.”

“Thank you, Ms. Phillips.”

“Please call me Alex,” she replied.

“Alex, I just can’t imagine who would do such a thing. That child has faced so many horrible things on this earth. To have his life taken this way is just so unfair,” she said, wiping tears.

“Ms. Pedigo, how did you become Kasey’s guardian?”

“Well, his mother just ran off and left him one day. By then, her other children were long gone, spread among various relatives. Kasey was six years old at the time, and I just couldn’t let him go into the foster-care system. So, I did what I had to do to adopt him, and I’ve never regretted it. He was an absolute joy to raise.”

“What you did was simply amazing, Ms. Pedigo. What can you tell me about his mother? Have you contacted her since Kasey’s death?”

“Yes, I have. Nothing much has changed. Her main interest was the will and whether or not he left her anything.”

“Wow. Is she planning to attend the funeral?”

“I don’t know. Wouldn’t surprise me if she didn’t, especially since I couldn’t provide any information concerning the will. To be honest, I don’t know if he even has one.”

“Hmmm, any reason she’d expect to be included in the will? After all, she abandoned him.”

Inclusion in the will was a motive, and greed is one of the seven deadly sins. But was his mother capable of doing such a thing?

“Funny thing is, Kasey loved his mother despite her actions, but he loved her from a distance. He acknowledged her birthday every year, gave her lavish Christmas gifts, and money periodically. He even bought her a house in Atlanta. However, there was a catch. He couldn’t stand for her to ask him for anything. Whenever she did, he’d go months without sending her a dime. It took a while, but she finally caught on, and she stopped asking.”

What a strange relationship, Alex thought. Kasey’s generosity toward his mother would probably eliminate her as a suspect. However, a mother who would up and leave her kids was probably capable of anything. Alex knew that Tamela was living in Atlanta, but she was unaware of the fact that Kasey had purchased the home. Virgil had just completed a twenty-four-hour preliminary surveillance of Tamela and her common-law boyfriend. After speaking with Ms. Pedigo, she was even more eager to hear the findings. He was due to arrive at 6:00 p.m.

“I don’t want to keep you too long, Ms. Pedigo, but I have one more question. Can you tell me anything about Kasey’s medical history?”

“I’m sure you probably know this by now, but Kasey was involved in a terrible accident when he was away at college. He was devastated when he came out of the coma, and the doctors told him he couldn’t play football again. They said another blow to the head would either kill him or make him a vegetable. He was never quite the same after that. He became very distant, I guess you could say. At first, I thought he was bitter about losing his football career, but over the years, I realized there was more to it than that. Apparently, he realized it as well. Kasey has been in therapy for a long time—at least that’s what he called it. To my knowledge, he saw at least two different therapists here in Dallas and a few before he moved here. I was really surprised when he shared that information with me. Kasey was an extremely private person.”

“Any chance you know the names of the therapists here in Dallas?”

“As a matter of fact, I do.”

This was good news. Most likely, an extensive psychiatric history would work in Angel’s favor, but there was also a small chance that it could work against her. Weighing the risk versus benefits to accessing the information, the potential benefits were too great to ignore. But there was one problem. State and federal regulations granted protection for medical records up to fifty years after an individual’s death. However, a provision within the mandate allowed for the designation of a personal representative or executor of the estate to legally access the records and disclose information under certain circumstances. A criminal investigation was one of the circumstances. 

“Ms. Pedigo, I need your help. There may be some key evidence in Kasey’s medical record—the kind of evidence that could help us solve this case. You may have the authority to obtain and disclose the information. Would you be willing to assist me?”

“Again, you’re here as the attorney for the woman accused of murdering my son. I should probably refuse, but my heart says differently. I want to know without a shadow of doubt who did this. If I can help in any way, I’m willing to do so. My only request is that you do what you can to preserve some dignity for Kasey. I’m afraid that the media will use his lifestyle to sell stories. I don’t want Kasey’s memory to be defined by his sexual preference.”

“So, you were aware of Kasey’s lifestyle. When did you find out?”

“I suspected it as early as middle school. Kasey was a loner, and he seemed drawn toward things that were more on the feminine side. As you know, not all little boys who display this type of behavior will grow up to be gay. It was an observation that I just sort of tucked away. By junior high, there was a complete change in his behavior, which coincided with his sudden interest in sports. At first, I thought Kasey’s preoccupation with his feminine side had run its course. But I was wrong. Kasey went to great lengths to hide his sexuality and football became his shield. The confirmation came during his senior year: I overheard a conversation between Kasey and one of his teammates. Apparently, they were in love.”

For the first time, Alex was able to see Kasey in a different light. His actions were most likely a ramification of something that caused irreparable harm to him. As a general principle, hurt people will in turn hurt others.

“You have my word, Ms. Pedigo. I will do my best to preserve Kasey’s dignity,” Alex said, extending her hand as she prepared to leave. “I will contact you with instructions on the steps we will have to take to obtain his medical records. Ms. Pedigo, I can’t bring your son back, but I will do my best to find his killer—that’s a promise.”

Within the hour, Alex had contacted both physicians and requested the appropriate release forms for the acquisition of the medical records. After securing the forms via the hotel fax machine, she made the trip back to Ms. Pedigo’s, along with a notary, who provided mobile service. Ms. Pedigo readily produced the paperwork to prove that she was not only the official next of kin but also the executor of Kasey’s estate. They only needed one of the designations to obtain the medical records. With her notarized signature on the release forms and an official copy of the other documents, Alex had everything she needed to access Kasey’s files. By 5:00 p.m., she had both sets of records. 

Tamela Watson

Mr. Virgil’s flight was on time and like always, he delivered. He gave Alex a detailed report during the drive to the hotel.

Kasey’s mother, Tamela Watson, had left Birmingham and moved to Atlanta shortly after she lost custody of Kasey. The home that Kasey purchased for his mother was in Berkley Park, just south of the affluent Buckhead section of Atlanta. After surveilling Tamela carefully for twenty-four hours, Mr. Virgil determined that she lived what appeared to be a normal life with her common-law husband. According to one of the neighbors who seemed to know the couple well, the husband was an opportunist, and his only ambition in life was to bask in the good fortune of his wife. Her “good fortune” included a disability check for a mental illness of some sort and the periodic monetary gifts that she received from Kasey. Since Kasey had purchased her home and the late-model vehicle outright, the extent of her monthly financial obligations should have only included utilities, food, and gas for her vehicle. Instead, a huge portion of her monthly income was used to support her beau’s unhealthy habits, which included gambling, cigarettes, and booze, among other things.

The gambling habit had become the greatest thorn in her side because his losing streaks far exceeded his wins. By the end of each month, her funds were usually depleted and like clockwork, the violent arguments quickly ensued. The homes in their neighborhood were close together, so their frequent spats were not a secret. According to a different neighbor, Kasey’s name would enter the conversations often. Apparently, the husband considered Kasey to be the solution to all their problems. However, Kasey’s mother didn’t see things that way. In fact, their heated arguments always escalated at the mention of Kasey’s name.

Mr. Virgil’s findings were consistent with Ms. Pedigo’s description of the relationship between Kasey and his mother. Things were basically good as long as she didn’t ask him for money. She’d learned this the hard way, so why would she ruin it? Taking this into consideration, the common-law husband appeared to be more of a threat than Kasey’s mother. Could a pile of bad habits and growing gambling debts result in murder? Maybe or maybe not. However, it was just the sort of thing that Alex needed to plant a seed of reasonable doubt.

Delusion Versus Reality

Judging by the thinness of the file, Alex wasn’t optimistic about the findings from the first psychiatrist. Dr. McKee’s notes were very short, and from what Alex could tell, Kasey had not been forthcoming during their sessions. As suspected, the file revealed very little. He had been discharged from the practice after only three visits. In the final session, the doctor recommended treatment for possible post-traumatic stress. Nothing followed the notation, so Alex assumed the recommendation was in reference to the car accident that ended his football career.

The files that Alex received from Dr. Tolbert’s office were quite different. The thickness alone was a dead giveaway. Along with the files, Dr. Tolbert included a handwritten note that provided specific dates and time frames of interest. Without Dr. Tolbert’s guidance, it would have taken weeks to get through all the transcripts. 

Kasey had been a patient of Dr. Tolbert’s for nearly five years, and unlike the first physician, Dr. Tolbert’s notes were lengthy and very detailed. In addition, the dialogue was noticeably different, beginning with the first session. Kasey’s responses to Dr. Tolbert’s questions were more extensive and engaging. Alex’s anticipation soared when she noticed Chandler’s name in the initial pages of the file. Without a doubt, Kasey was in love with Chandler. During one of his early visits with Dr. Tolbert, Kasey commented, 

“. . . if only I’d had the courage to tell him how I felt, he would have chosen me.”

In response to his statement, Dr. Tolbert posed a question: “Can you be sure that Chandler would have chosen you over his current partner?”

Kasey’s response— “He wouldn’t have married her”—revealed the doctor’s confusion concerning Angel’s gender. She’d assumed that Chandler was involved in a same-sex relationship. 

“So, Angel is a woman?”

“Yes, and she had an unfavorable reputation on campus. But I was too much of a coward to expose her. There’s no way in hell he would have married her if I had . . .”

The session ended abruptly following Kasey’s fragmented statement. As Alex continued reading, she noticed a trend. Like clockwork, each session ended abruptly whenever the doctor was on the brink of a major revelation. This would explain the five years of continual therapy.

Alex began reading the file at 5:00 p.m., and by the time she finished, it was dawn. The file was spellbinding, to say the least. It was like reading a suspense novel or watching a daytime soap opera. She simply couldn’t put it down. Despite the intrigue, she was determined to remain focused as she searched for any potential evidence that would be helpful to Angel’s defense. Like a crescendo, each session was filled with one divulgence after the next but stopped just shy of the most critical piece. 

The most chilling revelation occurred during one of the first few sessions when Kasey disclosed his HIV status. The devastating passage caused her to pause for a moment. According to Kasey, he wasn’t sure how he had contracted the virus but assumed that he’d gotten it from one of his random hook-ups during his wild and clandestine days in NYC.

“My life is over, and I blame the slut who stole Chandler from me,” he informed the doctor. “She and Chandler’s father did this to me. Chandler and I were supposed to be together forever.”

“Tell me about your relationship with Chandler prior to his marriage to Angel.” 

Dr. Tolbert was clearly trying to establish the extent of Kasey and Chandler’s relationship. Were the feelings that Kasey had for Chandler mutual or was it one-sided? 

“Not now.”

Once again, the session ended just before it really began. It wasn’t much, but it gave Alex a better picture of Kasey’s life and frame of mind leading up to his untimely demise. Another compelling part of the dialogue was Kasey’s comment about Chandler’s father. Was Kasey aware of the elder gentleman’s disdain, and if so, how?

Delusional psychosis was the tentative diagnosis after the first few visits, and it was confirmed several months later. Delusional psychosis is a condition in which an individual is unable to distinguish what is real from what is imagined. There were several forms of the disease and differentiation was determined by the symptoms. The erotomatic form was characterized by the patient’s obsessive belief that someone was in love with them when in reality, the person was not. Individuals with this disorder can socialize and function in a normal manner if compliance with the medication regimen is maintained. However, excessive preoccupation with delusional ideas can become troublesome if the disease is left untreated or if the patient is non-compliant.

Approximately halfway through the file, Angel discovered a piece of evidence that could strengthen the case for reasonable doubt. It also provided an explanation for the disability checks that Tamela received. Apparently, she’d suffered from schizophrenia most of her adult life, which was also characterized by delusion. But could her mental illness cause her to murder her own son? That was the question.

Kasey’s mental health condition opened the proverbial Pandora’s box as the dynamics of the illness became apparent. Chandler had adamantly denied the accusation concerning his relationship with Kasey, but it was still a remote possibility. However, the recent findings would certainly strengthen Chandler’s claim. As Angel’s attorney, Alex had to play the devil’s advocate and address the issue directly. What if the relationship wasn’t just a figment of Kasey’s imagination? If Chandler was living on the down-low, he wouldn’t be the first to pull it off. Alex’s gut instinct was to believe Chandler, especially given Kasey’s mental health condition. But she had to be sure. She was meeting Chandler for lunch at noon. As much as she hated to question her friend’s integrity, she had to revisit the issue. The last thing they needed was a bombshell piece of evidence from the prosecution to prove Kasey’s claim.

With Malice

“Chandler here’s what we have so far. Your ex-roommate was bisexual, and he was in love with you,” Alex began the discussion as soon as the waitress walked away. Time was of the essence.

“I’m aware of that, Alex. Tell me something I don’t already know,” Chandler responded with a look of exasperation.

“I have Kasey’s psychiatric records.” 

“How did you manage to pull that off?”

“Long story. I’ll fill you in later. Here’s what I found,” she said as she handed over several pages from Kasey’s medical record. “The official diagnosis is delusional psychosis.”

“Delusional psychosis? You gotta be kidding me. He was psychotic?” 

“I know it’s hard to believe considering his accomplishments. But as it turns out, success and functionality are consistent with the disease, especially when there’s compliance with the treatment. Kasey was taking Haldol, which is typically used to prevent psychotic episodes or to treat acute agitation or aggressive behavior.”

“I studied psychology in medical school, Alex. I know how the disease works. I’m just struggling with the fact that my wife fell for a man like this. What the hell was she thinking?”

“I have to be brutally honest with you, Chandler. If Angel was guilty of committing the murder, the diagnosis would provide sufficient evidence for a strong crime-of-passion defense. However, Angel claims she’s innocent, and I believe her. Unfortunately, the evidence suggests otherwise. Once again, our strongest defense is to find the person who did this.”

“And if you can’t find the killer?”

“In the event that we’re unable to find the killer, the diagnosis could be used to establish some degree of sympathy with a jury.” Alex paused for a moment, allowing Chandler to process the information. Choosing her words very carefully, she finally addressed the one issue that could make or break the case.

“Chandler, I have to ask you a few tough questions, but I want you to know that I’m asking as your wife’s attorney, not your friend. Do you understand?”

“Yes, I understand.”

“Did you have a sexual relationship with Kasey?”

“No, I did not.”

“Was there ever a time when your actions might have caused some confusion in the relationship?”

“The answer to your question is no,” Chandler responded calmly. “And Alex, I put that on my life and the lives of my children. I’m not gay, bisexual, on the down-low or any of those things, and I’ve never been curious about the lifestyle or confused about my sexuality. If Kasey was in love with me, I had nothing to do with it.”

“That’s all I needed to hear. I will never ask the question again.”

“No problem; I know you’re just doing your job. So, now that you’re sure that I’m not gay, what else did you find out?” Chandler asked, mentally preparing himself for the worst.

“According to the file, Kasey was HIV positive, and he was well aware of it.”

“Are you absolutely sure?”

“Based on the file, he’s been living with the disease for at least ten years. But there’s more. According to the file, his viral load has been extremely low, to the point of non-detectability for the duration of his treatment with Dr. Tolbert . . . until now. My guess is that he stopped taking his medication, which confirms his intent to harm Angel, and quite possibly you, as well.”

“Alex, I can’t rely on conjecture and the psychiatric records of a madman. I need proof.”

“I understand, Chandler. At this point, his HIV status is pretty much confirmed. Everything else is purely conjecture.  I should have the findings from the coroner in a day or two. His HIV status will be disclosed in the final report, along with his viral load at the time of death.” 

“In a nutshell, Angel’s life is at stake regardless of the outcome of the case.” It was a statement, not a question, but Alex felt compelled to respond.

“Yes, her life is on the line, with or without a conviction. Again, we won’t know for sure until we have the final report from the autopsy. For now, we focus on the investigation . . . and we pray.”

On that note, their meeting came to an end. As Alex made her way back to the hotel, her phone rang. It was Dr. Tolbert, Kasey’s psychiatrist.

“Attorney Phillips, can you come down to my office? I have some pertinent information to share with you.”

“I’m on my way.”

It was 5:00 p.m., and the rush-hour traffic in downtown Dallas was relentless. It was nearly 6:00 p.m. by the time Alex reached her office.

“Thanks for waiting, Dr. Tolbert. The traffic here is brutal.”

“I agree. Before we begin, I want to acknowledge the fact that I’m walking the line when it comes to patient/client confidentiality. However, since you’ve taken the proper steps to obtain Kasey’s files, I’m legally obligated to provide it in its entirety. With that being said, I have the transcript from his last visit,” she said, handing Alex a manila folder. “Our last session occurred the day before the murder. The report was still sitting on my desk.”

“Thank you, Dr. Tolbert. I really appreciate it.” The file was thin, with just a few sheets of paper, but Alex knew that it would contain some crucial information. She was tempted to ask a few questions concerning Kasey’s mental health condition but decided not to push her luck. 

“There’s more,” the doctor continued anxiously, as Alex gathered her things to leave. “Most likely, you would have discovered this on your own, but I decided to step out on the limb and tell you now. It’s the least I can do, under the circumstances.”

Dr. Tolbert’s words were chilling.

“Angel was my patient, as well. I didn’t make the connection until it was too late. I’m struggling with the fact that I could have prevented this altogether if I’d made the connection earlier. I can’t say any more than that for obvious reasons. However, I strongly urge you to take the appropriate measures to obtain her records as soon as possible.”

 “Say no more.”

**********

In the privacy of her rental car, Alex opened the file. The visit had been short, and the notations were brief; however, Kasey’s state of mind immediately prior to his death was clearly demonstrated. The fact that Dr. Tolbert recorded all her sessions and took the time to transcribe them was truly something to be commended. Psychiatrists like her were nearly extinct.

Tell me, what’s on your mind?” Dr. Tolbert asked.

“Chandler,” was Kasey’s response. “I think it’s time I told him how I feel. I can’t move on until I tell him how I feel.”

“Kasey, I can’t give you my blessing on this. As a matter of fact, I think you’d be making a huge mistake to purposely interfere in the relationship. Please rethink this.”

“It’s too late . . .”

Alex read the transcript repeatedly as she sat in the downtown garage. Every one of Kasey’s words held meaning. And while written words are typically devoid of emotion, Alex could feel the anxiety and the desperation that was present in his tone. Kasey was clearly in the final stages of his twisted plan to ruin Chandler and Angel’s marriage. After reviewing the time stamp on the infamous email, Alex understood the meaning of his final comment to Dr. Tolbert. The email that Angel received was sent just minutes before his final session with the psychiatrist. His final comment, “It’s too late” was indeed an accurate assessment. The damage was done, and the downward spiral had already begun.

**********

Thank God the girls were already gone. Chandler’s street was still crawling with reporters. The cameras were flashing, and the reporters were in Alex’s face before her feet hit the ground. She was irritated by the lack of consideration regarding privacy and the disregard for the concept of “innocent until proven guilty.” To address those issues, Alex decided to make her first statement as Angel’s attorney.

“Listen guys, you’re wasting your time. You won’t find a story here. This family has suffered enough. Mrs. Montgomery is innocent until proven otherwise. And for the record, this case will not be decided by the media . . . res ispa loquitur . . . the evidence will speak for itself.”

“Attorney Phillips, are you representing Mrs. Montgomery, and if so, will you be presenting a crime-of-passion defense?” one of the reporters screamed above the crowd.

“Yes, I will be representing Mrs. Montgomery. No further questions.”

After bringing the impromptu press conference to an abrupt end, she made her way up the winding steps to Chandler’s front door, which was already ajar.

“For a moment, I thought I was going to have to come out and rescue you.”

“Geez, it’s crazy out there. Thank goodness the girls are already gone.”

“I know. There should be a law against this. It’s an invasion of privacy.”

“Unfortunately, it’s the culture we live in. Reporters and networks live for stories like this. Impact on the family is the least of their concern.”

“I was about to try to eat something. Care to join me?”

“No thanks, but a cold beer would be great.”

“Take a look in the fridge. Grab whatever you like.”

Of course, there were many to choose from. The Jamaican brew, Red Stripe, was Alex’s favorite. After a few sips, she was ready to give Chandler the update.

“There’s a new development in the case. I don’t have all the details, but I have a feeling it’s the break we’ve been looking for.”

“Okay, I’m listening,” Chandler said, pushing his plate away.

“I received a call from Kasey’s psychiatrist today, with a request for me to stop by and pick up the transcript from Kasey’s last session.”

“And?”

“I have the final transcript. This guy was a serious piece of work, Chandler. Based on the tentative timeline of events, his final session coincided with the time stamp on the email that Angel received. My guess is, he composed the email while sitting in Dr. Tolbert’s waiting room.”

“Unbelievable.” Chandler shook his head in disbelief. 

“Think so? Wait until you hear the rest: Dr. Tolbert was Angel’s therapist as well.”

“You gotta be kidding me.”

“I know. What are the odds? She couldn’t disclose anything specific regarding Angel’s care, for obvious reasons, but she strongly urged me to take the appropriate measures to obtain the file.”

“I’m her next of kin. Can I submit the request?”

“Technically, yes. But since she still has the right to make her own decision about the disclosure of her medical history, I have to obtain a signed release from Angel. I don’t want to take any chances. The last thing we need is for the judge to disallow a valuable piece of evidence based on a technicality.”

“You know, she practically begged me to go with her. If only I’d listened . . .”

“Chandler, you can’t change what’s already happened, and you can’t blame yourself. It’s counterproductive. From a legal standpoint, this is huge. However, I’m a little concerned about the potential impact on your marriage. There’s no telling what’s in that file.”

“I’m way ahead of you, Alex. I won’t be reading the file. I’ll trust you to tell me the things that I need to know.”

“Understood,” Alex said, quickly moving on. “The arraignment and bail hearing is tomorrow at nine. I’ll be there around eight to get Angel up to speed on the investigation. I can get her signature on the release form then.”

“Works for me. What are your thoughts concerning bail? Out of the question?”

“I’m praying for a little leniency, based on the fact that she’s a mother with small children, and she’s not a flight risk. It’s basically up to the judge to decide.”

The Next Day

Absolute chaos ensued as Alex entered the courthouse. The reporters were crawling like flies. “No comment” was her default answer, as she pushed through the crowd. Detective Rawlings, the thorn in her side, was the only recognizable face in the room.

“You’re here kind of early, aren’t you, Attorney Phillips? Guess you got the news . . .”

“What news?”

“The autopsy report was delivered this morning. From the looks of it, Mr. James left behind a gift that will keep on giving.”

“What do you mean by that?” It was a superfluous question. She knew exactly what he meant.

“According to the lab work, Kasey James was well on his way to having full-blown AIDS. Your client should consider undergoing testing as soon as possible if she hasn’t done so already, or she can wait until after the trial. In the state of Texas, all convicted felons are subject to mandatory HIV testing.”

“Thanks for the info, Detective, but she hasn’t been convicted yet. We will arrange for testing with an independent lab. Where can I obtain a copy of the report?”

“Just around the corner on your right.”

“Thanks.”

“Listen, between me and you, if Mrs. Montgomery is responsible for this murder, she had every right to commit it.”

“Excuse me?” Alex was stunned by the comment.

“Doesn’t take a degree in rocket science to figure this one out. If Kasey James were alive, he would be facing an attempted murder charge for what he did. That son of a...”, the detective stopped, opting for a more respectful approach to sharing his feelings. “He deliberately set out to infect your client. Never thought I’d say this to a defense attorney, but good luck and Godspeed.”

“Wow, thanks, Detective Rawlings. And to think, I had you pegged as the detective from hell.”

“Your assessment was correct, ma’am. My job is to gather enough evidence to send your client to death row. Now don’t get me wrong—the evidence against Mrs. Montgomery is strong. However, this is Texas. Around here, we see things a little differently when it comes to justice. In the book of Ecclesiastes, there’s a passage of scripture that still has meaning.”

Of course, Alex was keenly aware of the passage, but the detective went a step further. He quoted a small portion of the passage before retreating to his office:

“To everything, there is a season and a time to every purpose under heaven. A time to be born and a time to die; a time to pluck up that which is planted; a time to kill, and a time to heal . . .”

Alex took a moment to replay the entire conversation. Detective Rawlings had confirmed her initial presumption—no jury in the state of Texas would convict Angel for the murder of a man who purposely set out to expose her to AIDS. While the sudden change in Detective Rawlings’s views concerning the case was certainly appreciated, she couldn’t get past the fact that less than forty-eight hours ago he was ready to bury Angel alive. Were his feelings genuine or was he playing tactical games?

Still analyzing Detective Rawlings’s sudden change of heart, Alex made her way around the corner to the main office.

“Good morning. I’m Attorney Phillips, and I’m representing Angel Montgomery. I just received word that the autopsy report was released today.”

“You’re in luck. I printed a few extra copies, just in case. Just need you to sign here as the official representative for Mrs. Montgomery.”

“If you’re planning to meet with your client before the bail hearing, then follow me,” she said, glancing at the clock on the wall. “She’s probably here already.”

Alex caught a glimpse of Angel as she walked through the double doors leading to the holding area. She took a deep breath and slowly followed. Most likely, Angel was prepared for the worst, but confirmation of Kasey’s HIV status would still be a huge blow.

“Good morning, Angel.”

“Good morning, Alex. I didn’t sleep at all last night. Do you think they’ll let me go home?” Angel asked anxiously.

“We’ll start with the customary reasons why you should be granted bail: small kids, minimal flight risk, et cetera, and proceed from there. At the end of the day, it’s up to the judge.”

“Can we use the autopsy report and the fact that Kasey tried to kill me to garner some sympathy from the judge?”

“So, you heard?”

“Yes. One of the guards told me. I’m okay; I was prepared for it. The email contained his lab results, but there was still the remote possibility that he’d manufactured the story and the lab results.”

“What are your thoughts?”

“I need to get the hell out of here. Right now, that’s all I can think about. I miss my girls.”

“I know.”

“Does Chandler know?” Angel asked, as the tears formed in her eyes.

“Not yet.”

“Let me tell him, Alex.”

“You sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure. I don’t want him to find out like that, but . . . but if you think you can use the information to get me out of here, don’t hesitate.” 

Angel was strong, but the thought of breaking the terrible news to her husband was a bit much.

“Take a deep breath, Angel. Let’s take this one step at a time. We may get lucky and get a few moments with Chandler before the hearing. Let’s just see how it plays out.”

“Okay.”

“Before I forget, I need your signature,” Alex said, as she handed the authorization form from Dr. Tolbert’s office to Angel.

“What’s this?” Angel asked, examining the document.

“Apparently, you and Kasey shared the same psychiatrist: Dr. Tolbert.”

“No way.”

“I’m afraid so. I need your permission to obtain your files.”

Silently, Angel signed the document. The thought of her most intimate conversations with Dr. Tolbert being revealed must have been unsettling, but there was little that she could do about it—especially since the prosecution would eventually discover the information. On the other hand, the information that she shared with Dr. Tolbert thoroughly described her state of mind immediately prior to indulging in the affair with Kasey, which would validate her feelings of neglect and the fact that she was truly unhappy with her marriage. It could save her marriage.

“It’s your turn, Mrs. Montgomery . . . and good luck, ma’am,” the guard directed the latter portion of his comment quietly toward Alex, as he escorted Angel to the front of the courtroom.

The guard’s comment was another huge surprise. The news about Kasey’s autopsy report was the talk of the day, and the implication was clear. In their eyes, Angel was completely justified if she was guilty of taking Kasey’s life. Hopefully, the judge’s decision regarding bail would reflect the same sentiment.

Chandler was waiting near the entrance of the main courtroom. His eyes were filled with pain at the sight of his wife in shackles and handcuffs.

“How’re you holding up?”

“Just barely. I have to get out of here, Chandler,” Angel said quietly. Before Chandler could respond, she continued, “Kasey’s autopsy report came back. He was HIV positive.”

“Have you been tested?” he asked. His voice was quiet, as he visibly fought for control over his emotions.

“No,” Angel whispered as the guard gently led her into the courtroom.

“Alex . . .” Chandler turned his attention toward Alex for answers as his wife was escorted into the courtroom.

“I’m sorry, Chandler. Let’s focus on getting her out of here and proceed from there. If the judge is as sympathetic as everyone else, I think we have a good chance.”

“What happens if she isn’t granted bail?”

“The county will do their own testing either way, but I’ll make a request for private testing as well. We’ll talk more about it later. Angel’s up next.” 

Alex rushed to the front of the courtroom and assumed her position next to Angel.

“All rise. The honorable Judge Ezra Kovitz presiding.”

Alex was shocked and nearly speechless when the bailiff revealed the presiding judge’s name. Judge Ezra Kovitz—or Colonel Kovitz—was a retired JAG officer from the First Calvary Division. In exchange for her expensive law degree from Georgetown, Alex had served a few years in the reserve component of the army JAG corps. After the September 11 attacks, she was mobilized to Turkey and then to Afghanistan. Judge Kovitz was completing his final assignment as an active-duty JAG corps officer before retiring. She didn’t know him personally, but their offices had been in the same building. As the official advisor to the commander and a graduate of the prestigious Army War College, Judge Kovitz was the local expert for matters concerning domestic, foreign, and international law as well as the local rules of engagement. The division commander, General Brasheer, never made a decision without getting Judge Kovitz’s input. After spending three years downrange with the First Calvary Division, the Judge retired with a total of four Army Commendation medals, a Meritorious Service Medal, and the Legion of Merit. 

With a resume like that, he could have chosen any civilian position he desired, whether appointed or elected. His race for the vacant seat in the Dallas County Criminal District Court Seven was a landslide victory. Talk about a small world . . . 

“Court is now in session. The people will be seated. Will the defense please rise?” the Judge instructed sternly, as he examined the stack of papers that contained the decision from the grand jury. 

“Mrs. Montgomery, you’ve been charged with murder in the death of Kasey James. How do you plead?”

“Not guilty,” Angel whispered.

Alex was relieved when the Judge rendered the charge of “murder” as opposed to “capital murder,” because it meant that the death penalty was officially off the table. In most states, the term “first-degree murder” is used to determine whether the death penalty was applicable. However, first-degree murder was not a recognized term in the state of Texas. In Texas, the term “capital murder” was the equivalent of “first degree murder,” and noncapital murder charges were simply termed “murder.”

Although the death penalty was no longer an issue, Angel was still faced with anywhere from five to ninety-nine years in state prison. For a conviction, the prosecution had to prove beyond a shadow of a doubt that Angel intentionally and knowingly caused Kasey’s death. Several defenses were applicable under the circumstances. Self-defense and heat of passion were the most viable ones, but they could not be considered because of Angel’s assertion of innocence. 

Angel was granted bail in the amount of $250,000. Chandler took care of it immediately, and Angel was free to go.




Part Five

Discovering Truth

“I’m so glad to be home. I don’t want to think or do anything. I just want to sleep, Chandler.”

“Are you hungry?”

“No.”

“Come,” Chandler said, as he led her to their bedroom. Angel stood motionless as Chandler moved toward their bathroom to prepare her bath. Her tears flowed freely when he returned.

“Chandler, I’m sorry . . ..”

“Let’s not talk about it now. Just try to relax,” he said, leaving her to her own devices in the bathroom. 

After a long, hot bath, Angel returned to the bedroom to find a glass of wine and an Ambien tablet on the nightstand.

“What’s this?” Angel asked, slowly placing the pill in her mouth as she consumed the entire glass of wine. “You’re not trying to kill me, are you?”

“No, I’m not trying to kill you. A little something to help you rest. Lie down.”

“It would definitely solve all of our problems.”

“That’s absurd, Angel. Just lie down and try to get some sleep.”

Within a few minutes, she was completely relaxed and overcome with emotion. 

“Chandler, I didn’t mean for this to happen. What have I done?”

Chandler remained quiet, opting to cradle her in his arms as she bared her soul.

“I love you, Chandler. I was just tired of feeling invisible . . . like I didn’t exist. I thought you didn’t love me, and that you were only here because of the girls. I needed you, Chandler, and you weren’t there,” she sobbed. The Ambien and the wine were like a truth serum.

Chandler continued to stroke her hair in silence, allowing her to continue. When she didn’t, he finally spoke.

“Get it all out, Angel.”

“Stop being so nice to me, Chandler. Why aren’t you angry? Do you even care? How can you even stand to even look at me?” she yelled, as she struggled to escape his embrace. “This is exactly what I’ve been saying all along . . . I don’t understand you, Chandler!”

“Let me know when you’re done.”

After a few moments of continuous tears, she finally spoke.

“I don’t have anything else to say.”

“Then I need you to listen,” he said softly. “Do you remember when we first met—how painfully shy I was, and how hard it was for me to express my feelings to you?”

“Yes, I remember. It was sort of cute at first, but then I began to think you weren’t attracted to me.”

“Wow. I never knew that. But trust me, that was not the case. Before I met you, I’d had my share of women . . . their bodies. However, I never desired to have their minds. With you, it was different. I wanted all of you.”

Angel’s tears were flowing again.

“Half the time I was lost for words and nearly paralyzed at the thought of making a fool of myself. I finally found the nerve to ask you out to the movies, and you said yes. I think I fell in love with you on our first date.”

“You’re kidding, right?”

“No, I’m not. I couldn’t wait to take you home to meet my parents, but you were dead set against it. I never understood your hesitance.”

Angel’s heart skipped a beat at the mention of this part of their relationship. It wasn’t that she hadn’t wanted to go. In fact, she would have followed him anywhere, but there was one problem: Chandler’s father. The deal that she’d made with Dr. Montgomery was one of her greatest regrets. If Chandler was going to be her husband, she knew she’d have to face his father at some point, but her goal was to steer clear for as long as possible.

“You gave in at the last possible moment, and the trip was everything I’d imagined and more. My dad was a little slow at first, but my mother loved you instantly.”

He was right. To Angel’s surprise, Chandler’s father seemed to accept the progression of the relationship despite the original circumstances. He was lukewarm at first, but it didn’t take long for him to accept her as his future daughter-in-law.

“I knew about your childhood, and I wanted to give you all the things you didn’t have as a kid. So, I poured myself into medical school initially, and then my practice. The more I fell in love with you, the harder I worked.”

“But Chandler, I . . .”

“I know, Angel. I had to learn this the hard way. In hindsight, I had it all wrong. I failed to give you the one thing you needed most, and that was me.” Chandler’s voice was strained with emotion. “This is as much my fault as it is yours, and I’m here for you because I love you.”

Angel was quiet for a moment as she contemplated just how to pose her next question. Chandler had adamantly denied Kasey’s claims regarding her husband’s sexuality, but she needed assurance. “Chandler, why would Kasey make such a claim?”

“Alex didn’t tell you?” he asked.

“Tell me what?”

“Angel, Kasey was mentally ill—a condition called delusional psychosis. The thing is, I don’t know if his illness was present prior to the accident, or if it occurred because of the accident. I’ve racked my brain to see if there were any signs of the illness or any signs of his attraction to me when we were roommates. For the life of me, I can’t. But to answer your real question Angel, I’m not gay.”

A wave of relief consumed Angel, but it was short-lived. She’d allowed a psychopath to ruin her life. After hearing Chandler’s explanation, it all made sense. Angel suddenly recalled the change in her relationship with Chandler when he returned to school after the Christmas break. Prior to the break, their time together had been limited to the weekend getaways at a hotel in a nearby town. Since they both lived in dorms and had roommates, it was the only way to enjoy each other’s company with privacy. Surprisingly, she never crossed paths with Kasey. After the break, Angel was aware of the sudden change at the quarterback position, but she never connected the dots. She was so consumed by her relationship with Chandler that she was basically disconnected from campus life. After the break, was without a roommate, which meant that Angel was free to come and go as she please, but she never asked what happened to his roommate and Chandler never offered an explanation. Apparently, his father had managed to pull some strings with the media, and as a result, the accident received little attention. Plagued with internalized guilt, Angel became his refuge. In the midst of the turmoil, their relationship and before the end of the next semester, Chandler was talking about their future together. 

Finally, everything made sense. Kasey had tested the waters when he revealed his identity to Angel and his status as a star football player at TCU. It had been a tactical move. Kasey knew that Angel would have walked away immediately had she recalled the fact that Kasey and Chandler had been roommates. When she failed to connect the dots, it gave Kasey the green light to proceed with his twisted plan. Chandler agreed with her theory.

“I think you’re right. His plan would have failed if you recalled we were roommates.”

“What are we going to do? The girls don’t deserve this,” Angel’s words were barely discernible as she sobbed uncontrollably. “Your parents . . . what will they think?”

“The girls will be fine. This is about us, not our families. But for the record, my mother wanted me to tell you that she’s behind you one hundred percent. Apparently, she understands.”

“I don’t understand.”

“She is married to my father,” Chandler said with a sigh. “My father never displayed his feelings when I was a kid—not one ounce of affection. Yet his love could never be denied. He simply demonstrated it differently than most. My father is an extremely ambitious man. He had to be the best at everything that he did, and he expected the same from me. His role as the provider for our family was driven by the same ambition, so he worked day and night to make sure that we had everything we needed and most of the things that we wanted. That was how he demonstrated his love. I’m now convinced that we’re all the sum total of a number of things, one of which is our environment. Angel, I didn’t know how to be an affectionate husband because I was never exposed to it. For that reason, I have to accept some of the blame for our circumstances.”

Angel was convinced that her husband was not gay. Kasey’s claims were a result of his twisted imagination. She was sure of this. But there was one question that remained unanswered. Why did her father-in-law find it necessary to meddle in his son’s personal life? 

Angel had been unable to turn down the opportunity Dr. Montgomery had offered her back in college. The cheerleading and academic scholarships barely paid the fees for tuition, room and board, and her mother had made it clear before she left home that she was unwilling to provide any financial assistance for Angel’s college education.

Angel could never forget her words on the subject: “My job was to get you through high school. I did that. The rest is up to you.” 

Angel never questioned the senior Dr. Montgomery’s motive. Considering the recent events and Mr. Montgomery’s feelings toward Kasey, Angel was left with one conclusion. Chandler’s father must have discovered Kasey’s secret—but how? As the star quarterback for the school, Kasey must have gone to great lengths to conceal his sexual orientation. Clearly, he was living on the down-low. But if Kasey could conceal his secret from Chandler, his teammates, and the rest of the university, how did Chandler’s father find out? And more importantly, what would compel Chandler’s father to act? These were questions to which Angel desperately needed answers.

“Get some sleep, Angel. We have a long day ahead of us.”

That night she fell asleep in Chandler’s arms. It was the first time in years.

Bad Dreams

With Angel resting comfortably in his arms, Chandler stared into the darkness of the room. Suddenly, he noticed the change in Angel’s breathing pattern, which quickly became a loud scream. It was 3:30 in the morning.

“It’s okay, Angel, I’m here. You’re having a bad dream.”

“But it was so real. I dreamed that I was back in jail and that the guards wouldn’t give me the medicine, and then suddenly, I was being chased,” she said, breathing heavily.

“Chased by who?”

“At first it was KJ, and then a little girl, but I couldn’t see her face. She called me Mommy.”

“Are you ready to talk about it, Angel?”

“Yes.”

“Where is she?”

“She lives in Chicago with her adoptive parents.”

Angel was quiet for a moment. Slowly, she recounted the entire ordeal without sparing any details.

“My God Angel, just the thought of it.” Chandler said when she was finished. “And your brother, it definitely explains his drug addiction.”

“Yes. Now that he knows the truth, maybe he can move on with his life.”

“Why didn’t you tell me, Angel? I would have understood.”

“I wanted to tell you, but I couldn’t.”

Slowly, Chandler began to caress the tiny scar on Angel’s abdomen. The doctor who delivered her first child had gone above and beyond to give her the smallest incision possible; but still, she’d always been self-conscious about the scar. Miraculously, the doctor who delivered the twins was able to use the same incision without extending it very much. 

Until now, Chandler had never mentioned the scar.

“Angel, I knew you had given birth prior to the twins.”

“How?” 

“I’m an obstetrician, Angel.”

“I know that Chandler, but the scar could have been related to something other than childbirth.”

“You’re right, the abdominal scar is barely noticeable, and it could have been unrelated. However, the uterine incision is only used to facilitate the birth of a child.”

During the delivery, Chandler had been a nervous wreck and he spent most of the time pacing between the head of the operating table and the surgical field. Since the surgical field was sterile, he was only permitted to stand at a certain distance. It was close enough for him to see the horizontal line across her uterus.

“So, you knew. Why didn’t you say anything?”

“I figured the circumstances were probably bad, but it wouldn’t have changed my feelings for you. I decided to leave the ball in your court, so to speak.”

“I don’t know what to say.”

“There’s no need to say anything. I was right. What you experienced was far worse than I ever imagined. But it wasn’t your fault. You were just a kid.”

His comment was interrupted as the alarm on his wristwatch began to chime.

“It’s nearly five a.m., Angel,” Chandler said, slowly releasing her from his embrace as he prepared to exit the bed. “Why don’t you try to catch a few more hours of sleep. I need to make a couple of phone calls to the hospital, and I need to check on the girls. By the way, I need you to tell me about the medication that you’re taking, and the name of the doctor who prescribed it for you. I’m going to check with my dad to make sure we’re on the right track.”

His last comment served as a harsh reminder of the secrets that remained. She’d spent her entire marriage under a veil of apprehension because of the arrangement that she had made with Chandler’s father. While the arrangement ultimately resulted in a win-win for all parties, it didn’t erase the fact that her marriage was built on lies. Instead of creating another layer of deceit, she decided to tell the truth. 

“Your dad . . . I told him it was for a friend,” she replied, bracing herself for her husband’s response.

“Hmmm, that’s strange. I broke the news to my mom because I didn’t want her to hear it on the news. She tells my dad everything. And now, you’re telling me that you got the prescription for the anti-viral medication from my dad?” 

Chandler’s anger quickly escalated. “My dad is the freaking director of the HIV/AIDS division of the CDC. Why hasn’t he called?” 

As Chandler struggled to understand his father’s apparent indifference to the current state of his family’s well-being, Angel feared the worst. His father’s indifference to the situation was probably directly related to the fact that his son’s marriage was built on lies—lies that his father manufactured. She had always questioned her father-in-law’s acceptance of Chandler’s decision to marry her. Perhaps the indifference was confirmation of the fact that his approval wasn’t completely genuine. But would Dr. Montgomery’s guilt compel him to spill the beans? The devastation that it would cause was something that Angel was not prepared to face. Despite everything else that had transpired, Chandler’s discovery of this betrayal was probably the one thing that would destroy her marriage.

Chandler was right. Why hadn’t his father called?

HIV Fingerprinting

It was only 6:00 a.m., but Alex was well into her list of things to do. Naturally, a conversation with Angel was at the top of her list. While her HIV status was perhaps the most vital piece of evidence in the case, testing would have to wait. Thankfully, Angel had the presence of mind to obtain the information regarding acute exposure to HIV and was able to initiate the prophylactic treatment within the seventy-two-hour window. In addition to the medication, there were several other variables to consider. The poor predictability of transmission was one. Hundreds of documented cases of infection occurred after one encounter, while others remained uninfected after hundreds of unprotected sexual encounters with infected partners. The fact that Angel had had only had one unprotected sexual encounter with Kasey reduced her chances of contracting the disease tremendously. On the other hand, the fact that Kasey had stopped taking his anti-viral medication to increase his viral load would increase the potential for transmission. Most likely, the stage and potency of Kasey’s viral strain would determine Angel’s fate. 

In the meantime, Alex decided to request a sample of Kasey’s blood for a relatively new form of genetic testing. The process was called “HIV fingerprinting.” In 1998, Louisiana became the first state to use HIV fingerprinting for criminal court proceedings. Alex was finishing up law school at Georgetown University at the time, but since Louisiana was her home state, she followed the case closely and developed a keen interest in the new science. 

In the State of Louisiana v. Schmidt, prosecutors used viral DNA to substantiate a link between the defendant and the alleged victim in the transmission of HIV. Schmidt, a physician, and jilted lover was indicted for the attempted murder of his estranged mistress. The murder weapon was a syringe contaminated with HIV-infected blood taken from one of Dr. Schmidt’s patients. A link between the two separate strains of DNA was confirmed, and the physician was sentenced to fifty years of hard labor. The case established the precedent for the use of HIV fingerprinting in criminal law. Since then, a genetic match between a suspect and the victim has quickly become the smoking gun in cases concerning the intentional transmission of the disease. 

However, the science was not perfect, considering the number of limitations revealed during the landmark case in Louisiana. For example, the rapid mutation of the virus, which proved to be the greatest limitation, could result in a significant number of changes to the genetic profile in just a matter of days. As a result, the misidentification of similarities or dissimilarities could lead to an overabundance of false convictions and unwarranted exonerations. It was a concern that could not be ignored. To address the issue, the prosecution for the State of Louisiana chose to forego the use of the evidence to prove that the tainted blood came from Dr. Schmidt’s office. Instead, the evidence was used to prove that the blood from Dr. Schmidt’s office could not be excluded as a source of the HIV strain that was injected into the patient. The strategy worked. 

The rapid mutation issue would pose a concern for Angel’s case as well. There was a remote possibility that if in fact Angel was HIV positive, her DNA profile could be different from Kasey’s due to rapid mutation. If the profiles didn’t match, it would hurt her case tremendously. However, the potential benefit of establishing a link between the two strains far exceeded the concerns. 

Legal benefits aside, Angel’s health trumped all other concerns. More than anything, a negative HIV test was what mattered most. At this point, a little grace and mercy would cover a multitude of sins.

An Olive Branch

Once she completed the official request for a sample of Kasey’s blood and made a requisition for the transfer to a lab in DC, Alex rushed to call a travel agent. Kasey’s funeral was set for Wednesday, which was just two days away, and she’d neglected to make travel arrangements for herself and Virgil. When the arrangements were complete, she rushed to the coffee shop adjacent to the courthouse for a cup to go. 

“Attorney Phillips?”

The unexpected sound of her name startled her, and she nearly splashed hot liquid on the gentleman next to her. Quickly composing herself, she turned around to see who was trying to get her attention. It was the prosecutor for Angel’s case, attorney Marshall Towns.

“Attorney Towns,” Alex said, accepting her opponent’s handshake. “You scared me half to death.”

“Sorry about that. Do you have a moment?”

“Sure.” The coffee shop was full, but they managed to grab a table that suddenly became vacant. “What’s up?”

“I would like to offer your client a deal.”

“I’m listening, but I have to be honest with you, my client is innocent. I’m pretty sure she won’t consider a plea deal.”

“Manslaughter, two to twenty years. I can pretty much guarantee her the minimum.”

“Hmmm . . . that’s an extremely generous offer, sir. Your case seems to be strong. Why would you make such an offer?”

“The evidence that we’ve collected against your client is strong enough for a conviction. We have motive, which is the most important piece. Opportunity will be easy to establish once we get the official time of death.” 

“No murder weapon, I assume?” The murder weapon would have sealed the conviction. The prosecutor’s offer confirmed the fact that the murder weapon had not been found.

“No murder weapon as of yet,” the prosecutor mumbled. “I did a little research, Counselor Phillips. The crime-of-passion defense is your area of expertise. You, of all people, would have to agree that if Mrs. Montgomery committed the murder, she was more than justified. Consider the offer an olive branch if you will.”

“You’re right, she would have been justified. And yes, the crime-of-passion defense would have been the obvious choice. But again, she’s innocent. I’m sure she won’t accept a deal.”

“Understood. The offer is on the table,” he said, as he prepared to leave.

“I’ll let her know.”




Part Six

Six Degrees of Separation

After reviewing the conversation with the prosecutor and considering the “olive branch”, Alex was confused. With an offer like that, barring the health concerns, she was convinced that Angel had to be the luckiest murder suspect in the state of Texas. Or was she? Election season was right around the corner, and a loss in such a high-profile case would influence the outcome. As a result, the offer of leniency could very well be the result of a lack of confidence by the prosecution. Since there was no way to confirm her suspicions, she decided to let it go—for now. 

Alex left the coffee shop and made the short drive to Dr. Tolbert’s office to submit the request for Angel’s records. Unfortunately, they wouldn’t be available until the close of business. Without Angel’s records to dig into, she was completely free for the afternoon, so she decided to check in with her husband, Ken. After bringing him up to date, he gave her the boost of confidence that only he could provide. Following a quick workout in the hotel gym, she was finally en route to Dr. Tolbert’s office. The files were ready, and according to the chatty receptionist, the district attorney was a step ahead of her. Apparently, he had retrieved his copy the day before. Considering the generous offer that he had extended to Angel with the manslaughter charge, she wondered whether the contents of the file played a role in his decision. 

During the ride back to the hotel, she intended to tackle the file as soon as possible. However, when she began the task, exhaustion got the better of her. She was asleep before the end of the first page. Whatever was in the file would have to wait.

 

Virgil and Alex boarded the seven o’clock flight to Birmingham. This would give them plenty of time to locate the church, since the service was scheduled for 11:00 a.m. Kasey hadn’t been a regular church attendee, but the service was held at one of the megachurches in the city. In lieu of church attendance, Kasey had made frequent donations to the Church on the Rock—for tax purposes, of course. As a result, the bishop was obliged to officiate at the service. 

Their plan was to blend into the scenery. Upon arrival, cars were aligned on the street as far as the eye could see. With the massive turnout and her disguising attire, complete with sunglasses and a hat, Alex thought she was camouflaged to the max. She realized her plan was faulty when a gritty news reporter recognized her just a few feet from the entrance.

“Any new developments in the case, Attorney Phillips?”

“No comment . . . please . . . excuse me,” Alex responded, quickly making her way past the group of reporters. “I’m just here to pay my respects.”

“Is your client aware of Mr. James’s HIV status?” another reporter screamed.

The words stopped her in her tracks. At the tip of her tongue was a curt reply, but when she turned to face the crowd, she saw Ms. Pedigo. Her eyes were overflowing with silent tears. 

Remembering Ms. Pedigo’s request concerning Kasey’s dignity, Alex ignored the urge to engage the reporter in a war of words. Instead, she continued into the main sanctuary, after shooting daggers at the reporter with her eyes. Chandler and Angel were both adamant about keeping this aspect of the investigation private for as long as possible. Additionally, the prosecutor and Alex had both agreed that Kasey’s HIV status would be off-limits to the media until the trial. Apparently, someone in his camp had missed the memo.

The funeral service was lavish, as expected, but solemn, despite the extravagant parade of Kasey’s high-profile clientele. In addition to the gold-plated casket with red interior, the room was saturated with red flowers and TCU paraphernalia. The message was clear. Kasey had loved his school. 

At the request of Ms. Pedigo, the media was not allowed into the sanctuary. Thank God for that. The place would have become a zoo. In all, Alex counted at least twenty professional athletes, with their families in tow. The resounding words of his former high school and college teammates, his clientele, and his business partners gave her an opportunity to see Kasey in a different light. Despite his tumultuous childhood and the mental disorder, Kasey’s accomplishments were impressive, and he was well respected by his peers.

Perhaps the most interesting observations were the dramatic display of grief from Kasey’s biological mother throughout the service and her husband’s noticeable lack of concern. Based on the information Virgil had provided Alex, the husband was quickly making his way to the top of the list of potential suspects. In fact, he was the only other suspect at this point. Money would be the obvious motive. While the relationship between Kasey and his mother was peculiar, she was still his mother. As such, she would stand to gain a substantial amount of money if she was listed as a beneficiary in the will. Kasey’s willingness to support her over the years was a strong indication that she would be included in a will, regardless of her poor mothering skills. Again, Alex wondered whether the boyfriend’s proclivity for high stakes gambling and a rapidly increasing gambling debt would drive him to commit murder.

When the service was over, Alex and Virgil grabbed a quick bite to eat at a local fast-food place and compared observations. Somehow, Virgil had managed to obtain a few snapshots of family members, including several of Kasey’s siblings. There appeared to be a total of three, all girls. They were all stunningly beautiful women, but from the looks of it, they hadn’t fared as well as in life as Kasey. That wasn’t a surprise. They’d all been abandoned by their mother and either raised in a foster home or with various relatives until their mother’s sister finally gave them a permanent home. 

The sisters had shed few tears, but their grief was apparent. Interestingly, there was very little interaction between them and their mother. Of course, this did not come as a surprise. Like the common-law husband, they appeared to be unmoved by their mother’s grief. Alex was eager to find out about their relationship with their brother and to hear their thoughts concerning their mother’s dramatic behavior during the funeral service. Did it really take the death of a child for her to experience a void? A visit with Kasey’s family was added to Virgil’s list. 

The boarding process for their turnaround flight began shortly after their arrival at the airport. Once settled in, Alex began to read Angel’s psychiatric medical record. The first few pages contained information about Angel’s childhood that she’d already shared with Alex. However, toward the end of the transcript of the first visit, Angel recounted an incident that had occurred between herself and one of her mother’s boyfriends. Angel had observed the inappropriate looks that she received from her mom’s latest beau, but she had never sensed any danger. A few months into the relationship, he made his move. Alex’s heart began to race when she read the boyfriend’s name. She called him Mr. James.

**********

Alex’s journey into criminal law wasn’t planned. It was the result of necessity. In her first case as a criminal defense attorney, she was forced to defend her cousin Jasmine on a capital murder charge in Louisiana. The murder victim in the case was a pedophilic family member who had terrorized her family for many years. 

Alex had been one of his victims, too. Beginning when she was five, her older cousin Keith began with inappropriate touching. Thankfully, that had been the extent of Alex’s experience with the family pedophile. Her cousins, Sierra and Latrice weren’t as fortunate. Their abuse, which began around the same time, continued into their early teens. Each of them had experienced rape and other vile acts. Their younger cousin, Jasmine, suffered the same abuse at the hands of the same pedophile. When Jasmine saw Keith speaking to her five-year-old daughter, she took matters into her own hands. She put an end to it once and for all with her boyfriend’s nine-millimeter. In doing so, she prevented a third generation of little girls in her family from being traumatized by the monster that had tormented her family for far too long. 

To keep her cousin off death row, Alex had to expose these horrible secrets, which nearly destroyed her family. The jury accepted the crime-of-passion defense, and in the end, her family had the opportunity to heal.

Her next case involved Dana, her college roommate, and a pedophile named Mr. James. Not only did he have a penchant for young girls, but he was also one of the most notorious drug dealers in the Midwest. Chicago was one of his territories. His method of operation was to target single mothers, preferably those with drug addictions. He’d been around long enough to know that an unlimited supply of the drug of choice and a few dollars would compel some mothers to sacrifice their daughters. Dana’s mother fit the bill. She made a deal with Mr. James, who turned Dana into a child prostitute at the age of twelve and a mother at fourteen. Dana gave birth to a son who was taken out of her arms moments after he was born. Dana spent the first eleven years of her son’s life wondering whether he was alive or dead. In a fit of rage, many years after the abuse ended, Dana ended her abuser’s life. Mounting yet another compelling crime-of-passion defense, Alex presented the years of abuse that Dana suffered at the hands of Mr. James to sway the jury in her favor. It worked. 

Mr. James

In addition to having the same name, the method of operation for Angel’s abuser was eerily similar to Dana’s abuser, except for one thing. Angel’s mother wasn’t a drug addict. Her attraction to Mr. James was due to his ability to lavish her with a never-ending supply of gifts and money. It was the definition of “ghetto fabulous” in its purest form. Regardless of the similarities, Alex wasn’t convinced that the two men were one and the same. For one, the number of single drug addicted mothers in East St Louis created a gold mine for pedophilic drug dealers. Why would Mr. James pursue a relationship with a woman that was drug-free in a city nearly four hours away? The odds were very long. 

Even if Dana and Angel’s abusers were the same man, the significance of the connection was minimal at best, and most likely just a coincidence. But the possible connection didn’t end there . . .

During the preparation for Dana’s trial, Alex had the daunting task of sifting through the endless number of aliases used by Mr. James. After a few days, she was finally able to confirm his real name. It was Casey James. Once again, Alex was faced with a million-dollar question. Was the homophonic name merely a coincidence, or was it a subliminal attempt by Kasey’s mother to imply paternity? If that wasn’t enough, Casey and Kasey shared a striking resemblance. If Mr. James was indeed Kasey’s father, the question was how? Tamela had never lived in Chicago or East St Louis.

There was only one way to find out.

 

They landed at 8:00 p.m. As always, the Dallas-Fort Worth airport was bursting at the seams. Surprisingly, their luggage hit the conveyor quickly, and they were en route to Angel and Chandler’s in record time. Chandler greeted them at the door and politely excused himself when he noticed the file with Angel’s name on it. Virgil followed him.

“I wanted to give you guys a few days alone, but I think we may have a problem. Who is Mr. James?” Alex handed her the file and waited patiently for an answer. 

“Mr. James?”

“Yes, Mr. James.”

Slowly, Angel gave a word-for-word account of the horrible experience with her mother’s boyfriend, to include the banana. “My brothers nearly killed him.”

“Did you ever hear from him again?”

“No.”

“Okay, so here’s the deal, Angel. I have reason to believe that Mr. James may be Kasey’s biological father.”

“You gotta be kidding me.”

“Wish I could say yes; unfortunately, I can’t. There’s more. My friend Dana was one of his victims. The abuse began when she was twelve, and she gave birth to her first son when she was fourteen. I defended her on a capital murder charge a few years ago. Mr. James is no longer with us.”

“She killed him?”

“Yes.”

“So, let me get this straight.” Angel was relatively calm as she processed the information she’d just received. “The man who nearly raped me is the same man that abused your friend Dana . . . and he’s also Kasey’s father?”

“Yes. That’s exactly what I’m telling you.”

“How, Alex?” Angel asked through clenched teeth.

“Based on the information that I have at this time, and despite the odds, I’m almost one hundred percent sure that you were nearly abused by the same man who abused my friend Dana. Mr. James made his living in the drug business. His territory included East St Louis and most of the Midwest, including Chicago. I’m waiting for Dana to send a photo of Mr. James for you to verify. The Kasey piece is more complicated. Mr. James’s first name was Casey, spelled with a C, which in and of itself could be a coincidence. However, if my memory serves me correctly, the two could definitely pass for father and son. I know it sounds like one of those episodes from the Maury Show, but my gut instinct says it’s true. I just need to confirm.”

“Now that you mention it, there is definitely some resemblance between Kasey and Mr. James,” Angel said. “How do you plan to confirm?”

“I haven’t decided yet, but I wanted to talk to you first. Did Mr. James ever mention his childhood or place of birth?”

“Not that I can recall, but I can ask my mother,” Angel said, as she searched for a phone. “Maybe he mentioned it to her.” 

Alex went out the sliding glass doorway to the covered patio to give Angel some privacy. From what she could tell, the conversation didn’t begin well.

She heard, “Momma, I was going to call you when I was ready to talk about it . . .” before the door closed again.

Chandler and Angel’s home was breathtakingly beautiful and serene. One would never suspect the level of turmoil that roiled within its walls. To think that in just a few weeks, the rest of Angel’s life could be determined by a blood test or a prison sentence, and her family would be forced to suffer for her mistakes. 

Alex could see Virgil and Chandler engaged in deep conversation near the edge of the back yard. Most likely, Chandler would receive a few pearls of wisdom and a little encouragement from Virgil. He would need both to endure the storms to come.

Angel joined Alex on the patio, nearly breathless. “It was like pulling teeth, but she was able to remember that Mr. James was born in Alabama.” 

“Tamela was born in Alabama as well. Was your mother absolutely sure?” Angel nodded in confirmation, and Alex received a text message from Dana at the same moment. It was a picture of Mr. James from a newspaper clipping. “Angel, do you recognize the man in this photo?”

“Oh my God, it’s him,” Angel gasped. “It’s him.”

“What’s going on?” Chandler asked as he stepped onto the patio, Virgil close behind.

“You may want to sit down for this, Chandler.”

Blood Is Thicker Than Water, or Is It?

“Angel, are you sure? This Mr. James character is Kasey’s father?” Chandler wasn’t convinced. 

Alex provided the details again for the third time. “It’s true, Chandler. Angel just identified Mr. James from a photograph that Dana sent to me just a few minutes ago. And on top of that, Angel’s mother recalled Mr. James telling her that he was born in Alabama. So was Kasey.”

“Yes, Kasey was born in Alabama. I dropped him off in Birmingham all the time. Had to pass by on the way to Atlanta.” Chandler was finally convinced.

“This is too much. I feel like I’m in the twilight zone.” Angel was clearly distressed over the new information.

“What kind of impact do you think this will have on the case?” Chandler asked.

“My concern is that the prosecution will use it as circumstantial evidence to prove that Angel had an additional motive to commit the murder.”

“I’m not following you, Alex. How?” Chandler sounded on edge.

“Hypothetically, if Angel had discovered the relationship between Kasey and her would-be child rapist, it might increase her motivation to commit murder. It would be extremely difficult, of course, to prove that Angel was aware, but they could definitely plant that seed.”

“Are you obligated to disclose the information?”

“Great question, Chandler. Reciprocal discovery laws exist at the state and federal level. On the state level, it works in our favor. So technically, I’m not obligated to disclose the information. However, I’m pretty sure the prosecution will discover the evidence eventually, with or without a disclosure from me.”

“What about disclosure from the prosecution? Are they required to inform you of the evidence they’ve acquired in its entirety?”

“Full disclosure from the prosecution is required, and rightfully so. Defendants should be given every opportunity to prove their innocence. It’s a constitutional right. So far it hasn’t been disclosed.” 

“So, what do we do now?” Angel asked.

“We wait.”

Mr. Virgil and Alex proceeded to their hotel to finalize their plans. Virgil’s trip to Alabama was now at the top of their list because it would allow him to kill two birds with one stone. If they were lucky, he would be able to speak with Kasey’s family and get the scoop on Mr. James at the same time. The fact that Kasey carried his father’s last name was an indication that the information was worth pursuing. Alex would make the trip to Chicago to speak with Angel’s family. If they couldn’t find Kasey’s killer, at the very least they had to identify an alternate suspect. The clock was ticking.

 

Alex’s visit to Chicago was a huge disappointment. Angel’s mother was tight-lipped about everything and agitated for no apparent reason. Alex finally had to remind her that she was trying to keep her daughter from going to prison.

“Then do your job and leave me out of it.” 

With that, Alex decided she had had enough. She was seething with anger as she made her way to the door. During the long, tortuous wait for a taxi, something occurred to her. Each of her clients had something in common: horrible mothers. Some people were simply not meant to be parents.

In Alabama, Virgil had no trouble locating Kasey’s family, but getting them to talk was a different story. After speaking with Kasey’s sisters and a host of extended family, Virgil was convinced that they were hiding something; or perhaps the wounds were just too deep. All three sisters were in contact with Kasey and had received periodic gifts of money, much like their mother. Virgil didn’t detect any negative energy toward Kasey from his sisters, which wasn’t a surprise. They weren’t about to bite the hand that fed them.

Every family has at least one family member who cannot be trusted with a family secret. In Kasey’s family, her name was Violet. Thanks to Violet, Virgil’s visit wasn’t a complete wash, like Alex’s visit with Angel’s mother. He managed to obtain some interesting information from her concerning Casey James’s past. Mr. James was the oldest of four and the only son. His mother had died during childbirth when Casey James was only twelve. According to Violet, the loss of his mother had been much harder for him than his sisters. He had channeled his anger toward his father, and he didn’t bother to conceal the fact that he resented God for taking his mother instead of his father. The resentment turned into rebellion, and his strict Pentecostal upbringing resulted in a constant battle between father and son. In the end, the child-rearing method was an epic failure. Casey James moved out the day after his high school graduation and immediately set out to make up for lost time. To support himself, he became a small-time marijuana dealer. At first, he made just enough to impress the ladies. This was not a difficult task in Birmingham, Alabama. 

Eventually, Mr. James elevated his status. As in many of the bible-belt cities in the South, the crack epidemic in the early eighties wreaked havoc in Birmingham. Small-time dealers like Casey James became ballers overnight. During his rise to fame, he caught the eye of Kasey’s mother, Tamela. Tamela was a strikingly beautiful twenty-one-year-old single mother with three small daughters. Surprisingly, the extra baggage didn’t thwart his interest, and the two began a tumultuous relationship. 

The relationship spanned several years, which were good in the beginning, especially for Tamela. She reaped the benefits of the young hustler’s evolving product line and his rapidly growing fortune. In addition to developing a taste for the good life, Tamela also developed a taste for her boyfriend’s main staple, crack cocaine. In the process, her three daughters were taken by the state and placed in foster homes. Eventually they were dispersed to various family members before her sister assumed complete responsibility. Shortly after losing her three girls, Tamela became pregnant once again. Unfortunately, one could only assume that this pregnancy resulted in Kasey’s birth, because the story suddenly came to a screeching halt for no apparent reason.

“I’m sorry sir, I have to ask you to leave.” 

Virgil was surprised by the sudden end to their conversation, but he didn’t press the issue.

“If you’d like to continue, please give me a call.” He gave her one of his cards and proceeded to the front door, leaving Violet with an anxious look on her face. Though the encounter was brief, Violet’s story produced at least one solid conclusion. The division within Kasey’s family was apparent, yet one thing was certain. Through flesh and blood, the family was bound by the secrets that divided them. Kasey’s mother was the common denominator and the most logical source for the answers that they so desperately needed. 

Father and Son

Chandler and Angel hadn’t seen their daughters in a week. Since Angel’s travel was restricted, Chandler decided to make a quick visit to Atlanta to check on the girls. It would also give him a chance to speak with his father face-to-face. He phoned ahead to let his parents know that he was just a few minutes away, but the girls were out shopping with their grandmother. The timing couldn’t be better. It gave him the perfect opportunity to let his father know exactly how he felt about the cold shoulder he’d gotten since the chaos with Angel began. Granted, his wife wasn’t perfect, but she was still his wife and the mother of his children. 

Chandler’s train of thought was completely interrupted by his father’s frail appearance. “Dad, you don’t look well. Are you okay?”

“I’m fine, son. Just getting over a bout with the flu, that’s all. Your mother probably didn’t tell you because of everything going on. Didn’t want you to worry.”

“Are you sure?” His father was the type to hide a serious illness.

“Absolutely, son. I’m fine. I’m not as young as I used to be. It’s taking a little longer than usual to shake back.”

“Was it your illness that kept you from coming with mother to pick up the girls?”

“Yes.”

“Then I owe you an apology. Part of my reason for coming was to tell you how disappointed I was. In all honesty, I couldn’t think of any good reason why you wouldn’t come, but I could think of a few bad ones.”

“I had a feeling you were upset when I didn’t hear from you the next day.” The older gentleman took a seat at the kitchen table before continuing. “Son, you know how I felt about that kid. I never hid it. I just had a feeling he was bad news, and it seems I was right.”

“What about Angel? Have your feelings changed?”

“Angel is who she is. She’s still family. Do you have a good attorney? If you’re unsure, I can make a few phone calls.”

“Yes, Alex is one of the best in the country.” 

“Good.”

“About the medication that you prescribed for Angel: how effective is it? And is there anything else that we can do to reduce her risk?”

“The medication is perhaps one of the biggest breakthroughs we’ve had in a long time, son, though it’s relatively new. The fact that Angel had the presence of mind to call me so soon will prove to be the most favorable thing she could have done to reduce her risk. As you know, it takes at least three days for seroconversion to take place. Beginning the medication within this timeframe will augment her immune system’s ability to prevent the infected cells from replicating the virus. The cells that were infected originally will die before they can produce additional copies of the virus. Taken as directed, the medication has prevented or blocked seroconversion in patients exposed to extremely high viral loads. So, to answer your question, the medication is effective. In fact, Angel has an extremely good chance of walking away from this thing completely unscathed.”

“Dad, I’m almost embarrassed to say this, but something just dawned on me. My father is responsible for some of the most important research of our time, and ironically your work may prevent my children from losing their mother and me from losing my wife. Dad, please forgive me if I’ve never said this, but I’m proud of you and your support means everything to me.”

“Thank you, son. Look Chandler, there’s something I’ve been meaning to tell you—”

Mrs. Montgomery and the girls made their arrival at the most inopportune time. Whatever his father wanted to say would have to wait. 

My Sister’s Keeper

It was early November, and opening statements were just a couple of weeks away. Alex still needed to go to Atlanta to speak with Kasey’s mother. Each time she managed to squeeze in some time, something would prevent her from making the trip. This time, it was a phone call from Angel’s brother Ryan that delayed the trip. He had some information that he wanted to share with her, and he couldn’t do it over the phone. Instead of going to Atlanta, Alex returned to Chicago. Nothing is by chance, and everything has a purpose, she told herself. It was something that she had learned over the years as a criminal defense attorney. She figured her meeting with Kasey’s mother would occur at its appropriate time. Meanwhile, she would continue to follow the leads.

Angel adamantly refused to consider her brother a suspect, even though he had threatened physical harm to Kasey if she didn’t handle the situation swiftly. As her attorney, Alex had to explore every possible angle, even if it included Angel’s brother. However, as her friend, Alex would consider her client’s wishes regarding the use of any evidentiary discoveries.

The weather was typical for November in Chicago, 25 degrees with snow flurries, and 10 degrees with the wind chill. The black Canada Goose parka that Alex had purchased on her last trip to Canada had come with a hefty price tag and left her with a serious case of buyer’s remorse—which disappeared as soon as she stepped out of the airport terminal.

It was noon, and she was starving. She met Ryan at Daley’s, a popular soul-food restaurant on the South Side that served breakfast all day. She was thankful that Ryan had chosen that spot because she craved Belgian waffles and cheese grits. Would she still have an appetite after her conversation with Ryan? That was the question. She had a feeling that whatever he had to tell her would be nothing short of earth-shattering. 

She was right. After they introduced themselves and took a stab at a little small talk, Ryan didn’t waste any time presenting the topic of discussion.

“Did Angel ever mention what happened to her—the rape?”

“As a matter of fact, she did. She really beat herself up over the fact that you’ve carried such an unpleasant burden for so many years.”

“I know, but it was all my fault. I deserved to carry the burden, because I was too stoned to look after my baby sister. I’m the quintessential failure in every sense of the word,” Ryan said with conviction.

Alex’s expectations about Ryan were quickly changing. She was prepared to have a conversation with a typical heroin addict. But her preconceived impression of Ryan was all wrong. Not only was he drop-dead gorgeous, but he was also well groomed. His speech was articulate, and his eyes were sincere.

“I avoided you on purpose when you were here a few weeks ago,” Ryan said.

“Ah, I sort of figured that. I suppose you’re gonna tell me why?”

“Absolutely. That was my reason for asking you to come. Here’s why,” he said, handing her a DVD case. “It’s completely self-explanatory. When you watch it, you’ll understand. For the record, my original intentions were not good. I wanted to kill every one of them . . . slowly.”

His last comment was eerily familiar. It reminded Alex of a story that Dana had recounted. Dana had wanted revenge for her best friend, Ja’El, who was murdered by a group of junkies in East St Louis. Dana’s husband Mack was glad to oblige. He lured them all into an abandoned building and held them at gunpoint for hours. When the “jones” got the best of them, the junkies began to sing like canaries. When he was satisfied with the confessions, he left each of them with a bag of heroin as a parting gift. Unbeknownst to them, the heroin was 100 percent pure. Their bodies were discovered the next day.

“Please tell me you didn’t…”

“No, I didn’t. It’s all there. You’ll see. Here’s where you can find them.” He handed Alex a slip of paper with three names, and addresses for each. “Angel was thirteen at the time of the rape, which means she was a minor. In the state of Illinois, the statute of limitation for offenses involving predatory criminal sexual assault, aggravated criminal sexual abuse, or failure to report the offense under the Abused and Neglected Child Reporting Act is twenty years after the victim turns 18. Angel just turned 33. By my calculation, we have five years to make this right.”

“You’ve done your homework, but are you absolutely sure you have the right people?”

“I wouldn’t be here if I weren’t, Ms. Phillips.”

“Correct me if I’m wrong, but if no one filed a police report, how do you convince a jury that the crime actually occurred?”

“Part of the proof is contained in the video. Aside from that, I have access to my niece’s DNA profile. A simple phone call is all it takes.”

“I’m impressed, Ryan, but I’m also curious. Why did you take this route? I mean, the guilt that you’ve carried almost destroyed you. Why did you let them live?”

“I didn’t do it for me. I did it for my niece. One of the bastards is her father, which means he could actually save her life.”

He was right. His niece was in desperate need of a bone marrow transplant. If Angel couldn’t provide it, the biological father or someone in his family could. They finished their meals in silence, and he left after surprising Alex again by paying the bill. Weren’t junkies supposed to be broke? Clearly, he wasn’t the typical junkie. Alex managed to ask one more question before he left.

“Excuse me for prying, but I have to ask. How’s your recovery going?”

“I’m clean. I no longer have a reason to stay high.”

“Good. If you ever need anything, don’t hesitate to call.”

“Will do, Ms. Phillips.”

After he left, Alex called one of her classmates from law school. He was an assistant state’s attorney with the Special Prosecutions Bureau for Cook County, the second-largest prosecutor’s office in the nation. The Special Prosecution Bureau handled long-term, proactive, and often complex investigations that required prosecutors with specialized knowledge and experience. If she knew Colin, he wouldn’t be an assistant state’s attorney for long. He was probably well on his way to the state’s attorney position. He agreed to meet with her the next morning at nine. Alex finished her meal and caught a cab to her hotel in downtown Chicago. She popped the DVD into the player, and her heart raced with anticipation. 

Ryan was right: he had captured enough information to put each of the men away for a long time. They were all 18- or19-year-old twelfth-graders at the time of the incident. In the eyes of the law, they were grown men.

Based on the contents of the video, Ryan was clearly attempting to kill two birds with one stone. For one, he wanted to determine which of the men had fathered his niece. In the event that Angel tested positive for HIV and was unable to provide the potentially life-saving bone marrow transplant for her daughter, he would be able to provide options. The second objective was revenge. Unlike Mack, Ryan’s methodical approach involved the use of compassionate guilt to garner the cooperation that he needed. He had invited each of the three men to his mother’s home individually when his mother was away. With a video camera strategically placed and ready to go, he told each of the three men that Angel had known their identities all along and that she’d opted not to file charges. 

Next, he produced a picture of his niece. At fourteen, she was as gorgeous as her mother, but looked very frail from the chemotherapy. Playing on the emotions of a junkie was never a sure thing. Surprisingly, as he described his niece’s illness and the life-sustaining treatment that she needed, each of the three junkies displayed signs of empathy. When Ryan asked for oral swabs from each of the men, they all agreed without hesitation. Thankfully, oral swabs were just as accurate as blood samples, as it would have been extremely difficult to obtain blood samples from a group of junkies. Along with each of the samples, Ryan received an apology for the horrendous act, which was as good as an outright admission of guilt. The apologies would later prove to be their undoing. 

When Alex spoke with her friend Colin the next morning, he was willing to oblige. It was just the type of thing that he needed to secure a little television time. The exposure would hasten his progression toward becoming Cook County’s next states attorney.

With all her attention on the three junkies and the video, she forgot that Ryan was a potential suspect in Kasey’s murder investigation. Apparently, Ryan was aware of his status. He called to set the record straight later that evening.

“Ms. Phillips, for the record, I had nothing to do with Kasey’s murder. Someone beat me to it.”

“I meant to ask you about that, Ryan. Thanks for clearing it up for me.” 

“Not a problem, Ms. Phillips.”

Family Secrets

There was no doubt in Alex’s mind that Ryan was telling the truth. She could feel it. They were now down to their last viable suspect—Kasey’s stepfather. Alex was officially worried.

Alex managed to book a late-morning flight back to Dallas after her meeting with Colin. She also made arrangements for Virgil to take another trip to Atlanta. Her visit with Tamela would just have to wait. 

“I need you to dig a little deeper, Virgil.”

“Anything in particular?”

“Focus on the stepfather and see where it leads you.”

“Roger that.”

“Thanks, Virgil.”

Alex scheduled a meeting with Angel and Chandler to bring them up to speed on the case and to pick their brains one last time. They couldn’t afford to miss any opportunities to strengthen the case. There had to be something.

“The burden of proof beyond all reasonable doubt is the task for the prosecution. My job is simple. I have to plant a seed for reasonable doubt—just one seed, that’s all.” Alex finished the update and waited for their responses.

“So, what you’re saying is, we really don’t have a case?” This was Chandler’s response to the update. As much as she hated to admit it, he was correct.

“I’m sorry guys, but that’s all we have. Virgil’s en route to Atlanta as we speak. There’s something about the stepfather that doesn’t sit well with me. In the meantime, I need you two to brainstorm a bit. I don’t care how insignificant you think it is, I need to hear it.”

Taking a deep breath, Chandler was the first to speak.

“I visited my father a few days ago. Aside from the fact that he doesn’t look well, I think he wanted to share something really important with me, but he never got around to it. I mean literally, one interruption after the next each time he tried.”

“You think it’s something related to the case?” Alex asked.

“I don’t know if it’s directly related to the case, but whatever he has to say is definitely related to Kasey. I didn’t push the issue out of concern for his health. He says he just got over the flu, but it seems more serious than the flu.”

“What does your mom have to say about your father’s illness?” Angel whispered. She appeared to be shaken by the news about her father-in-law.

“She says it’s the flu, but as you know, my mother would never go against my father’s wishes. If he’s purposely hiding his condition from me, the secret is safe with her. She’s loyal to a fault.”

“I understand, Chandler. You have to do what’s best for your father,” I said. “If he’s seriously ill, additional stress will worsen his condition. Maybe he’ll come around.”

“My sentiment as well, Alex. I’ll give him a few more days.”

Angel’s entire demeanor changed at the very mention of her father-in-law’s illness, and it had less to do with his physical condition than his state of mind; but then again, the two could very well be connected. Was her father-in-law’s illness severe enough to compel a deathbed confession regarding his unscrupulous role in the premarital affairs of his son? 

Like Brothers

No matter how complicated or straightforward the case appeared to be, a good detective would always approach the investigation methodically. Taking the scenic route back to her downtown hotel gave Alex time to brainstorm. Angel was innocent. She was convinced of that. What was she missing? 

She went back to the basics, Murder 101. The person closest to the victim is typically at the top of the list of potential suspects. Considering the list of individuals that they had already questioned, who was left? Bingo. Connor and Trent. Kasey’s long-time business partners. How could she overlook the two people who were closer to Kasey than anyone else?

“Keep your friends close and your enemies closer,” had been popularized by the Michael Corleone character from The Godfather. Greed was one of the seven deadly sins, and Kasey’s business was worth millions. With Kasey out of the picture, Connor and Trent stood to gain a lot. Alex made a quick call to Virgil with simple instructions. “I need a thorough check, Virgil.”

“How in the world did we overlook the partners?”

“My thoughts exactly, but better late than never. I’m planning a little surprise visit first thing in the morning. Text me if you find something.”

After a peaceful night of sleep, Alex was in the gym by a 6:00 a.m. By 8:30, she was in the parking garage of The Republic Bank, one of the most luxurious office spaces in the financial district of downtown Dallas. Judging by the office location, Kasey would be considered an uppity negro by the folks back in Alabama. Connor and Trent were probably stereotypical yuppies in every sense of the word: young white professionals who were self-absorbed and primarily concerned with seven-figure salaries and personal status in corporate America. 

“Good morning,” Alex said to the receptionist, offering a firm handshake. I’m here to see Mr. Gray and Mr. McCormick.” 

The receptionist skimmed through her appointment book. “Well, let me see, Ms. . . .”

“Phillips. Attorney Alexandra Phillips.”

“Do you have an appointment?”

“No, I do not, but I’m sure they would be happy to squeeze me in.”

“In that case, I’ll tell Trent you’re here.” 

The bubbly receptionist appeared to be in her early sixties, but Alex couldn’t be sure, because her makeup was as thick as her southern drawl. Her nonthreatening demeanor was an asset in the overly bourgeois office setting.

“Hi Trent, there’s a Mrs. Phillips here to see you—I’m sorry, it’s Attorney Phillips. No appointment, but she says you guys would be happy to speak with her.” Miss Betty’s eyes widened when she noticed Alex’s wedding ring. It was an attention grabber. Alex would have been happy with a much smaller version, but Ken wouldn’t hear of it.

She could hear Trent’s reply through the phone. “Absolutely, Miss Betty, send her in.”

“Seems you’re correct, Attorney Phillips. Right this way, dear.”

Kasey’s portion of the twelfth floor was gorgeous. The suite encompassed over half of the northern side of the floor, with window views everywhere. 

“Good morning, Attorney Phillips, we’ve been expecting a visit from you for some time.”

“Good morning to you, Mr. McCormick. And yes. I’m a little late getting here. Will Mr. Gray be joining us?”

“Yes. He should be walking through the door as we speak,” Trent said, peering at the exquisite timepiece that adorned his left wrist. 

Connor walked into the office before Trent could finish his sentence. “Good morning,” Connor began, then hesitated, allowing Trent to make the introductions.

“Connor, this is Attorney Phillips, the defense attorney for the woman accused of Kasey’s murder.”

“Ahhh, yes, it explains the familiarity—I was sure I knew you from somewhere. I’ve been following the case closely. I’m sorry to have kept you waiting, Attorney Phillips.”

“No worries. I just got here myself.”

“Cup of coffee?” Trent asked.

“Yes, please. One cream, no sugar. Thanks. So, I’m detecting an accent, Trent. Where are you from?”

“Staten Island, originally. I lived there my whole life except for the four years I spent in Boston.”

“Let me guess: Harvard.” “Boston” was a popular Harvardism used by individuals who aren’t ready to drop the H-bomb.

“Yes.” The apologetic response was another Harvardism. Education remorse was common among Ivy League graduates.

“Well, how about you, Connor: Harvard, Yale?”

“MIT,” Connor said, proudly extending his right hand, which bore the famous Brass Rat.

The Brass Rat was really a beaver that resembled a rat. MIT had chosen the beaver as its mascot because of the animal’s engineering capabilities. “I wouldn’t be caught dead in one of those Ivy League institutions,” Connor declared jokingly.” 

“Hmmm, hometown rivals on opposite ends of the street,” Alex said, stirring the pot.

“Uh, rivals . . . no. You have to be in the same league to be considered rivals,” Trent boasted.

“How typical, Trent. I’m not sure if you were aware of this, Attorney Phillips, but Ivy League universities were created to circumvent the ass-whippings that were handed out on the field each week by their non-elitist opponents,” Connor joked.

As Alex listened to the friendly competitive exchange between the two multi-millionaires, she considered the facts. Harvard’s alumni included eight U.S. presidents, more than any other institution in the country, plus sixty-two living billionaires and 359 Rhodes Scholars. In addition, the school was also responsible for producing three extremely notable individuals: Bill Gates, Mark Zuckerberg, and Barack Obama. In spite of this, MIT’s contributions to global advancements in technology were far more impressive than Harvard and the other seven Ivy League universities combined. To date, over six hundred inventions were born at MIT, including the fax machine, the Polaroid camera, and the World Wide Web. 

Alex decided to keep her opinion to herself and try to make up for lost time.

“So, what brought you two to Texas?”

“Kasey,” they said in unison.

“I’m not going to beat around the bush, guys. My client is innocent. But unfortunately, all the evidence points to her. If I’m unable to solve this crime, my client could easily take the fall for this.”

“Robert Shapiro didn’t think O.J. was innocent, yet he defended him,” Connor said. “I’m pretty sure the hundred-thousand-a-month salary had a lot to do with his decision, but the point here is that he defended a man that he believed to be guilty. According to the prosecution, their case was iron-clad. Forgive me if I’m out of line, but Kasey was my friend, and I want justice to be served to the fullest. Are you absolutely sure your client’s innocent?” 

“No offense taken, Mr. Gray. I’m one hundred percent certain of my client’s innocence. Quite frankly, my job would be a lot easier if she’d committed the crime, but she didn’t. Kasey was your friend, and it pains me to tell you this, but he did some things that would give cause for a homicidal response. However, someone beat my client to it.” Alex’s words were harsh, to say the least, but she couldn’t leave any room for doubt. “I’m here because I need your help.”

She decided to leave out one minor detail: that they too were on the list of potential suspects. Most likely, they were aware of this. But after their brief conversation, she knew they were innocent. It was a gut feeling. The two men exchanged glances and a quick nod of what appeared to be affirmation.

“We want to help in any way we can. That’s why we were a little shocked by the fact that you hadn’t reached out to us. We’re learning things about Kasey that we never knew, thanks to the local news. It’s like they can’t get enough of the story, and we’re frustrated because we don’t know what they’ll discover next,” Trent said.

“Can you elaborate?”

“The AIDS thing for one, and the allegations that go with it. If Kasey was gay, he did one hell of a job keeping it from us,” Connor said.

“So, you didn’t know he was gay,” Alex asked.

“Absolutely not!” said Connor.

“So, you’re confirming it?” Trent asked, genuinely surprised.

“Okay, I think we should probably start over. I assumed you were aware. But first, how would you describe your relationship with Kasey? How did the three of you meet?”

“Kasey, Trent, and I began our careers together on Wall Street. We met on the first day of orientation. I suppose you could say we bonded out of necessity, since we were fresh out of school. The environment for freshmen brokers on Wall Street was not very pleasant. We were bottom dwellers in every sense of the word. Kasey managed to climb to the top much faster than Trent and me,” Connor said.

“Did he step on any toes to do it?” Animosity in the workplace was probable cause.

“Not at all. I’d say sheer determination was the driving force behind his passion,” Connor answered. “The desire to succeed and the unwillingness to fail. We assumed it had something to do with his childhood.”

“Did he talk about his family very much?”

“Not really,” Trent replied. “Just a few comments here and there—enough for us to fill in the gaps. But one thing was for sure, Ms. Pedigo was the apple of his eye and vice versa.”

There was a moment of silence as the two gentlemen struggled with their emotions.

“He was like a brother to me. My parents loved him, and my sister wanted to marry him,” Trent said. “I intervened before it ever took off because I considered it incest.”

“He was the best man at my wedding and the godfather to my son,” Connor said. “We were that freaking close. How could I not know he was gay? Are you one hundred percent sure?” He was clearly more confounded by the shocking news regarding Kasey’s clandestine lifestyle than Trent. 

“Well, that’s the other thing I wanted to discuss. I was able to obtain Kasey’s mental health records,” Alex said slowly. Connor and Trent exchanged another look of surprise. In addition to keeping his lifestyle under wraps, Kasey had managed to keep his mental instability a secret as well, but this wasn’t a surprise. Apparent normalcy is a defining characteristic of delusional psychosis, especially when patients are compliant with their medication regimens.

“Kasey disclosed some information that I can’t share, but I will say this. The alleged relationship was an ongoing topic of discussion during Kasey’s visits with his psychiatrist. However, here’s the problem—my client’s husband adamantly denies the allegation.”

“Well, I’m pretty sure I would deny the allegation as well, if I were the husband,” Connor responded.

“Connor’s right. Dr. Montgomery has an excellent reason to deny the allegation. He also has a pretty good motive for murder. I guess the question here is, whom do you believe? Are you certain the husband isn’t the one who actually pulled the trigger?” Connor asked.

“The husband was ruled out as a suspect. He was on duty at the hospital. Regarding the alleged affair, I think the husband is telling the truth. Kasey suffered from a condition called delusional psychosis, and the symptomatology is exactly what the name implies. The alleged affair was a figment of Kasey’s imagination.” 

“Wow. This is crazy, but I’m afraid it gets even worse,” Trent said with a sigh. 

“I’m listening,” Alex said.

“Kasey had an on-again, off-again girlfriend. Connor and I tried to contact her regarding Kasey’s death, but she’s nowhere to be found.”

In an instant, they finally had someone with a motive that was as strong as Angel’s.

“I need her name.” Those were the only words that Alex could form. 

“Her name is Rebecca—Rebecca McCain”, Trent replied.

Alex ended their meeting and called Virgil as she exited the building. 

“We have to find her, Virgil.”

“No worries, Alex. I’ll find her.”

Rebecca McCain

Kasey’s “girlfriend” had blonde hair and blue eyes. How typical, Alex thought, considering her name. 

But love is blind, and in a perfect world, color should have no bearing on the concept. However, the very essence of the African American’s existence in America is rooted and fertilized in the manure of slavery and cultivated by oppression, which remains constant even after slavery. Unfortunately, many of the brothers who manage to rise above the oppression have consistently dismissed the black woman as a suitable mate. This was something that Alex had struggled to understand for as long as she could remember. 

Historically, black men have always been a symbol of physical strength. To the slave owner, this was a doubled-edged sword. While strength was essential to increased productivity and profitability, it was also a constant reminder of the master’s vulnerability. In addition to innate strength, slaves outnumbered their oppressors by huge margins. The slave master’s greatest fear was a sudden “awakening” of the slave and a subsequent revolt. To prevent this potential disaster, complete submission and oppression were required, and it began in the mind. Imagine an elephant, one of the strongest animals in the world, restrained by something that a small child could escape.  

The question is how? The answer is simple. At an early age, elephants are tied to huge tree trunks with large ropes. The young elephants struggle relentlessly to gain their freedom, but to no avail. When the elephant stops trying to break free, trainers began to reduce the size of the restraining devices—smaller rope, smaller trees, smaller stakes. Over time, the elephant is systematically conditioned to believe that it is impossible to move when restrained, even when the elephant’s strength is far superior to the restraint. 

Like the elephant, the original African slave was conditioned to believe he was powerless, even though his strength was far superior to his master’s. The mental conditioning of the slave was achieved over time through the duplication and transference of the plantation owner’s fear into the slave. As a result, fear became the predominating tool of oppression. To say that the mental conditioning of the slave worked would be an understatement, but it is important to note that it didn’t happen overnight. Far from being the docile obedient slave often depicted by mainstream media, the first few generations of African slaves fought tirelessly for their freedom. Over time, the dilution of the original African slave’s blood with the oppressor’s blood, coupled with the spirit of fear and the need to survive, yielded a docile, demasculinized slave. The accompanying childlike behavior was meant to lessen the master’s fear of the one with superior strength and manhood. Slaves were keenly aware of the fact that a happy master was a more tolerant master—and a docile slave was less threatening to the master.

After the abolition of slavery, fear would lead to the creation of another set of rules to ensure the safety of the former slave owner and his family. The system was called “Jim Crow.” Few people are aware of the fact that the term “Jim Crow” was inspired by the song and dance of a physically disabled African slave who carried the same name. Though subliminal, the symbolism in the name that defined an era of oppression for the emancipated slave was painfully clear. To coexist in America, the African American man and former slave, who was far superior in strength to his owner, would have to be mentally and physically disabled, like the original Jim Crow. 

Perhaps one of the most disturbing concepts of injustice in America has been the portrayal of the Black man as a sexual predator with an innate desire for white women. In 1915, the critically acclaimed motion picture Birth of a Nation provided a riveting depiction of the alleged obsession. Sadly, the negative connotation of Black men and the vulnerability of the white woman is still being used to justify racist acts of violence and oppression to this very day. 

Back to “Becky”

Alex’s original thoughts concerning Kasey’s relationship with Rebecca McCain were directly related to the Black man’s fascination with “Becky.” The name is a popular euphemism for white women who date African American men. With the racially charged stigma surrounding interracial relationships, particularly between black men and white women, and the well-documented history of the consequences, why were successful black men so inclined to pursue these relationships? Alex was convinced that the fascination with “Becky” was yet another remnant of slavery. During slavery, white women were placed on a pedestal by virtue of their skin color, and deemed untouchable, delicate objects of desire. To a certain degree, “untouchable” was applicable to not only the male slave, but to the husband as well. The Victorian-like perception of white femininity resulted in the mythical depiction of delicacy and fragility that was severely embellished to the point that white women were considered to be devoid of sexual desire. As a result, sexual acts were meant solely for the purpose of procreation. Considering this perspective, a degree in rocket science isn’t required to understand the white woman’s fascination with the male slave and her propensity to use the male slave for personal pleasure. Her fascination was directly related to her circumstances, which included the forcibly muted sexual desire and lack of intimate attention from her husband. While much has changed regarding the freedom of sexual expression, the fascination is apparent to this day.

On the other end of the spectrum was the brother who either consciously or subconsciously used white women as the measuring stick for success. OJ Simpson was an excellent example of both theories. With regard to his murder trial, Alex’s interest had very little to do with OJ. It was her fascination with Johnny Cochran than compelled her to miss a few study sessions for her LSAT to watch the trial. When the verdict came down, she cheered, but again, it wasn’t for OJ.  Her cheers were for Johnny Cochran. Perhaps she was biased when it came to the lead defense attorney, but it wasn’t entirely due to race. In addition to his brilliance and presence in the courtroom, she was also proud of the fact that he was from her neck of the woods in northwest Louisiana. 

A little advice from Mr. Cochran would be golden at this point, but unfortunately, it wasn’t an option. His journey here on earth was already complete. In the meantime, Rebecca McCain was missing, and Alex was convinced that her disappearance was intentional. 




Part Seven

Circumstantial Evidence

While the Sixth Amendment to the Constitution guarantees the right to a speedy trial, circumstances can either shorten or prolong the initiation of a defendant’s trial proceedings. Many defendants fail to realize there are two time-sensitive steps in the process: indictment, and then the trial. Typically, the state has ninety days from the date of arrest on a felony charge to return an indictment if the person is held without bond, and 180 days if the person is released on bond. Once the indictment is made, the same rule applies for the trial. In the interest of due process, the state is required to bring the defendant to trial within ninety days if bond is denied, or 180 days if the defendant is free on bond. 

In cities like Dallas, court dockets are typically full, and as a result older cases are tried first. Preference is given to defendants who remain incarcerated while awaiting trial. 

The writers of the Constitution believed the time stipulation was necessary to protect the falsely accused from lengthy detainments prior to the trial and to acknowledge the presumption of innocence until proven guilty. Because of the two-step process, a “speedy trial” should technically fall within the range of six months to a year. However, in Criminal District Court Number 7, the wait time was more like nine months to three years from arrest to trial because of the enormous case load. 

The failure of the state to adhere to the timeframes could be ruled a violation of the Sixth Amendment and possibly result in the dismissal of the charges. They were exactly two days shy of Angel’s “speedy trial” expiration, which was cutting it really close for the state. In most instances, Alex would consider this favorable, because delays are typically due to a lack of evidence. Unfortunately, she was unable to make that assumption in this case. 

The pretrial hearing was scheduled to begin at 9:00 a.m. but Alex was wide awake by 4:00. Despite her husband’s best efforts, she had been unable to get more than two or three hours of sleep over the past few days.

“Alex, I’ve never seen you like this.”

“For the first time in my career as a criminal defense attorney, I feel unprepared . . . like I’m overlooking something.”

“Have you prayed about it?” her husband asked.

“Incessantly.”

“Then let’s pray together.”

Holding her tightly against his chest, Ken began to pray. They were approaching their ninth wedding anniversary and she still felt like the luckiest woman in the world. By far, he was the best thing that had ever happened to her, other than her son. She surrendered and focused on his words, as opposed to the thoughts that fought for position in her mind. After the amen, she closed her eyes and slept for the first time in days. She woke up to a fresh cup of coffee that Ken had picked up at the Starbucks adjacent to their hotel. The Omni luxury hotel was immaculate, and their downtown view of the Dallas skyline was breathtaking. In addition to the coffee, Ken also produced a pen and a fresh pad of paper, which didn’t surprise Alex. Her husband knew her well. After a few hours of uninterrupted sleep, her optimism was to the roof, her confidence was restored, and she was finally able to think strategically. 

To ensure fairness, exculpatory evidence, or any evidence deemed beneficial to the defendant, is available to the defense upon request. In essence, it was a gesture by the government to even the playing field. Alex had submitted her request for exculpatory evidence immediately after the indictment was handed down, and the prosecution had surrendered all the evidence as required during the pretrial discovery process. Considering the evidence that was presented to her, she decided to backtrack. For a conviction, the prosecution would have to establish the three primary components of a crime: means, motive and opportunity. Means, the ability of the defendant to commit the crime, would be difficult to address, because the murder weapon was still missing. Clearly, the strength of the prosecution’s case rested on motive, and Kasey’s email was an excellent place to start. The third component, opportunity, was unquestionably the most promising for the defense. A solid alibi was the most effective approach to disproving evidence related to opportunity. 

In addition to the three main components, the jury would also have to consider the circumstantial evidence, which could make or break the case on both sides. In this instance, the circumstantial evidence included the presence of Angel’s fingerprints in Kasey’s car and the messages that were obtained from Kasey’s social media account. Both were damaging for the defense.

Alex didn’t have the bombshell evidence that every defense attorney dreamed of, but there was still hope, and she had a plan. She decided to go with the timeline as the primary basis for the defense to establish an alibi. If Hollywood’s exaggerated precision in estimating the time of death was accurate, the coroner’s report would have contained the exact time of Kasey’s demise. Unfortunately, an exact time is virtually impossible to determine in the absence of a witnessed death. Consequently, coroners typically provide time ranges as opposed to exact times. In lieu of an exact time of death, an accurate estimate of the time of death is still an extremely valuable tool for the defense, especially if the defendant’s alibi is solid. On the other hand, if the defendant is guilty, the estimated time of death may be more beneficial to the prosecution. Like most of Alex’s colleagues, an approximation of the time of death by an independent forensic expert is customary; and in this instance, the approximations were nearly identical. 

According to the coroner’s and the independent forensic expert’s report, Kasey’s death occurred approximately fifteen hours prior to the discovery of his body. Since his body was discovered around 6:00 a.m., the estimated time of death was between 3:00 and 5:00 p.m. on the previous day. 

Alex decided to reexamine the timeline with Ken to make sure she hadn’t missed anything. The body hadn’t been discovered until 6:00 a.m., the morning after Angel returned from Chicago. Her estimated time of arrival upon return from Chicago was 2:27 p.m. If the estimated time of Kasey’s death could be narrowed down to an exact time, Alex would have chosen 2:00 p.m., because it would have been impossible for Angel to commit the crime. Without the luxury of an exact time, she would have to find a way to use the coroner’s two-hour window of opportunity to Angel’s advantage.

According to Angel, she left the airport at approximately 2:45 p.m., which was consistent with the time stamp from the toll booth at the airport. The distance from the airport to the private long-term airport parking facility where Kasey’s body had been discovered was only five miles, and the distance from the parking facility to Angel’s home in Highland Village was exactly fifteen and a half miles. At first glance, the distance to the location of Kasey’s remains was a little too close for comfort. However, Ken made a brilliant suggestion. 

“Have you examined the traffic conditions during that time of day?” he asked.

“No, I haven’t.”

“I think you should.”

Ken’s quick analysis of the situation was totally on point. With regard to daily commute times, Dallas ranked last among the ninety largest metropolitan areas in the country. Using the volume and directional traffic distribution data from Texas Department of Transportation and her survey processing software, Alex was able to calculate peak direction and times for the areas in question. Based on the findings, the short distance from the airport to Angel’s home in Highland Village was approximately thirty-seven minutes during peak hours. The afternoon peak hours were from 3:00 to 7:00 p.m. Clearly, it would have been impossible for Angel to reach the parking facility and commit the murder, given the estimated time of arrival at her home in Highland Village. According to Angel, she was home by 3:15 p.m., which was perfect. They were able to verify the time via the home security company. When Angel failed to enter the correct code, the security company placed a call to both Chandler and Angel’s cell phones at 3:19 p.m. and 3:22 p.m. respectively. 

The timeline evidence was a major score for the defense, but it was also a bit complicated. Alex would have to present it to the jury in its simplest form. Whether the jury would accept the evidence in the desired manner would depend on the skill of the prosecutor and his ability to refute the evidence.

Pretrial Hearing

 

Alex was a nervous wreck as they exited the downtown parking garage and made their way to the courthouse entrance. By now, Ken was accustomed to it, and so was Alex. Like clockwork, the anxiety disappeared the moment she stepped into the massive foyer, which was already saturated with reporters. Alex quickly embraced the inebriating euphoria that was fueled by sheer adrenaline. 

Ken sat next to Chandler as she headed to the front of the courtroom to take her place beside Angel. She was a bundle of nerves, which was expected.

“All rise,” the bailiff called.

The pretrial hearing is the last court appearance that defendants will make prior to the trial, and it typically occurs when the two opposing attorneys have enough information to formulate a set of pretrial motions for the judge to consider. 

At the top of Alex’s list was a change of venue in order to optimize the jury pool. The jurisdiction for the case, which was Dallas County, was not an ideal location for criminal cases involving African Americans. Based on the census report taken in 2000, the demographics for the county according to race was 58 percent white, 29 percent Hispanic and 20 percent Black, but this wasn’t the only concern. Dallas County was notorious for excluding African American jurors from felony cases through the use of preemptive challenges. In general, the tactic provided lawyers from both sides with an opportunity to dismiss up to ten potential jurors without offering an explanation. In essence, the “jury of your peers” concept becomes moot, and what’s left behind is a jury composed of residents with very little tolerance or empathy for inner-city issues and concerns. 

Alex could personally attest to the impact of racially motivated bias in Dallas County. During a short stint as a medical malpractice attorney, she had been co-counsel for a case that involved a Certified Registered Nurse Anesthetist (CRNA) named Courtney. CRNAs are advanced practice nurses who specialize in the field of anesthesia. Over sixty-five percent of the anesthetics performed in America are performed by CRNAs. Of the 59,000 practicing CRNAs in America, only three percent were African American, and Courtney Leblanc happened to be one of them. Courtney was sharp and well read, which didn’t surprise Alex. The ability to maintain another human being’s life while thwarting movement and the perception of pain requires more than above-average intelligence. 

The plaintiff in the case claimed to have memory loss caused by an adverse reaction to morphine, which had been ordered “as needed” for post-surgical pain. The medication was administered in the recovery room by the recovery room nurse, who awakened the patient to assess her pain level. According to several recovery room nurses who were deposed by Alex, a sleeping patient is usually pain-free. Each of the nurses agreed that the recovery room nurse’s poor judgement was the immediate cause of the patient’s diminished respiratory effort and that her failure to recognize the problem was an even greater concern. As a result, the recovery room nurse and the hospital were also included in the lawsuit. 

Courtney was eight months pregnant at the time of the deposition, but aside from the frequent trips to the bathroom, she was unscathed. She went toe-to-toe with the claimant’s attorney for ten hours, answering each of his questions with precision and accuracy as Alex applauded in silence. 

During her deposition, the plaintiff severely contradicted her own claim by unwittingly recounting memories from her childhood. She also provided the office address and detailed directions for all her many physicians. The most damning evidence included the serial brain scans that were performed prior to the patient’s discharge from the hospital. They were completely normal. On the surface, it appeared to be an easy win for the defense. Unfortunately, evidence alone was not the deciding factor. Completely ignoring the huge number of flaws in the plaintiff’s claim, the lead counsel recommended a settlement offer. Thankfully, Alex was able to remain expressionless when she heard the shocking comment. A disagreement between members of the defense team would have resulted in a loss of confidence with their client. 

“You said we have a good case. Why would I settle?” The anesthetist was clearly irritated, and her response mirrored Alex’s. 

The lead defense attorney, Patrick Cooley, explained. 

“With the evidence that we have, I would gladly take this case to trial; however, we must consider the other variables. This is Dallas County, and you’re a Black woman facing charges that involve a white woman. The jury pool in Dallas County consists of housewives, rednecks, and middle-class people from the suburbs. I’m ashamed to say this, but in all honesty, I can’t guarantee a fair decision.”

In the end, Alex had to agree with Attorney Cooley. They gave Courtney the rest of the day to decide. She called early the next morning with an offer for the plaintiff.

“Make an offer for twenty thousand. Twenty-five is the max. This is a two-million-dollar lawsuit; if her claim is worth its weight, she’ll refuse. An acceptance of this amount proves the true nature of the claim.”

The plaintiff accepted the $25,000 settlement, which significantly substantiated Courtney’s assertion. The frivolity of the case was painfully obvious. Even more painful was the fact that a Black woman’s audacity to succeed in such a challenging profession still came with a price.

In the current case, a change of venue was crucial, considering the inherent racial bias in Dallas County. The widespread pretrial publicity and Kasey’s notoriety as a star athlete were the type of factors that could potentially sway the jurors and negatively impact the case. But where? The larger counties were demographically identical, with African Americans in third place behind Caucasian and Latino Americans. In smaller counties, the African American population was microscopic. However, they had to play the cards that they were dealt. This would require a deeper examination of the surrounding counties to determine which, if any, were more inclusive during the jury selection process. 

In the end, they chose Denton County. To Alex’s surprise, Judge Kovitz granted the change of venue. On the surface, Denton County appeared to be the most favorable choice according to race, with the largest Black population compared to neighboring counties. However, after factoring the other variables, Denton County was only slightly better than Dallas County regarding current and historical racial disparity in the criminal justice system. One African American juror was all that they needed. Considering the racial make-up of other nearby counties, they were forced to choose the lesser of the two evils. According to the scientific jury selection consultant, Denton County was the lesser evil. She was right: one African American juror made the cut, and the trial date was officially set. Score number one for the defense. 

Opening Statements

Feigned empathy and fairness are tactics commonly used by the prosecution. During the seven months leading up to the trial, the prosecutor’s actions and his words were unmistakably empathetic. This was especially true after Kasey’s HIV status was confirmed. But based on the opening statement, his feelings must have changed. The biting comments regarding Angel’s “poor judgement,” among other things, was a complete contradiction.

“What we have here is an adulterous housewife who had no further use for her lover,” he said with a thick southern drawl.

“Objection, Your Honor. It’s a little early for conjecture, don’t you think? Stick to the facts,” Alex objected before he could finish the statement. Judge Coffee was middle-aged, with remnants of blond hair. His posture on the stand, coupled with the sternness of his voice and piercing eyes, he appeared to be the no-nonsense type of judged that Alex had prayed for.

“Objection sustained.”

The biting comments continued for at least five minutes before the prosecutor finally ended his opening statement with a bang.

“Since the death penalty isn’t an option, life in prison is the only punishment that adequately fits this crime . . . a life for a life, so the Good Book says.” 

“Attorney Phillips are you prepared to bring forth your opening statement?” the judge asked.

“I’ve decided to defer, Your Honor.” She decided to save her opening statement and present it after the prosecution rested. 

“As you wish. Call your first witness,” he instructed the prosecution.

Detective Rawlings was the first witness for the prosecution.

“Exhibit A, Your Honor.” The prosecutor presented Kasey’s cell phone as the first piece of evidence for the state. “The decedent’s cell phone.” 

Since the cell phone and social media evidence was by far the prosecution’s strongest evidence, Alex was a little surprised by the early presentation. The series of direct messages between Angel and Kasey provided the most intimate details concerning the relationship. Suppressing this evidence would have been in Angel’s best interest. In the realm of criminal litigation, privacy laws concerning social media and cell phones were still a little gray. In general, privacy laws that are provided via the Fourth Amendment are not extended beyond death. Simply stated, any information obtained from Kasey’s cell phone or social media page was fair game. However, since the information pertained to Angel as well, Fourth Amendment protection, and the need for a search warrant was still applicable. In the absence of a warrant, there was a small chance that the judge would declare the information inadmissible. Due to the ill-defined laws concerning social media and cell phones, location and jurisdiction was usually the determining factor. 

In Dallas County and surrounding areas, “probable cause” was typically used to override the Fourth Amendment right to privacy. As a result, warrantless searches were typically upheld. Despite the current trend, Alex gave it her best shot. She used the absence of a warrant on behalf of Angel and the inability of Kasey to consent to the use of the information as the grounds for suppression. In the end, the judge decided that the nature of the relationship was more than sufficient to establish probable cause. The evidence was ruled admissible. It was a huge blow, but it wasn’t fatal.

“Detective Rawlings, can you read the message dated May 4, 2021, at 11:45 p.m.?” the prosecutor asked.

Detective Rawlings cleared his throat before reading the highlighted portion of the transcript that was handed to him by the prosecutor.

“At 11:45 p.m. Mr. James wrote, ‘What are you wearing?’” Detective Rawlings was clearly uncomfortable with the intimate dialogue, like everyone else who was forced to listen. 

“To which the defendant replied . . .?”

“‘A dress and some stilettos.’”

“Go on,” the prosecutor instructed.

“‘You want to try the webcam,’ was Mr. James’s reply.” Shifting in his seat, Detective Rawlings continued, “‘I have to go, my husband just arrived.’ That was Mrs. Montgomery’s reply.”

“The time of the last comment?” the prosecutor continued his direct examination.

“Twelve o-three a.m.”

“So, the conversation lasted roughly how long?”

“Approximately two hours and ten minutes, give or take a few,” Detective Rawlings replied.

Alex had prepared Angel and Chandler for this line of questioning; however, she hadn’t anticipated it so soon. A quick glance at Chandler out of the corner of her eye revealed a stoic look with only a trace of emotion. Angel, on the other hand, was coming unglued. The pulsating vein on her left temple and the numerous deep breaths were tell-tale signs. To know that you made a huge mistake was one thing, but to have it verbalized publicly in such humiliating detail was another. Alex slid a doodle pad in Angel’s direction in an attempt to provide an outlet for the growing anger. She put it to use immediately.

“I hate Kasey James,” she wrote. Alex ripped the page from the notebook and stuffed it in her attaché. Such a statement could result in irreparable damage if discovered. As the prosecutor brought his opening line of questions to a close with Detective Rawlings, Alex handed the pad back to Angel with instructions to provide one question for the detective.

Just before the judge turned the witness over to the defense, Angel handed over her question. “Is the conversation authentic?”

With just those four words, the light bulb turned on.

When she was asked for cross-examination, Alex instructed, “Detective Rawlings, explain for the jury exactly how the cell phone information was obtained.” 

“The phone was not protected by a security code. I simply opened the phone and clicked on the social media page after reading the text messages. After scanning the page for a moment, I accessed the private messaging portion of the app.”

“Detective Rawlings, there are two things wrong with this evidence. Number one: considering the relative ease with which anyone can create a fictional persona online, are you one hundred percent sure that the decedent and the defendant are responsible for the content that you just shared?”

“Uh, no, I am not one hundred percent sure, but I—” 

“Number two: Mr. James’s phone was not secure. Considering the relative ease with which an individual’s account can be accessed and manipulated, are you one hundred percent sure that Mr. James is the only person that could have authored the messages?”

“Authentication of both accounts were conducted to the best of our ability. However, one hundred percent authentication is impossible for the reasons you just mentioned.”

“So, to be clear for the jury, the information obtained from the social media account of Mr. James is not one hundred percent authenticated?”

“That is correct, ma’am.”

Two things were in their favor. Thankfully, Angel had deleted all the messages on her own phone between herself and Kasey immediately. The social media site was subpoenaed in hopes of recovering the information from her account, but due to a glitch in the system, the messages could not be restored. Since Angel would not be taking the stand, the prosecution would not have an opportunity to authenticate Angel’s contribution to the conversation. Score two for the defense, zero for the prosecution. 

The prosecution went on to present the rest of its case, which was primarily circumstantial, since the murder weapon had never been found. In addition to the circumstantial evidence, several witnesses were able to confirm interactions with Kasey and Angel in public places, including the manager of the Reggae club and the concierge at Kasey’s condominium. 

The club manager’s testimony established the intimacy between Angel and Kasey, with particular detail. Handing a photo of Angel and Kasey to the club manager, the prosecutor asked, “Do you recognize the woman in this photo?”

“Yes, I do.” The witness was well-dressed and well-spoken, which is important when it comes to credibility.

“Is she present in this courtroom?”

“Yes, she is.”

“Can you indicate for the jury where she’s seated?”

“She’s seated next to the attorney at the defense table.”

Directing his next comment to the court reporter, the prosecutor continued, “Please note for the record that the witness is referring to the defendant.

“Do you recognize the gentleman in the photo?”

“Yes, I do.”

“Can you explain for the jury your basis of recognition?”

“Well, he is—or was one of our frequent customers.” 

“How often did he frequent your establishment?”

“At least once a week since we opened five years ago.”

“Do you ever recall seeing the defendant prior to the night in question?”

“No. I don’t recall ever seeing her prior to that night.”

“Are you sure?”

“One hundred percent sure.”

“In the last five years, I’m sure you’ve had quite a few female customers in your establishment. Is there any possibility that you could be mistaken about the identity of the woman in the picture?”

“None.”

"Can you tell us the basis of your certainty?”

“Well for starters, they stood out—as a couple. And no disrespect,” the witness stated, glancing at Angel, “but she’s a very beautiful woman. And aside from that, it was the first time I’d ever seen Mr. James with a companion—he always came alone.” 

“Now, let’s talk about your observations that evening. How would you describe the interaction between the defendant and Mr. James?”

“Very intimate.” The witness hesitated before continuing. “Lots of dancing, holding hands. Very into each other.”

“No further questions, your honor.” 

“Your witness.” The judge nodded in Alex’s direction.

“Mr. Bretelli, right?”

“Yes. Anthony Bretelli.”

“How would you describe the lighting in your club?”

“I guess I would call it dim. Ambiance is everything, you know.”

“Yes it is, Mr. Bretelli. No further questions.”

The concierge at Kasey’s condo was the next witness. He was able to provide dates and time, which were extremely incriminating. This was made possible by the logbook that was meticulously maintained by the staff. The last visit took place just a few days before Kasey’s body was discovered.

“Can you describe the defendant’s demeanor when she left the property?”

“Well, she was distraught when she left.”

“‘Distraught.’ Can you be a little more specific?”

“She was crying like she’d lost her pinky toe.” The concierge was noticeably gay, but his colorful description of Angel’s demeanor served as confirmation for anyone who wasn’t already convinced. 

“That’s all I have for this witness, Your Honor.”

“Attorney Phillips?”

“No questions at this time, but I would like to reserve the opportunity, Your Honor.”

“Any more witnesses?” the judge asked. 

Attorney Towns and his team were in a heated discussion with Detective Rawlings, who had just come back into the courtroom.

“Your Honor, may we approach?” Attorney Towns responded.

Judging by the look on the prosecutor’s face, he was not pleased with the information that Detective Rawlings had just delivered. 

“So, what do we have here?” the judge asked, while skimming the three-page document.

“Your Honor, these are the results from the advanced DNA testing that we requested,” Attorney Towns stammered.

“So, help me to understand this. You utilized state funds for advanced testing, yet you didn’t consider waiting for the results?” The judge’s sarcasm was apparent.

“Can someone please fill me in?” Alex inquired, as beads of sweat formed on the prosecutor’s nose.

“I’ll let him tell you, Attorney Phillips. In the meantime, I’m dismissing the jury for the rest of the day.” The jury left the courtroom with instructions to appear the following morning at 8 a.m.

“So, in addition to the basic HIV testing that was performed on Mr. James, we requested some advanced testing,” the prosecutor continued.

“I got that part already.”

“We got two hits on the DNA profile.”

“They made a mistake. Have them to run it again,” Alex said, dismissing the results.

“They ran it three times. Kasey James had a twin.”

“You’re kidding, right.” Alex was stunned.

 

“No, I’m not. Two hits, two different names. Identical twins.”

Unbelievable. What were the freaking odds?

“There’s more.” The prosecutor cleared his throat and began to produce additional sweat that seemed to be concentrated on the bridge of his nose. “The advanced testing that was performed included HIV fingerprinting. The HIV sequence that was extracted from Kasey James’s blood sample could not be located in any of the national databases.”

The last sentence echoed for at least thirty seconds. Kasey had been HIV positive for well over ten years. The fact that his viral sequence was missing from the two most important HIV databases was unfathomable. In fact, Alex was hovering over the panic button, and for good reason. There are two national databases for HIV genetic research. The HIV Sequence Database in New Mexico collects and maintains all genetic sequences of the virus dating back to 1987. Healthcare providers are required to report and submit blood samples for all new cases of HIV to the database immediately for sequencing. The primary focus of this database is to track and analyze new mutations of the virus. The second database is the Stanford HIV Drug Resistance Database (HIVDB). The HIVDB is a collection of HIV sequences specifically associated with viral strains that are resistant to anti-viral drugs. Since 2008, epidemiologists and clinicians have used the database to assist with the development of effective treatment alternatives for resistant sequences of the virus. 

Alex couldn’t think of an acceptable reason for Kasey’s viral sequence to be missing from both databases. Even if Kasey’s diagnosing physician failed to submit samples to the HIV Sequence Database as required, what about Kasey’s partner—the individual who exposed Kasey to the virus? Surely the diagnosing physician for Kasey’s partner would have submitted samples—or was it possible for blatant incompetence to occur twice? 

“Your Honor, the prosecution’s case against my client is impetuous and downright reckless, which leads me to believe that the charges against my client were filed prematurely. I move for a mistrial. Secondly, we have an even greater problem here—an undocumented strain of HIV in the general population.”

The downside to the change of venue was the fact that Judge Kovitz was not the presiding judge. Judge Kovitz had a reputation for being “painfully fair,” which meant that advantages to either side were purely based on his interpretation of the law—nothing more, nothing less. Judge Coffee, on the other hand, was a wild car since Alex had not been able to confirm his reputation on the bench.

“Hold your horses there, Attorney Phillips. Now, I’m inclined to agree with your motion for a mistrial. However, in the interest of the people of Dallas and Denton Counties regarding the expenditure of time and resources, I’m going to grant the prosecution a continuance. For the record, Attorney Towns, in the absence of the results that you just presented, you should have requested a continuance before this trial ever began,” Judge Coffee said, glaring at the prosecutor. “Instead, you rolled the dice and moved forward with the case before you received the results. The utilization of the state’s resources for advanced testing for crucial evidentiary purposes and subsequent failure to request a continuance in lieu of the results is a demonstration of poor judgement.”

Thankfully, Attorney Towns was smart enough to keep quiet.

“You have five days to figure this thing out,” Judge Coffee bellowed.

“Your Honor, for the record, I urge you to reconsider,” Alex said, just before the gavel came down. “Declare a mistrial now or risk an annulment of the judgement down the road. Or even worse—you could be opening the door for double jeopardy.”

“Duly noted, Attorney Phillips, and I agree—the prosecution is treading a slippery slope. But again, in the interest of our taxpayers, I’m giving Attorney Towns an opportunity to redeem himself. Five-day continuance. Anything else?”

“Yes, Your Honor, there is. The undocumented strain of HIV . . .”

“I’ll have an answer by the end of the day. This court is adjourned until five p.m.”

Double Vision

Virgil was waiting for Alex when she exited the courtroom.

“Virgil, can you—”

“I’m a step ahead of you, Alex. The lab is sending the results via email.” Virgil had quietly stepped out of the courtroom and made the call to the independent lab in DC that was conducting the DNA analysis for the defense. The $8,000 price tag for the analysis was pennies considering the potential impact. 

Virgil had also taken the initiative to add three of his military buddies to the case. They were also retired soldiers, who had spent the bulk of their careers in military intelligence. Alex called them the “A Team,” after one of her favorite television shows growing up. Like the characters from the show, each of the men was uniquely talented, and they always managed to get the job done. They were tasked with finding Kasey’s twin brother.

“Thanks Virgil,” Alex said, as Detective Rawlings exited the court room. Alex addressed him. “If you don’t mind me asking, what’s your theory concerning the DNA match, Detective?”

“No theories ma’am. There’s only one explanation for the DNA match.”

“Okay, I’m listening.”

“Kasey James has a twin. His name is Kalvin James.”

“Kalvin James,” Alex repeated. Just when she thought she’d seen it all . . . “So, I’m sure you already know what my next question will be.” 

“Yes, I’m pretty sure I know what your question is, ma’am. The answer is no, we’re not a hundred percent sure Kasey is in that coffin. If we can’t locate Kalvin, we may have to exhume the body.”

“So, no fingerprints were collected from the corpse? I find that extremely hard to believe.”

“The coroner collected the prints, but they were severely distorted. We’ve already submitted the prints to the Distorted Fingerprint Database. No luck so far.”

Fingerprint identification is the oldest and most reliable method of personal identification. However, in the era of digital technology, manual analysis by fingerprint experts is quickly being replaced by new, automated systems. Distorted prints are common during the digital acquisition process due to misalignment and varying pressures exerted on the acquisition sensor. Typically, misalignment and excessive pressures will result in the deletion of the captured image. However, smart criminals or individuals who just want to remain anonymous have successfully manipulated their prints by purposely misaligning them and altering the pressure they apply to the cards. To combat this problem, the Distorted Fingerprint Enhancement system and database was developed in the early 2000s. The system currently has a 96 percent correction rate. Unfortunately, Kasey’s prints were among the 4 percent that could not be corrected. To determine exactly whose remains were actually buried, the body would have to be exhumed. 

“Have you spoken with Ms. Pedigo?” As the official next of kin, Kasey’s adoptive mother would have to authorize the exhumation.

“No. I wasn’t really sure how to approach her.”

“Let me talk to her,” Alex offered.

“Not a problem.” Detective Rawlings was in disbelief as he proceeded down the stairs of the courthouse.

As Virgil and Alex exited the building, she heard the ping from his email notification. 

“Looks like Kasey does have a twin,” he stated matter-of-factly after reading the email. “And his name is Kalvin James.” The email corroborated the detective’s findings.

“Unbelievable. I swear, I’m writing a book when this is over. You can’t make this stuff up.” Alex was only half joking. The story would make the New York Times bestseller list. “What about the HIV sequencing?”

Virgil summarized the context of the email: “According to the report, the sequence is completely new, which explains why it hasn’t shown up in any of the HIV databases.” 

“Okay, so maybe his current viral sequence is a completely new mutation. That would explain its absence from the database. I can live with that. However, I can’t fully relax until I speak with the physician who diagnosed Kasey with HIV. If he can show proof that Kasey’s initial viral sequence was submitted to the database, then we can confirm that the current sequence is a mutation”, Alex declared, as another scene from the movie Outbreak began to replay in her head.

“And if it’s not a mutation?”, Virgil asked.

“I can’t answer that. I have to call Chandler. His father was in charge of the HIV research program at the CDC. Maybe he can give us some answers.”

“How about I just give Chandler a call right now?” Chandler and Angel had left as soon as Judge Coffee had dismissed the jury.

“An even better idea, Virgil. By all means, give him a call. We may be spinning our wheels for nothing.”

The conversation between Chandler and Virgil was brief, but Chandler was just as baffled. Who could blame him? Angel was getting close to her testing date. If she was positive, this information would directly impact her treatment options. As much as he hated to burden his father, he didn’t have a choice.

“I’ll let you know what he says”, Chandler said, before ending the call.

Before heading back to the courthouse for the 5:00 p.m. meeting, they visited Ms. Pedigo. Reluctantly, she agreed to the exhumation of Kasey’s body.

“Only because it’s you, Attorney Phillips. I trust you to do the right thing.”

“I will, Ms. Pedigo. You have my word.”

The laws governing the exhumation of human remains vary from state to state. In Texas, a written request to the Attorney General is required. Requests from family members are usually met with automatic approval, regardless of the cause. Police officials may also submit a request for exhumation when a death is deemed suspicious, or in the event of an improper investigation. In the event of disapproval by family members, police officials may opt to pursue the matter in court. With Ms. Pedigo already on board as the next of kin, the process could be expedited.

Identical twins are genetic clones, due to the fertilization of a single egg by a single sperm. After fertilization, the egg evenly divides, creating a duplicate. As a result, identical twins commonly share the same physical and personality traits, interests, and habits. However, there is one thing that sets them apart. Despite the genetic duplication, their fingerprints are unique because of their individual experiences and the moment-to-moment conditions inside the womb. The ridges that are formed along a person’s fingers, palms, and feet are influenced by environmental factors such as variable pressures within the womb and contact with amniotic fluid. The final pattern or print is completely formed by the fifth month of pregnancy and remains the same throughout life, barring any changes brought on by severe mutilation or rare skin diseases, such as leprosy. As a result, it is impossible for two individuals to share the same prints—even identical twins.

While recent advancements in DNA testing have completely revolutionized the criminal justice system, fingerprints have been collected, observed, and tested as a scientifically valid means of unique identification for more than a hundred years. This is particularly useful when an investigation involves the identification of identical twins. Just recently, a case involving a set of twins from Atlanta received national coverage. Twin A was arrested for murder, and the forensic evidence matched his DNA profile. Twin A staunchly declared his innocence and named his brother, Twin B, as the culprit. The brothers shared the same DNA profile, which was expected. However, the fingerprints clearly belonged to Twin B. Considering the seemingly infallible forensic capability of DNA profiling, this particular case solidified the importance of fingerprinting. In the absence of a fingerprint comparison, it would be virtually impossible to determine whether the remains in the casket really belonged to Kasey James.

Once the body was exhumed, the prints would be submitted to the Integrated Automated Fingerprint Identification System, the FBI’s fingerprint database in the sky. The system maintains over 51 million fingerprints and criminal record profiles, along with 1.5 million noncriminal fingerprint records. If Kasey or Kalvin spent even one night in jail, their fingerprints were sure to be in the system. On the other hand, a clean criminal record significantly reduced the odds for inclusion in the database. Thankfully, fingerprinting was a mandatory requirement for employment on the New York Stock Exchange. If Kasey’s remains were in the casket, a match in the database was guaranteed.

Virgil and Alex were seated in the courtroom by 5:00 p.m., as instructed by the judge. Attorney Towns arrived just seconds before the judge took the bench, with a red face and frown lines that seemed to have multiplied over the past few hours. Judge Coffee didn’t waste any time with formalities.

“I just spent the last four hours trying to determine the true nature and size of the debacle we’ve gotten ourselves into with this case. Hopefully you did the same. Before providing further direction, I’d like to hear your thoughts. Attorney Phillips, you first.”

“Thanks, Your Honor. As a matter of fact, I discovered a couple of things that may warrant your attention. Please note the items are given in the order of importance to the defense. The absence of the viral strain that was identified as the source of Mr. James’s viral infection from two principal databases is a major concern. In fact, the implication is strong enough to cause panic. I’ve contacted the CDC, and they’ve initiated their investigative protocol for determining the original source of the strain. We should have an answer at any moment. I hate to sound pessimistic, Your Honor, but their findings could unveil a much greater problem—the type of problem that could impact the general population.”

“Explain, Attorney Phillips.”

“Your Honor, Kasey James has been HIV positive for over ten years, and his viral load has been low—virtually undetectable for most of that time. We have reason to believe that he purposely stopped taking his medication in order to build up his viral load. In fact, at the time of death, he was approaching full-blown AIDS. He did this to increase the probability of transmitting the virus to my client. Regarding the potential consequences in the general population, HIV is a rapidly mutating virus. The mixing of HIV strains in the general population can result in the mutation of new strains, which may be drug resistant. Due to the malicious and careless nature of Mr. James’s actions toward my client, we must consider the fact that his reckless behavior may not have been restricted to my client. In other words, Your Honor, exposure of this unidentified strain to the general population is a major concern.”

“I see. Move on to your next item.” The judge’s expression suggested he was troubled by the information, but he chose to hold his comments until the end.

“Your Honor, confirming the identity of the deceased is paramount to both sides. The fingerprints that were collected during the autopsy were inconclusive, and so far, we haven’t been able to locate the twin brother. As a result, I took the liberty of obtaining written permission from the next of kin to exhume the body.” The bailiff stepped forward to collect the documents that had been signed by Ms. Pedigo. “That’s all I have for the defense, Your Honor.”

“Attorney Towns?” the judge said, prompting the prosecuting attorney.

“I concur with the findings of the defense, Your Honor. Regarding the twin brother, we may have a lead on his whereabouts. Nothing further, Your Honor.”

“This is perhaps the most mind-boggling case I’ve seen in my seventeen years on the bench. My first mind was to grant the mistrial, Attorney Phillips. However, your thoroughness and hard work over the last four hours sort of worked against you,” the judge said with a half grin. “Due to my confidence in your collective abilities to resolve the issues that you’ve identified so efficiently, I’ve decided to move forward with the five-day continuance. I want you to examine the findings to the best of your abilities. We will reconvene at eight a.m., five days from today. Based on your subsequent findings, I will make my final decision. Court is adjourned.”

The judge’s decision not to declare a mistrial came as a huge surprise. To say that he was a risk-taker was an understatement. Taking a deep breath, Alex called Chandler with an update. He and Angel had chosen not to attend the last session.

“Chandler, this case is getting crazier and crazier by the minute.” 

“I know, Alex. I’m en route to Atlanta to see if my father can give us some insight. I didn’t want to discuss it over the phone.”

“How’s he doing?”

“He sounds weak, Alex. That’s the other reason for my trip. I need to find out what’s really going on with his health.”

Alex had a sinking feeling about Chandler’s trip, but it couldn’t be avoided any longer.

 “I’ll be praying, Chandler. Keep me posted.”

“Will do.”

“Oh—one last thing. Did Kasey ever mention a twin brother?”

“He mentioned a brother, but I’m pretty sure he never mentioned they were twins.”

“Were they close?”

“No, but that wasn’t surprising. Kasey was a loner.”

An Expert Opinion

The exhumation of the body began early the next morning. They would know for sure by the end of the day who was actually in the casket. If things worked out, Alex would have the results before she and Virgil boarded the evening flight to Atlanta. It was time for a face-to-face with Kasey’s mother. 

In the meantime, she was waiting for four things. First was an update from the CDC regarding Kasey’s undocumented HIV sequence. Second was a phone call from the “A Team” regarding the whereabouts of Kasey’s “girlfriend,” Becky. The length of time it was taking to find Becky increased Alex’s suspicions regarding her involvement in Kasey’s murder tremendously. The third item on her wish list was an address to the exact location of Kalvin James.

Alex was beginning to get a little stir-crazy with the waiting game, so she decided to do something constructive. Chandler had direct access to the best subject matter expert regarding HIV/AIDS, but it wouldn’t hurt to get an additional opinion. As luck would have it, Dallas was home to a well-known criminal expert witness for HIV cases. Dr. Metzenbaum, a Baylor-educated genetic physicist, had discovered a breakthrough method for identifying HIV sequences that were more likely to produce drug-resistant strains during the mutation process. His office was located in the medical district near UT Southwestern Medical School. With one phone call, she secured a meeting with him that day.

“Dr. Metzenbaum, thanks so much for meeting with me on such short notice.”

“Not a problem, Attorney Phillips. I’m actually following your case. It’s quite intriguing. The abrupt interruption has caused somewhat of a media tailspin with all of the conjecture and hypothetical theories. I was anticipating a mistrial, but apparently, I was wrong. So, what brings you here?”

“Well first of all, the information that I want to share with you is pretty sensitive. If the media gets ahold of this, it could result in a national wave of panic.”

“Hmmm, I assumed there must have been a major development in the case due to the lengthy delay. Seems my assumption was correct. You, have my word: strictly confidential.”

Alex gave Dr. Metzenbaum a detailed rundown.

“The tests were run by two separate labs, and the findings were consistent. The HIV sequence was never published in either of the two principal databases. If the CDC is unable to account for it as well, what are the possible explanations?”

“The mere fact that the sequence was absent from our two main databases isn’t a cause for panic, and it certainly doesn’t mean we’re on the verge of an outbreak.” 

This comment put Alex at ease immediately. “Funny you would use the term ‘outbreak.’ I’ve replayed a few of the scenes from the movie a hundred times since the discovery.”

“That explanation is the one that typically comes to mind whenever a completely new and aggressive strain of any virus is discovered. I call it the Outbreak Effect.”

Outbreak was an excellent movie, but a little too convincing, which probably had something to do with the fact that the movie was released in the middle of the Ebola outbreak in Zaire in 1995. The scene that always haunted Alex the most was the one in which the general finally admits to withholding information to cover up the fact that the original Motaba viral strain—the fictitious virus—was purposefully engineered by the military as a bioweapon. The plot was far-fetched but convincing. 

The country was still recovering from the COVID 19 pandemic that had touched every corner of the world just over a year ago. Much like the “Outbreak Effect” that Dr. Metzenbaum described, conspiracy theorists were convinced that China had somehow orchestrated the release of the deadly virus. Alex’s hometown in Louisiana had been hit especially hard by COVID 19, primarily because rural hospitals were not equipped nor staffed to handle the dynamics of the deadly disease. As a result, Alex was especially concerned about the origin of the mysterious strain of HIV.  Fortunately, according to Dr. Metzenbaum, this was not the case.

“Sir, can you tell me why this isn’t a cause for immediate concern?”

“In general, absent sequences from the database is pretty common for a number of reasons. However, the virus’s ability to mutate at an alarming speed is probably the most impactful. I need you to keep two things in mind: the strain that was present in Kasey’s body ten years ago is probably long gone due to rapid mutation. And secondly, only a few genetic changes are necessary to define a new strain. New strains are identified quite frequently.” 

“Makes perfect sense, Doctor. So, having two completely new strains over a ten-year period is very feasible?”

“Absolutely. And the good news is I have some really great suggestions for you to consider. But first, I want to share something with you for added perspective.” 

Within a few seconds, the doctor was printing out what appeared to be an article from a medical journal.

“Your case is similar to a case that was reported a couple of years ago. A forty-six-year-old gay male presented with an aggressive form of AIDS and a genetic strain that failed to provide a match for any of the strains maintained at the New Mexico lab or the Stanford lab. Again, this in and of itself was not a cause for panic. However, the fact that the patient’s HIV test from the previous month was negative was the red flag. Unfortunately, the information was publicized prematurely, and nationwide panic quickly ensued. In light of this, your efforts to keep this information contained is commendable. I can name a few hot-shot attorneys who would have called a press conference immediately, but that’s a completely different topic for discussion.”

“Thanks, Dr. Metzenbaum. There’s too much at stake for me to focus on spotlight opportunities.”

“Here’s my first suggestion: read the article. While you’re awaiting the findings from the CDC, I want you to search for the answer to these questions: who infected Mr. James, when was he infected, and has he infected others? Remember, Attorney Phillips, the alternate explanation is too far-fetched to consider.”

“What’s the alternative, Dr. Metzenbaum?”

“Read the article.”

Super Infection

According to the article, the patient underwent frequent testing due to his promiscuous lifestyle. Although he had tested negative the previous month, he presented to his doctor with symptoms of full-blown AIDS. His test result was submitted to the two labs. The DNA profile revealed a completely new strain that was extremely aggressive, which explained his rapid progression to full-blown AIDS. The strain was also resistant to all current medication regimens. Each of the patient’s partners was contacted and tested. Of the four, two were HIV-positive. The DNA profile of their individual strains were found in both data bases. Even to a non-medical person, the implications for this case were very clear. The patient who presented with full-blown AIDS had developed what is known as a “superinfection.” Most likely, his promiscuity was to blame. Superinfections occur when two or more strains of HIV are introduced to one individual, resulting in the mutation of a completely new and extremely aggressive strain. Though superinfections are extremely rare, the occurrence is always a huge concern. 

The information was compelling. But how did it apply to Kasey? And most importantly, how would it impact Angel? Until now, Alex was convinced that Kasey had deliberately stopped taking his medicine in order to raise his viral load and ultimately to increase Angel’s chances for contracting the disease. However, the article presented an alternate explanation for Kasey’s increased viral load. Clearly, Kasey was bisexual—Becky was proof of this. But who were the male interests? This was something that Alex and Virgil hadn’t considered—until now. If Kasey had been exposed to another strain of the virus, the consequent development of a superinfection would explain the sudden increase in his viral load. Unfortunately, it would also increase Angel’s risk for contracting the disease.

“Virgil, we have another lead. Kasey was bisexual, which means there’s probably a male interest. We have to find him. Start with the bar that he frequented and the concierge at his townhouse.”

“I’ll get my best guy on it right away.”

Face to Face with Tamela Watson

The meeting with Dr. Metzenbaum was beyond enlightening and it could prove to be the turning point for the case. Kasey’s death may have been committed by a scorned lover other than Becky or Angel. Even if this individual couldn’t be found, it was enough to create reasonable doubt. 

After a surprisingly restful night of sleep, Alex was awakened by a call from Detective Rawlings. The exhumation had been delayed due to the weather. Determined not to squander any time, Virgil and Alex managed to get a late morning flight to Atlanta. She was a little apprehensive about the visit with Kasey’s mother, but a sense of urgency replaced the apprehension due to the recent discoveries. Sheer curiosity was also a factor because of the plethora of unanswered questions, both old and new. Why had she chosen to give up just one of the twins? Did she do it out of necessity, or was it the decision of a heartless and selfish young mother with too many children? Did she know the whereabouts of her other son? These were sensitive topics that had to be approached in the correct manner. Failure to do so could prove to be damaging to Angel’s case. Surprisingly, Tamela was willing to give them every bit of the information that they needed and much more.

According to Tamela, her pregnancy with the twins literally saved her life, because it gave her a reason to overcome her crack addiction. Miraculously, Kasey and Kalvin were born drug-free, and for a while it seemed that the young mother was ready to become responsible for the lives that she created. Well, some of the lives. To better her chances for financial stability, she opted to give one of the twins up for adoption. It had not been an easy decision to make, but one that she thought was best at the time. Kalvin had been adopted by a well-to-do family from Atlanta. The fact that the family was well off made it a little easier. Even if her decision turned out to be wrong, she figured the wrong could be justified by the fact that he would grow up in a world of privilege. The Witherspoons were ideal parents, with plenty of love to give and an abundance of material distractions, but it wasn’t enough. They broke the news to Kalvin about the adoption when he was twelve, which had been their plan from the beginning. Unfortunately, Kalvin didn’t take the news well.

“It was supposed to be a closed adoption.” Tamela spoke with a quiet, nearly monotone voice and stared straight ahead as she recounted her past. “But the Witherspoons thought it would be a good idea to maintain some degree of contact with me, since the boys were identical twins. When Kalvin started getting into trouble, they reached out to me for some insight, as they put it.”

“You care to elaborate on that last part, Ms. Watson?”

“Due to the drastic change in Kalvin’s behavior, they wanted to know if mental illness ran on either side of the family.”

“When you say family, you mean yours and the father’s, right?”

“Yes. Mine and the father’s.”

Her last statement was music to Alex’s ears. The partial introduction of the infamous “Mr. James” to the conversation meant that she could stop racking her brain to figure out how to do it.

“So, what was your response?”

“Well, I could only speak for myself, and I knew I had to be honest. So, I told them about my condition. The doctors seem to think I’m bipolar, and that I may have a touch of schizophrenia. Now, I don’t know if I agree with what they’re saying, but the medicine works wonders for me.” 

“Hmmm, that’s interesting, Ms. Watson. What about the father?”

“That sorry excuse for a man? I lost my girls because of him.”

“Whoa, Ms. Jones, did your girls and the twins share the same father?” Alex wanted to make sure that she was referring to Mr. James.

“No, they did not. Casey James . . . he was the father of the twins, not my girls.” 

“Got it. Now tell me why their father is a poor excuse for a man.”

“My girls started acting strange when he was around, but I wasn’t paying attention. He had me strung out on crack. My oldest daughter went to school, and told her teacher that she was being abused, and I refused to believe it. By the time I realized it was true, they hated me. I can’t say I blame them. After all, I chose a man and a crack pipe over them. They couldn’t come up with enough evidence to charge him with anything, but they had enough to take my kids. It wasn’t long before I found out I was pregnant with the twins.”

That would explain the girls’ attitude toward their mother at Kasey’s funeral.

“Ms. Jones—”

“Please call me Tamela. You’re making me feel old.”

“Sorry about that, Tamela. Anyway, don’t beat yourself up. You’re not the only one. Casey James had a thing for little girls. He targeted women like yourself: single, struggling to make ends meet, easy to influence. Once he figured out your weakness, he used it to keep you unaware.”

“So, he did this to someone else?”

“Yes, he did. Tell me, when was the last time you spoke with him?”

“He took off right after he signed the birth certificates. Aside from the inconsistent child support payments that I received, I rarely heard from him after he left.”

“How did you manage to get him to sign the birth certificates?”

“That’s the part I never quite understood. He knew about my plans to give one of the boys up for adoption, but he signed both birth certificates without discussing it with me. I figured it was his way of letting me know that he planned to do the right thing. For a moment, I even considered backing out of the adoption, but I didn’t. Separating my twins was the biggest mistake I ever made, and it’s something I have to live with every day. It wasn’t long before I was using drugs again. I blame Casey for that. Before him, I never considered using anything stronger than weed.”

“Have you had an opportunity to share your feelings with Kalvin?”

“I tried. When the Witherspoons reached out to me after they broke the news to him about the adoption, I begged them to let me talk to him. Huge mistake. I felt lower than dirt when he hung up the phone. He said I was a sorry excuse for a human being, and that the word ‘mother’ didn’t apply to me because I chose one child over the other. He hung up, and I never heard from him again.”

“Do you know where he is?”

“No, I don’t, but I can give you the contact information for the Witherspoons.”

“Thanks, Tamela.”

“You’re welcome. Please find out who did this to my son.”

“I will. By the way, is your boyfriend around? I’m trying to speak with everyone in Kasey’s circle to make sure we’re not overlooking anything.” Alex had to pick her words carefully for fear of giving the impression that Tamela’s boyfriend was on their list of possible suspects.

“He isn’t here right now.”

“Did he and Kasey get along?”

“I suppose you could say they did. He used to drive Kasey around from time to time, but that’s about all.”

“You think he’ll talk to us?”

“Don’t see why not? He’ll be home around five. You’re welcome to come back.”

“Then I guess we’ll see you at five. Thanks again.”

“One more thing, Tamela,” Alex said as she made her way to the front door. “Exactly when was the last time you spoke with Mr. James?”

“Nearly ten years ago, I guess.”

“Tamela, Mr. James was killed a few years ago in East St Louis.”

“East St Louis? What the hell was he doing in East St Louis? What happened?”

“One of his victims killed him.”

“Wow,” was her only response. She was visibly shaken by the news. 

“I’m sorry, Tamela.”

“Don’t be. What goes around comes around. He got what was coming to him.”

Outside, Virgil and Alex were relieved. The visit was far more productive than they had anticipated.

“Well, what are your thoughts, Virgil?”

“This Mr. James guy was a piece of work. If he wasn’t already six feet under, I’d like to go a few rounds with him.”

“I know, right? Dana did us all a favor. Here’s the deal. My instincts are telling me we must find Kalvin immediately.”

“I think your instincts are telling you right. If this kid is anything like his father, there’s no telling what he’s capable of.” 

In the interest of time, they decided to forego a second trip to Tamela. The conversation with Kasey’s stepfather would have to wait. A meeting with the Witherspoons was now top priority.

The Witherspoons

With the contact information that they got from Tamela; Alex was able to arrange a meeting with the Witherspoons later that evening. The home was an elaborate two-and-a-half story, neoclassical Georgian design with stucco finish and a huge portico with elegant columns. It was by far the most beautiful home on the street.

The couple’s greeting was pleasant, and the introductions were quickly made. Surprisingly, they had anticipated a call of some sort related to the investigation.

“Since Kasey and Kalvin were twins, we figured the trail would eventually lead to us,” Mr. Witherspoon said. His comment was somewhat of a surprise, considering the circumstances.  

“But the adoption was closed, according to the birth mother. And as you know, her parenteral rights with Kasey were terminated, and he was eventually adopted as well. I guess I’m a little confused.” Alex was on the edge of her seat, with anticipation.

“Yes, it gets a little confusing. You’re right, the adoption was supposed to be closed, but it wasn’t. We sort of thought it would be best to maintain some form of contact with the birth mother, since the boys were twins,” Mr. Witherspoon explained. 

So far, Tamela’s account of the adoption proceedings was accurate.

“Despite the overall consensus concerning the appropriate age to tell your child that he or she was adopted, we waited until Kalvin was twelve. The recommended age is between six and eight years old. It was a huge mistake.”

“The experts aren’t always right, you know. You followed your instincts. No one can fault you for that,” Virgil said.

“That’s what I keep telling him,” Mrs. Witherspoon chimed in for the first time. “We did what we thought was best at the time.”

“So, what makes you think it was the wrong decision?” I asked.

“Well, Kalvin became a completely different kid after we told him about the adoption. In addition to being removed from the gifted program, he struggled to keep up in the regular classroom setting. After he nearly failed the eighth grade, we had a ‘come to Jesus’ talk with him, so to speak. That’s when we really began to understand the change in Kalvin’s demeanor. He felt different. That was how he described it. Finding out that he was adopted sort of confirmed it for him.”

By all accounts, Kalvin got the better end of the deal. He was chosen by his adoptive parents, and not only did they adore him, but they also gave him the world. Kasey, on the other hand, experienced tremendous neglect during his formative years and was ultimately abandoned by their mother. The overall message here was clear. A mother’s love is hard to substitute. Kasey and Kalvin were both severely damaged by their mother’s abandonment.

“For a moment, we thought we’d lost him for good, but he finally came around. The rebellion finally subsided, and by his junior year he was back on track. He graduated from high school with honors and got accepted to Howard, my alma mater. We were both very proud of him.”

“Mr. Witherspoon, I can’t help but notice that you’re speaking in the past tense. Did something happen?”

“Depends on how you feel about certain things.” Mr. Witherspoon took a deep breath before he continued. “After his freshman year at Howard, he came home to tell us that he was gay. He said he fought it for as long as he could, not wanting to disappoint us, but he could no longer hide it.”

“What was your response?”

“I ridiculed him and the lifestyle before telling him that I still loved him. I think my initial reaction damaged our relationship severely.”

Though they never had an opportunity to bond outside of the womb, Kasey and Kalvin were still genetic clones. But what were the odds? Homosexuality had been linked with heredity, but not completely. Most likely, a combination of prenatal environment, genes, and early life experiences were additional factors to consider. According to one research report, there was a fifty to seventy percent chance that if one identical twin was gay, the other one would be also.

“Another thing happened that year. It was during the Christmas break. Kalvin and I were watching the college football highlights, when all of a sudden, Kalvin looked like he’d seen a ghost. I managed to catch a glimpse just before the screen was taken down, and I saw Kalvin’s face. But it wasn’t Kalvin. It was his brother, Kasey.”

“Wow.” Alex was speechless.

“I know. Unbelievable. We’d given Kalvin a copy of his adoptive birth certificate on his eighteenth birthday, so that he could look for his brother. But as you know, the information on the adoptive birth certificate is useless when it comes to locating birth families. And of course, in the state of Georgia, the original birth certificate is sealed, with little to no access without a court order.”

Mr. Witherspoon was correct. While other states were more lenient regarding restrictive access to the original birth certificate, Georgia was one of the states with the harshest restrictions. In Georgia, birth parents were required to sign the original birth certificate, which was sealed after the adoption is finalized. An adoptive birth certificate was then created to reflect the adoptive parents as the natural parents, and changes like the date and location of birth could be altered. The measures were archaic, to say the least. In most civilized nations, the original birth certificate, which includes an accurate record of birth, remains intact and an adoptive birth certificate is added. The variations within the US system stem from a time when illegitimacy and unwed motherhood were considered shameful. Restrictions were set forth to protect the unwed mother. Even though the stigma associated with unwed motherhood is a thing of the past, the laws haven’t changed. Adoptees who want to discover the factual details concerning their birth are the ones who suffer the most.

“Did Kalvin and Kasey have an opportunity to meet?”

“Oddly enough, we happened to be watching the sports highlights show on the night after Kasey’s accident. Quite naturally, Kalvin felt the need to be by his brother’s side, and we agreed that he should go. He returned a few days later, convinced that Kasey wouldn’t survive. When he heard that Kasey had come out of the coma, he made the trip again. My wife and I were a little apprehensive. We weren’t sure if Kasey knew he had a twin, and we weren’t sure how he’d respond. Kalvin has always been extremely sensitive and rejection, whether real or perceived, was very difficult for him.” 

“So how did it go?” I asked.

“The initial impression that we got was promising. We thought the two hit it off really well. They would spend hours together on the phone and there were a few visits that first year. Then suddenly, there was nothing. According to Kalvin, Kasey stopped responding to his calls. Kalvin was devastated, and he never mentioned Kasey again.

“How’s your relationship with your son, now?”

“We haven’t spoken to him since early May.”

Early May would have been a few weeks before Kasey’s death.

“Would you happen to have his most recent contact information?”

“Absolutely,” Mr. Witherspoon replied.

“Virgil, are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Alex asked as they drove away from the Witherspoons’ house.

“Evil twin? Absolutely. But which twin is it?”




Part Eight

Unusual Suspect: The Evil Twin

“To a cop, the explanation is never complicated. It’s always simple: if you find a body, and you think his brother did it, you’re going to find out you’re right.”—The Usual Suspects.

The movie is included on the American Film Academy’s list of the top ten mystery films of all time, and the main character, Keyser Söze, was voted one of the greatest villains in a hundred years of film. It was one of Alex’s favorite movies. After speaking with Kalvin’s adoptive parents, the famous line “if you think the brother did it, you’re probably right,” immediately came to mind. Kalvin’s sudden disappearance occurred eerily close to Kasey’s death—a little too close to say it was just a coincidence.

Since they were still awaiting the results of the exhumation, there were two viable theories, and they were based entirely on the actual contents in the casket. If Kasey’s remains were in the casket, then Kalvin’s absence could very well mean that he was the evil twin, and rejection would be at the top of the list for motive. If Kalvin’s remains were in the casket, the evil twin theory would suggest something far more sinister.

 

“A Prince who wishes to achieve great things must learn to deceive.”—Machiavelli, The Prince.

Tupac, in Alex’s opinion, was the greatest intellectual lyricist of her time. These were Alex’s immediate thoughts after speaking with the Witherspoons. Contrary to popular belief, Niccolo Machiavelli didn’t fake his own death; he simply condoned the concept.

Tupac used the Machiavellian principle to plant a seed in the event of his demise. His fifth and final studio album, Don Killuminati was released on November 5, 1996, just two months after his death. It was published under his new stage name, Makaveli. To those were still grieving his death, the album provided a ray of hope that maybe he was still alive. September 7, 2003 would mark the seventh anniversary of his death. According to Machiavelli’s principle, an individual who faked his or her own death could re-emerge after seven years. When the date rolled around, the highly anticipated reemergence of Tupac failed to materialize. The remnants of hope for Tupac fans who believed he’d faked his own death were finally dispelled once and for all. While the original Machiavellian principle was purely theoretical, Tupac’s use of the concept solidified two things: his genius and the acceptance of his fate, which was death at an early age. For Tupac, the motive would have been freedom or escape from a dire situation. The same could have been true for Kasey.

Until the identification of the body was confirmed, Kasey was officially a suspect in his own murder. The motive was revenge, and the Montgomery’s were the target. Based on this theory, Kasey would have faked his death after creating enough evidence to ensure that Angel was an immediate person of interest. Once the dust settled, Kasey would be free to resume his life as Kalvin.

The Scorned Lover

Thanks to Detective Rawlings, Kasey’s missing “girlfriend” was no longer missing. Alex and Virgil got the call to come down to the police station shortly after they returned from Atlanta.

“Strong work, detective.”

“No problem, Attorney Phillips. The pleasure was all mine.”

“How did you manage to find her?” 

“I have a lot of friends over in Highland Park. Decided to cash in on a few favors.”

When Detective Rawlings got wind of Kasey’s relationship with the blue-eyed Highland Park beauty, it piqued his interest. 

“Back when I was a rookie, I was assigned to a case involving a couple in Highland Park. The wife got away with murder, you know, your typical ‘black widow’ case.” 

Alex didn’t recall the case, but her ears perked up.

“I was tough on your client at first and I didn’t hide it. She had the perfect life, yet she was unfaithful—which is typical behavior for a gold digger. I realized I was wrong about your client long before Rebecca entered the picture.”

Detective Rawlings paused for a moment. “I’m willing to bet my pension and my last five paychecks that Rebecca McCain is responsible for Kasey James’s death.” 

“Why are you so convinced?”

“Motive, plain and simple.”

“Did she confess?”

“Not yet, but who needs a confession?” Detective Rawlings gloated. 

For a moment, Alex believed their nightmare was ending. A confession would have made it possible. “May I have a word with Ms. McCain?” Alex asked.

“Don’t see why not,” the detective said proudly. “Maybe you can get her to come clean.”

“Alex, something just occurred to me,” Virgil chimed in after Detective Rawlings stepped out to arrange the visit with Rebecca. “Do you have that photo of Kalvin that we got from the Witherspoons?”

“It’s right here,” Alex said, handing over the photo. He placed it on the table and took a snapshot with his cell phone. Next, he pulled up a photo of Kasey from the internet and produced a screenshot. After adjusting each photo to comparable sizes, he created a side-by-side of the two photos.

“Send this to Angel and ask her to select the photo of Kasey James.”

“You’re an absolute genius, Virgil.”

She forwarded the photo to Angel, and she called immediately. As Alex and Virgil suspected, the photo that Angel selected was not Kasey. It was his brother, Kalvin.

“Alex, this is extremely important. Ask her if she has access to the original email that she received from Kasey—I mean Kalvin.” Virgil instructed.

Angel yelled loudly over the phone, losing her patience. “Yes, it was never deleted. Alex, can you please tell me what the hell is going on?”

“I’ll explain when I get there.”

“Could you please hurry? Chandler just got back from Atlanta, and he hasn’t spoken a word since he got here. I couldn’t bring myself to tell him that I got my test results today.”

“Are you—”

“I don’t know yet,” Angel interrupted. “I requested a written notification via mail. The envelope is still sealed. I couldn’t open it without Chandler.”

Detective Rawlings and a deputy returned with Rebecca in shackles and handcuffs. 

“She wants to speak with you alone,” Detective Rawlings said, as he motioned for the deputy to remove the cuffs. She was stunning even in the orange jump suit, and despite the fact that she was pregnant. If Alex had to guess, she was entering her third trimester. Clearly, she was out of place in the current environment. How did she get there? 

When they were alone, Rebecca began to speak immediately.

“I met Kasey at the gym. For me, it was an instant attraction. Can’t say it was ever the same for Kasey. It was one-sided from the very beginning.”

Rebecca McCain was hopelessly in love with a man whose love for her had been questionable from the beginning. Yet she was determined to stay the course. He was bound to fall in love with her at some point, she thought. Why wouldn’t he? She was beautiful, well educated, and her parents were filthy rich. 

Alex posed the million-dollar question. “Why did you stay?” There were hundreds of men in Dallas who would have gladly taken Kasey’s place.

“Part of it was love, but eventually it was pride that made me stay,” Rebecca continued. “My friends told me it was a waste of time, but I was determined to prove them wrong. I invested eight years in a relationship that was doomed from the beginning. I couldn’t walk away empty-handed.”

What would her friends and her family think if the relationship suddenly ended after years of pretending to be blissfully happy? The relationship finally reached a turning point when Kasey’s behavior suddenly changed in early May. She was convinced that he was seeing someone else, and she decided to act. 

Deception was law number three, according to the 48 Laws of Power, a classic book among prisoners, celebrities, and politicians like Fidel Castro. Trapping one’s lover through deception was a trick as old as time. Rebecca had considered it before but decided against it, believing that Kasey would eventually come around. Unfortunately, time was no longer on her side. At thirty-three, her clock was ticking. If she was going to do it, it had to be now. But there was one problem. Kasey was a safe-sex fanatic. Not once in the entire relationship had he ever slipped up. The turkey baster method wasn’t an option because he meticulously discarded the condoms himself in the toilet. In the end, she resorted to sabotage, which was the only remaining option. She purchased a box of Kasey’s favorite condoms and proceeded to make tiny pinholes through the foil packaging. She replaced the stash in the nightstand with the ones that she’d altered. He would never know the difference. She executed her plan on the night of her birthday, and the timing was perfect according to the home-ovulation kit that she’d purchased at the local drugstore. It seemed like a perfect plan, but unfortunately, the sword of deception is often double-edged.

A few weeks after the execution of “operation baby trap,” Rebecca received a visitor at her condo. At first glance, she thought it was Kasey. Without collaborative effort of any sort, the two brothers shared the same hair style, and both were athletically built. To the naked eye, Kalvin’s lips presented the only visible distinction between the two. They bore the classic telltale signs of a chronic chain smoker. Kasey hated cigarette smoke.

“I’m sorry to startle you Rebecca, but I’m Kalvin, Kasey’s twin brother.”

“Oh my God,” Rebecca said, clutching her chest. Her heart was racing. “I thought you were Kasey. He never told me he had a twin.”

“Doesn’t surprise me; he’s disowned me my entire life. That’s part of the reason for my visit. I’m here because I can no longer live with my brother’s deceit.”

“It’s another woman, isn’t it? I knew it.”

“You’re close. In fact, you’re very close. You see, my brother and I are identical in more ways than one, though he’s chosen not to admit it. We’re both gay, but Kasey’s been living on the down-low for years. He’s basically used you, Rebecca. You’re nothing more than a ‘beard’—a cover, if you will. That’s what the kids call it these days. I’m here because I thought you had the right to know, especially after I discovered these hidden in the medicine cabinet.” 

Slowly Rebecca examined the medication bottle with Kasey’s name and the notation for three refills. The name of the medication was a dead giveaway. It was called Viracept.

“My brother is HIV positive and has been for many years,” Kalvin said, delivering the final blow.

“Oh God. What have I done?” Rebecca screamed, falling to her knees. “How could he do this to me?”

 

In the blink of an eye, the tide was shifting in Angel’s favor. Their goal was to find the killer, but a strong case for reasonable doubt was all that was required. If the case was permitted to continue, Rebecca’s account of her visit with Kalvin immediately prior to Kasey’s murder was more than sufficient to establish reasonable doubt. Clearly, Kalvin had used the genetic likeness that he shared with his brother to initiate a course of events that would lead to his brother’s demise. He had identified two extremely vulnerable women and through the art of seduction, he had woven a set of circumstances for each of the women that might compel at least one of the women to commit murder. But what if both women failed to act accordingly? Was Kalvin capable of killing his own brother? Unlike the prosecution, Alex didn’t have the burden of proof. She simply had to establish reasonable doubt regarding Angel’s involvement.

At this point, Rebecca’s involvement hadn’t been confirmed. She was being held for suspicion of murder, and she could remain in custody for up to ninety-six hours without an official charge. Court was scheduled to resume the next morning. With an official charge against Rebecca, Angel’s nightmare would be officially over.

“If I’m charged with this crime, I want you to consider representing me,” Rebecca said quietly.

“Is that a confession, Rebecca?”

After careful consideration, Rebecca replied, “No, it is not.”

Detective Rawlings and the deputy returned before Alex could respond to Rebecca’s request for representation. Alex was also left to ponder Rebecca’s state of mind. Was she preparing to prove her innocence, or was she guilty and seeking representation to justify her actions?

“We’ll talk later,” was all Alex could manage to get in before Detective Rawlings came within earshot.

“Time’s up, ladies. Fifteen minutes was the max,” Detective Rawlings said. “By the way, we have the results from the exhumation.”

The exhumation and identification of the remains were finally complete. The person in the casket was Kasey James, but thanks to Virgil, the evil twin had also been discovered. Gut instinct, whether innate or acquired through experience, is a common trait for good detectives. Virgil’s gut instinct prompted him to take a closer look at the implicative email that initiated the series of events leading to Angel’s arrest. An Internet Protocol address (IP address) is a numerical label assigned to devices with computer networking ability. An IP address serves two principal functions: network identification and the location of the computer device. An IP address is a vital tool in the rapidly growing realm of cybercrime. For their purposes, the address was used to determine the location of the device that was used to send the email. The origin of the email was Birmingham, Alabama, which was where Kalvin and Kasey were born. Their sisters and most of their immediate family still lived there.

The Unthinkable

More than ever, Alex was convinced that the ones who love you the most are the ones who cause you the most pain. Chandler’s visit with his father provided further proof. By now, most of the questions that needed answers were finally answered. Except for one: the mysterious strain of HIV. Alex had been hopeful that Virgil would locate Kasey’s male lover—if one existed. She was convinced that this individual would be the source of the mysterious strain, according to Dr. Metzenbaum’s theory. So far, this individual did not exist. 

But in his book-lined study, surrounded by plaques and memorabilia highlighting years of work in the field of medical research, Chandler’s father explained that the strain wasn’t a mystery after all. “It was created specifically for Kasey James—with malice and purposeful intent,” he said. “By me.”

Prior to the accident that nearly claimed Kasey’s life, Chandler’s father confronted Kasey about his suspicion, and confirmed his worst fears. 

“Kasey, I’m aware of your clandestine lifestyle. Your relationship with my son is quite bothersome.”

“Sir, with all due respect, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Dr. Montgomery retrieved a photo from his pocket and presented it to Kasey. The photo of Kasey intimately embracing a young man caused Kasey to gasp and stutter. The image had been taken at one of the popular gay nightclubs in Atlanta during the summer break. As a gay athlete living on the down-low, the gay night club scene was never his thing, and this was a validation of his decision to avoid them.

“Sir, where did you get—”

“How I obtained the photo isn’t the problem, Kasey,” Dr. Montgomery interrupted. “Stay away from my son or you will be exposed.” 

Kasey cut his visit short and took a Greyhound to Alabama. After the confrontation, Dr. Montgomery received a very detailed letter from Kasey, describing his feelings toward Chandler. According to Kasey, the feelings were mutual. The letter ended with a challenge: 

“Expose me if you must, but only if you’re willing to expose your son.”

The accident that ended Kasey’s career occurred a few months later. Determined to protect his son, Chandler’s father acted quickly, first by staging the scene of the accident. He moved Kasey’s body and positioned hi     m, so it appeared he had been driving. Going a step further, he devised a far more sinister plan to ensure that Kasey James would never pose a threat to his son’s future again. The next day at the hospital, he injected the athlete with what he expected would be an extremely aggressive form of HIV—when Kasey was already fighting for his life. If the outcome went according to his plan, Kasey’s progression to full-blown AIDS would quickly ensue. If he survived the accident, he would eventually succumb to AIDS.

As part of its function to control communicable diseases, the CDC genetically manipulates mutations of disease to identify recurring defects or characteristics that may result in drug resistance. The information is also used to determine the best treatment regimen when new mutations are identified in the general population. Clearly, the same research methods that were designed for good had the potential to be used for evil. For research purposes, the CDC routinely maintained samples of the most aggressive strains of HIV. At the time of the accident, the CDC was in possession of two extremely aggressive strains, which had first been detected in west Africa. Combining the two strains, Chandler’s father successfully created a completely new mutation that was sure to result in a super-aggressive strain of the virus that would quickly lead to death—or so he thought. 

Mr. Montgomery ignored the many variables and what-ifs, the greatest of which was obvious. What if Kasey were to survive the super-aggressive strain? The detection of the new strain in the general population could have resulted in national panic, since both of the strains that were used to create the new strain were confined to the CDC for research purposes only. 

The second variable was directly related to the unpredictability of viral mutation. While one would assume that the merging of two aggressive strains would result in the creation of an even deadlier mutation, the subsequent mutation of these two aggressive strains resulted in the production of a strain that was treatable to the point of undetectability. 

In addition to posing a huge risk to the general population, Dr. Montgomery’s livelihood was also at stake. Undoubtedly, his willingness to place his career on the line was related to the fact that his position in the research department of the CDC made it possible for him to conceal the malicious act. When the sample of Kasey’s blood was submitted to both HIV databases by the diagnosing physicians, the information regarding the detection of a new strain was immediately reported to the CDC, per standard operating procedure. As the head of the department, Dr. Montgomery was the recipient of the alarming report. He destroyed the information as soon as he received it. Because of his status in the department, the explanation that he provided was accepted and no one bothered to pursue it any further.

“Dad, do you realize what you’ve done?” Chandler was beside himself with anger.

“Yes. But Chandler, I couldn’t bear the thought of my only son being gay.” 

“Dad, how could you go to this extreme?”

As Chandler paced the room consumed by anger and disappointment, his father’s next comment literally stopped him in his tracks. 

“Son, I have something to tell you. I tried during your last visit, but I couldn’t find the right moment. I have pancreatic cancer, stage four.”

As a physician, Chandler knew that his father’s illness was a death sentence. Pancreatic cancer is by far one of the most untreatable forms of cancer and one of the most painful. In hindsight, he realized the weight loss and sudden lack of energy had begun nearly a year ago.

“Dad, when did you find out? Are you sure your doctors haven’t missed something?” 

“I’ve had the privilege of being treated by the best physicians in the world. I’ve accepted my fate.” 

Still in disbelief, Chandler searched his father’s eyes for the slightest glimmer of hope. There was none. 

Consumed with grief, Chandler felt compelled to do something he’d never done. He embraced his father.

“Dad, I love you—no matter what. And while I don’t understand your actions, I want you to know that I forgive you. I also want you to know that I’m not gay. Kasey was mentally ill. He suffered from a condition called delusional psychosis. Our so-called relationship was a figment of his twisted imagination. All you had to do was ask.”

Cradling his father’s frail body in his arms, Chandler felt his father’s love for the first time since he was a kid.

“I have less than six months,” the senior Dr. Montgomery whispered. “I want to repent for my actions. For the role that I played in the near destruction of Kasey James, I will take the blame for his murder, so that you and Angel can move on with your lives.

Chandler quickly opposed, “Dad, I won’t let you do that.”

“Son, it’s the least that I can do. My actions were inexcusable, and quite frankly I’m ashamed. But the letters, they were so convincing.”

“Letters—you mean there was more than one?”

“There were several letters over the years. The first one came prior to the accident and the last one came a few days before the murder.”

“Dad, I need those letters, and I’m sorry but I won’t accept your offer. Things are looking much better for Angel, and we have the best attorney on both sides of the Mason Dixon. Try not to worry. As for what you told me about Kasey . . .” Chandler paused, unable to verbalize the horrible thing that his father had done. “It stays with me, Dad. I promise.”




Part Nine

Examining the Evidence

The trial resumed on the fifth day, per the judge’s instructions.

“From what I’ve been told, you managed to make good use of the extra time, Attorney Phillips. I’m especially impressed with the work that you’ve done on this case. Let us begin with your findings.”

“Thank You, Your Honor, but I can’t take all the credit. I couldn’t have done it without my team,” she said, making a slight gesture in Virgil’s direction. He was seated on the same row as Chandler and her husband, Ken.

“Due to the mountain of circumstantial evidence against Angel Montgomery, the primary goal of the defense was to identify the person who actually committed this crime, and we’re prepared to do so, Your Honor. However, I would be remiss if I didn’t submit the evidence pertaining to Mr. Kalvin James Witherspoon, and his role in the death of his twin brother, Mr. Kasey James.”

“Very well. Will you be presenting witnesses?”

“I have two witnesses, Your Honor.”

“And I assume you know the whereabouts of Mr. Witherspoon?”

“Mr. Witherspoon is being taken into custody as we speak.” The family in Alabama had been tight-lipped for a reason. In exchange for a huge payout once the dust had settled, his sisters had provided the perfect hideout.

“Call your first witness.”

“Rebecca McCain.”

Rebecca entered the courtroom to a sea of surprised gasps, including Angel’s. She immediately recalled the image that she’d seen on her first visit to Kasey’s home. 

The District Attorney had failed to receive an indictment against Rebecca McCain. With an indictment rate that hovers around 96-99 percent, the information came as a huge surprise. The role of the grand jury is to provide protection for individuals who may be falsely accused. However, grand juries are currently viewed as more of a rubber stamp for prosecutors because of their propensity to indict in the absence of sufficient evidence. Such is the case in nearly all the states that have a grand jury system. As for the small percentage of the grand juries that fail to return an indictment, a few common variables exist. Affluence, politics, and employment as a law enforcement official are the most common. Old money affluence and strong political ties were applicable in this case. Rebecca’s family was well connected in the Dallas area.

“Raise your right hand,” the bailiff instructed. “Do you solemnly swear to tell the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth, so help you God?”

“I do.”

Alex faced her witness. “Ms. McCain, describe for the jury your relationship with Mr. James.”

Rebecca had contacted Alex shortly after the grand jury failed to return an indictment. Rebecca was certain that her father had something to do with the decision. During the call to Alex, Rebecca expressed her views concerning the failed indictment. “White privilege—that’s what Kasey called it. I tried to tell him it didn’t exist, and that it was an exaggerated and overused phenomenon, meant to cause division. Boy, was I wrong. The grand jury had everything except a confession, and they let me walk.”

Her earnest assessment of the situation was a breath of fresh air for Alex, and her respect for Rebecca rose immensely.

Taking a deep breath, Rebecca provided a colorful description of her eight-year relationship with Kasey, describing the highs and the lows with equal enthusiasm.

“Can you provide an example of the ‘change’ that you observed in Mr. James back in May of this year?”

“Our visits became less frequent, but it didn’t bother me initially. Over the years I learned to recognize his need for space. He was a loner by nature, and I was okay with that.”

“At what point did you become suspicious regarding the change in his behavior?”

“The series of events that took place on my birthday.” Rebecca fought to control her emotions. “I didn’t hear from Kasey until midnight, which was strange. Kasey never forgot my birthday.”

Alex waited for Rebecca to continue.

“I didn’t want to make a fuss over it, so I forced myself not to remind him during the day. I woke up that night around midnight to find Kasey—or who I thought was Kasey—standing over my bed. He’d let himself in with the extra set of keys I’d given him. It was dark, so I couldn’t see his face, but the overwhelming scent of cigarette smoke and whiskey seemed to ooze from his pores. Kasey hated cigarette smoke. I assumed he was just leaving the bar and didn’t think anything of it until recently. He said he was stopping by to say happy birthday and to apologize in person. We had sex that night—unprotected sex, for the first time ever.”

“You dated for eight years, and prior to that night, you never had unprotected sex?”

“No, we did not.”

“What were your thoughts concerning this sudden change from the norm?”

“I was happy about it at first. I wanted to marry Kasey and have his children, so the use of protection at this point in our relationship began to symbolize the disconnect and the barriers that continued to exist in our relationship.”

“Did you ever discuss your feelings with Kasey?”

“Many times. He said he didn’t want children. Something about bad genes. However, that was clearly not his only reason for using condoms. He was protecting me.”

“For the record, Ms. McCain, did Mr. James tell you that he was HIV positive?”

“No, he did not.”

“How did you find out?”

“His brother told me,” Rebecca answered after a long pause.

“Are you referring to Kalvin Witherspoon, Ms. McCain?”

“Yes.”

“Going back to a previous comment that you made earlier in your testimony, Ms. McCain, when you referenced the cigarette smoke. Would you care to explain?”

“Over the last few months, I spent a lot of time reevaluating my relationship with Kasey. I recalled a comment that he made early in our relationship regarding children. He was convinced that some human beings are simply too flawed to reproduce, and he felt that action should be taken to prevent reproduction in those individuals. Kasey frequently pointed out his imperfections and was convinced that he had inherited much of it from his parents. Taking all of this into account, I was inclined to believe that Kasey might have undergone a vasectomy. As you can see, I’m pregnant—six months, to be exact. I did the math a hundred times, and it never changes. The baby was conceived in May. However, I had sex only once in the month of May. The funny thing is, I’m pregnant, but I don’t have HIV. 

A gasp could be heard around the courtroom, as Rebecca gathered her thoughts on the witness stand.

“From what I’ve been told, Kasey’s viral load was extremely high at the time, which means my risk for contracting the disease would have been extremely high. Back to your original question about the cigarette smoke: my baby was conceived that night in May when Kalvin Witherspoon entered my home under the veil of darkness. I couldn’t see his face, but the cigarette smoke was a dead giveaway since Kalvin is a chain smoker and Kasey detested cigarettes. The person that I had sex with that night was Kalvin Witherspoon, and I’m carrying his child.”

“No further questions, your honor,” Alex declared as the courtroom disrupted in dismay.

The prosecution declined the cross examination. Without hesitation, the judge instructed Alex to call the next witness.

“Dr. Christina Tolbert,” Alex said, and the bailiff quickly delivered the oath.

“As a matter of record for the court, Your Honor, we’ve obtained and validated the permissive authority to forgo the stipulations pertaining to doctor/patient privilege and confidentiality.”

“Duly noted,” the judge replied.

“Dr. Tolbert, can you describe your relationship with Mr. James?”

“Mr. James was a long-time patient of mine. He was being treated for a condition called delusional psychosis.”

“What are the most common symptoms of the disease?”

“There are several variations of the disease but, but in general, delusion and fantasy are the defining characteristics. Kasey suffered from a variation of the disease called erotomania delusional psychosis. This particular form of the disease is characterized by the patient’s obsessive belief that someone with whom there is little to no contact or involvement, is in love with them. Exacerbation of the disease may result in stalking, nonfatal violence, and even homicide against the target of their obsession or any individual who might be perceived as a rival.”

“Dr. Tolbert,” Alex interrupted, “who was the target of Mr. James’s affection?”

“Dr. Chandler Montgomery was the target, and the defendant, Angel Montgomery was the perceived rival.”

“Thanks, Dr. Tolbert. Please proceed with your description of the disease process.”

“Individuals who suffer from this disorder are typically able to function in a socially acceptable manner if compliance with the medication regime is maintained. However, excessive preoccupation with delusional ideas can become troublesome if the disease is left untreated, or if the patient is noncompliant.”

“Can you describe the diagnostic criteria and the potential causes of the disease.”

“A diagnosis of delusional disorder is made if a person presents with consistent signs of delusion for at least one month in the absence of other psychotic disorders, like schizophrenia. Like most of the mental health disorders, the exact cause is unknown; however, genetic predisposition is heavily associated with the disease. For example, having at least one parent with schizophrenia may result in a significant increase in risk for the child.”

“Which of the characteristics were consistent with Kasey’s thoughts and behavior?”

“Prior to establishing the diagnosis, Kasey and I met consistently for a period of four to five weeks before the diagnosis was confirmed. Kasey’s obsession with Mr. Montgomery at the time was pretty severe, nearly to the point of stalking. His obsessive disdain for Mrs. Montgomery was also a huge concern throughout the course of treatment. Once the diagnosis was made and medication therapy with Haldol was initiated, the obsession with Mr. Montgomery and his wife subsided tremendously.”

“Was compliance ever an issue with Mr. James?”

“Prior to April of this year, Mr. James was a model patient. His blood work consistently confirmed his compliance with the medication regime.”

“What happened in April of this year, Dr. Tolbert?”

“In mid- to late April, there was a slight decline in the blood levels, which were monitored on a monthly basis. By early May, I noticed the reemergence of the obsessive delusions that were present prior to the initiation of drug therapy.”

“Exhibit one, Your Honor. Dr. Tolbert, can you use the graph to indicate the point at which Kasey’s delusions began to reemerge?”

“The horizontal lines on the chart represent time, which is designated by the months of the year. The vertical lines represent the actual lab values. The therapeutic range for Haldol is five to twenty milligrams per millimeter. Kasey’s ‘happy place’ or the minimal dosage range for the reduction of symptoms was somewhere in the middle, around ten to twelve milligrams per milliliter. Kasey’s drug levels began to decline in April, and by May his drug levels were critically low, which explained the sudden reemergence and exacerbation of the symptoms.”

“So, Mr. James stopped taking his medication sometime in April. Did he provide an explanation for his noncompliance?”

“No. In fact, he adamantly denied it. It’s important to note that the rapid reduction in Mr. James’s T-cell count occurred simultaneously. The T-cell count is a monitored lab value in patients with HIV. The value is used to evaluate the overall condition of patients infected with HIV and the response to medication therapy.” 

“Can you offer an explanation for the sudden reduction in both lab values?”

“I can, but it’s purely conjecture at this point,” Dr. Tolbert said, looking first to the prosecution for an objection and then to the Judge for instructions.

“Please proceed, Dr. Tolbert,” the Judge responded.

“In light of the fact that Mr. James adamantly denied skipping his medications, I concluded that perhaps the medication that he thought he was taking was inconsistent with the medication that he was actually taking.”

“Dr. Tolbert, can you recall any significant lifestyle changes during the period in question?”

“At some point over the five years, Kasey had mentioned a long-lost twin brother, but the discussion was very brief. He mentioned the brother again back in March or April, I believe. He said they were attempting to rekindle their relationship. From what I could tell, Kalvin was in and out of town quite frequently during the period in question.”

“No further questions, Dr. Tolbert.”

Closing Argument

“Your Honor, in the interest of time, I will summarize the remaining evidence,” Alex began, as she made her way to the juror’s section of the court room.

Speaking directly to the jurors, she continued.

“In law school, we’re taught that proving a client’s innocence during the trial is an unrealistic goal and that the primary focus should be the rendering of not-guilty verdicts. The evidence presented thus far by the defense is more than sufficient to warrant a verdict of not guilty; however, we would like to emphasize the fact that a not-guilty verdict isn’t synonymous with innocence. In fact, the term is applicable in the presence of both innocence and guilt for several reasons. As a result, for individuals who are completely innocent of a crime, it is my job as a defense attorney to go above and beyond the requirements for a not guilty verdict. Angel Montgomery is completely innocent of this crime and deserves complete and irrefutable exoneration. For this reason, our goal has always been to find the killer, and we did. However, your grand jury failed to return an indictment last evening. In lieu of an indictment, which would have saved your taxpayers a substantial amount of money, I’d like to submit exhibit number 2: a signed confession from Ms. McCain.” 

The courtroom erupted again with sounds of dismay.

“Order in the courtroom!” the judge repeated above the noise.

The grand jury’s decision not to indict Rebecca presented a huge concern for Alex, and rightfully so. Two women were accused of the same crime based on a nearly identical set of circumstances, yet at the moment, only one was indicted. Alex had considered her options to emphasize yet another example of racially motivated bias that clearly influenced the jury’s decision. In the end, she decided to let the signed confession serve as proof of the racial disparity that existed in the county’s judicial system. Alex proceeded with her closing argument as the noise dissipated. 

“Although Ms. McCain admittedly pulled the trigger, her actions occurred as a result of the malicious intentions of Mr. Kalvin Witherspoon. In addition to the evidence that was presented regarding Mr. Witherspoon and his role in the death of his twin brother, we ask you to also consider the following: 

“Posing as the decedent, Mr. Witherspoon successfully changed the decedent’s last will and testament exactly one month before his death. The decedent’s adoptive mother, Ms. Pedigo, and his long-time business associates were written out of the will and replaced by not only Mr. Kalvin Witherspoon, but also the biological mother and two younger siblings. The involvement of the latter could not be substantiated, nor was it completely ruled out.”

Alex paused before continuing in a slow, deliberate tone. By now, she had the jurors in the palm of her hands, and the spectators sitting on the edge of their seats

“By far, the most perverted and depraved act of deception by Mr. Witherspoon resulted in sexual encounters with two women: Angel Montgomery and Rebecca McCain. These women were convinced that Mr. Witherspoon was in fact Kasey James. After the sexual encounters were complete, each of the women was made aware of Kasey’s sexual orientation and his HIV status, because of the measures taken by Kalvin Witherspoon to disclose the information. By leading these women to believe that Kasey James had exposed them to HIV, Mr. Witherspoon was sure that at least one of the women would be compelled to act. And he was correct.” 

Kalvin’s adoptive mother sobbed quietly in the back of the courtroom as the nature and extent of her son’s wickedness was revealed. Overcome with grief, she and her husband exited the courtroom to escape the remaining revelations.

“Your Honor, these and other actions set forth by Mr. Witherspoon firmly reveal the true nature of his intent, which was to cause harm and even death to his brother. The question is why? The answer is quite simple. Greed and envy. Clearly, Mr. Witherspoon’s covetous desire for his brother’s wealth was the driving force behind his actions. Your Honor, we ask the court to consider these findings and to impose against Kalvin James Witherspoon, a charge of, or related to the conspiracy to incite a murder or accessory to felonious murder.” 




Epilogue

At Alex’s request, Kalvin Witherspoon was charged with accessory to felonious murder. There are only a few states in which the death penalty is applicable when the offense is committed by someone else. Texas is one of those states. Since the reinstatement of the death penalty in 1976, only ten convicted felons charged with accessory to murder have been executed. Five of the executions occurred in Texas. As a result, Kalvin could receive life in prison without parole, or death by lethal injection.

Like Angel, Rebecca was officially charged with noncapital murder. However, the dynamics of Rebecca’s case were entirely different. Because of Rebecca’s confession, the crime-of-passion defense was a viable option. Since Texas jurors are known to be sympathetic toward defendants involved in crimes of this nature, it should prove to be an easy win for the defense.

To Alex’s surprise, Rebecca approached her again about defending the case.

“Rebecca, you have nothing to worry about. In fact, a first-year law student could successfully defend you.”

“Judge Kovitz and my dad are friends. He says the crime-of-passion defense isn’t guaranteed to fly—something about a cooling-off period.” 

Judge Kovitz was correct. For the crime-of-passion defense to work, the individual who committed the murder would have to be “in the throes of emotion or heat of passion” immediately prior to committing the crime and in the absence of previous planning. Getting around this issue in Rebecca’s case would be tricky.

“He called my dad specifically to tell him that I need a good lawyer,” Rebecca continued, “and according to him, you’re the best. Says he knew you way back when.”

Alex didn’t know she had been on Judge Kovitz’s radar back in Afghanistan, but apparently, she was. It was a huge compliment coming from him, but Alex was a little reluctant to take the case. Charged with the same crime, Angel literally had to fight for her life, while Rebecca’s trial was probably just a formality. Most likely, she would never see the inside of a jail because affluence and money are the mitigating factors that consistently shadow justice. 

To say that Alex was a little passionate about the disparities that African Americans face in the criminal justice system is an understatement; however, her passion for justice was color-blind. In the end, Alex agreed to take the case because she could see Rebecca’s heart, and she knew that she was as much a victim as Angel—perhaps even more.

“I would be glad to represent you, Rebecca.”

“Thanks, Attorney Phillips.”

Chandler and Angel weathered the worst storm imaginable and surprisingly, they were stronger for it. Chandler lost his father to pancreatic cancer, taking with him the last secret that Angel would ever keep from her husband. His father’s role in placing Chandler in her life would cause far more damage than Angel’s affair with Kasey.

As suspected, Angel’s HIV results were negative, and it wasn’t because of the prophylactic medication. It was because she had never slept with Kasey James. In fact, all of her encounters, including the conversations via social media, had been with Kalvin. Kasey never owned a social media page. 

Although she never actually met Kasey, she spent a significant amount of time in his space. Kalvin had made sure that all of their encounters occurred when Kasey was out of town, giving him free reign in the privacy of Kasey’s home. Angel recalled the painting over Kasey’s bed depicting a father and son with matching tears. The implicit mystery surrounding the image held her attention with each encounter, and now she understood the meaning. Kasey had met his father for the first time just a few years before his father’s death; however, he was very much aware of his father’s unscrupulous lifestyle. The matching tears were an expression of pain caused by the recognition of his own demons as a reflection his father’s. Kasey never discovered his brother’s demons; but clearly, the old cliché “like father, like son” was more than applicable. What Kalvin did to his brother was unspeakably vile, and Angel felt Kasey’s pain very deeply.

Grace and mercy were the only explanations for her good fortune, especially considering that she was able to provide for her daughter the life-sustaining treatment that she so desperately needed. While in Chicago for the bone-marrow transplant procedure, she was able to attend the trial proceedings for the heartless individuals who had stolen her innocence. Not only were they convicted, but she finally knew the identity of the person who had fathered her first child. It was appalling to think that her daughter shared the same genetic material as the monster who stood before her. Genetics aside, a child’s environment is just as important when it comes to living a healthy and productive life. Thankfully, the Houston’s had provided an excellent environment for her daughter, which was something that Angel was unable to do at the time.

Speaking of genetics, Ms. Pedigo was correct in her assessment. Kasey James was dealt a bad hand during his time on earth, including horrible parents and shady siblings. Although he loved Ms. Pedigo and appreciated her tremendously, he still longed for family. When Kalvin reentered his life, Kasey embraced him completely and even shared his innermost feelings, including his delusional “relationship” with Chandler. In return, Kalvin used the information to destroy him.

Rebecca gave birth to a healthy and handsome baby boy. The paternity was quickly determined to be consistent with her claims. Kalvin Witherspoon was the father of her child. 

If human behavior was 50 percent genetics, then the distance between good and evil was impossible to predict. But how difficult was evil to overcome? Rebecca would have to wait and see.
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Acclaim for A.L. Smith

Malicious Intent 

“Smith weaves a complex and unpredictable story that will captivate fans of detective novels and legal procedurals. Some events in the story are driven by pure coincidence, but the author deftly distracts from moments of implausibility with humor. The story’s forensic, medical, and legal details are well researched and satisfying, and it unflinchingly addresses timely social issues, such as systemic poverty, while never allowing the pace to slacken. Overall, Smith delivers a gripping novel that will leave many readers demanding a sequel. A work with a strong, likable protagonist and a plot that will keep readers guessing”.

—Kirkus Reviews 

“Malicious Intent was full of drama, twists, and risks. A. L. Smith kept me on the edge of my chair waiting to see who did it, how, and why. The plot was perfectly executed...kept the clues hidden in plain sight. Angel's life took a complete 360 turn when she made one mistake out of anger. Martial issues were displayed throughout the pages. It was understandable. Angel thought her husband didn't love her anymore. Her husband Chandler thought he gave her too much. Both missed the signals. Communication lacked and because of that so did their marriage. It was engaging to watch the events unfold. Overall, I recommend this outstanding urban fiction novel to all readers”.

—Urban Lit Magazine 

Behind Closed Doors 

“A novel that contains the stories of three different women who have suffered in ways their friends and family never knew about. Each woman's story is realistic, sad, painful, but shows how one can overcome what has happened to her. I found these words inspiring. A.L. Smith has beautifully woven together a novel that will touch the hearts of many and inspires women everywhere. I highly recommend Behind Closed Doors to readers worldwide. It's a novel readers can't miss”.

—AAMBC  

Behind Closed Doors 2: Dana’s Story 

“This thoroughly engaging novel boasts a protagonist whose vengeance is justified. Smith’s voice is both sturdy and elegant, delivering blunt, edgy prose that’s never lurid...however, the somber plot isn’t without a wry sense of humor. An uncompromising but profound urban tale from an incisive author”. 

—Kirkus Reviews 

Behind Closed Doors 2: Dana’s Story 

“The real highlight here is the plot. I was completely engrossed in the story. Everything that occurs fits perfectly into the plot, right down to the smallest details. There are a couple of twists and turns that I didn’t see coming at all and the storyline moves along seamlessly with each winding turn. There were a few twists where I silently applauded the author and thought, “Wow, well done.”

The descriptions of the town’s squalid conditions and drug-fueled, violent atmosphere are vividly written. Boys grow up wanting to get into the drug trade and girls dream of hooking up with a “baller”, a thug who has a lot of money. The characters are believable, even the minor ones. Dana is a particularly well-developed character. Her ability to roll with the punches is fascinating. All of the dialogue in this book is superb; the words used are exactly what you would imagine these characters. 

This book has earned 4 out 4 stars. I loved this book and couldn’t put it down. The author is a master storyteller and should be commended for crafting a plot that is so absorbing. I look forward to reading more books in this series. For a time, I felt like I was transported to East St. Louis and Dana’s world. Maybe her world wasn’t such a good place to be, but I had no choice; really good books can do that to a reader”.

—OnlineBookClub.org 
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