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Chapter 1

It’s a compelling feeling to be the sole occupant of a space of real estate that once captured the
attention and imagination of millions, analogous, | suppose, to standing in the middle of EIm Street in
downtown Dallas, staring up at the book depository in a moment of time, where by chance, there is no
other soul in sight. Perhaps I’ve chosen a comparison a bit too haughty or too well known, but for the
people of Austin, Texas my current position is one of similar lore and fascination.

It was here, nearly nine years ago, on this very spot of unremarkable concrete surrounding the
Austonian Tower in downtown Austin, that renowned socialite Virginia Crowley’s life came to an
abrupt and tragic end amid a crowd of thousands gathered for the annual South by Southwest music
festival. Ms. Crowley descended a full forty-seven floors to a gruesome death. That her resulting
spray of bodily fluids was all that impacted the surrounding festival goers was really quite a miracle.
I’m told it took hours to determine her identity as the position of her body at the point of impact was
that of diver completing a clumsy forward dive in the pike position, head first with legs spread and
arms separated. Not at all the final impression a woman of high society and prestige cares to be
remembered for.

My moment alone in this scrupulously examined space is short-lived, and it is no mystery to
passersby why | continually pivot my sightline from the forty-seventh floor to the concrete below my
feet and then back again. A few mumble unneeded confirmation of my location and join me in a
momentary mental reenactment of the fateful fall, the details of which require no imagination. The fall
itself was captured by severa |-phones and shared with the world within seconds of death. And as it
would turn out, this collection of horrific video footage would lend the necessary emotion to sway a
jury of twelve to issue the ultimate sentence to the man accused of tossing Virginia Crowley over the
rail of her penthouse suite. What once appeared to be nothing more than a dramatic suicide by a
privileged but privately troubled socialite was soon determined to be cold-hearted and calculated
murder by none other than Crowley’s estranged ex-husband, highly successful financier, Karl Dutton.

The prosecution effectively portrayed Dutton as a man with motive. Virginia Crowley was
Dutton’s third attempt at marriage and as a settlement in their recent divorce, she effectively retained
fifteen percent of Dutton’s holdings, an amount that Dutton’s attorneys claimed to be twelve million
US Dollars. Crowley was certain she’d been deceived and was prepared to expose the fact that Dutton
had millions more hidden in offshore accounts—much more.

In the weeks preceding her death, Virginia Crowley claimed possession of documented proof
that would effectively triple the initial payout she received in the divorce settlement—or so the
prosecution stated. This posthumous bombshell was shared with the jury by the D.A.’s key witnesses,
Curtis and Elizabeth Crowley, Virginia Crowley’s indolent son and his quite cantankerous wife. The
establishment of motive altered the mood of the proceedings dramatically.  Dutton moved from



grieving ex-husband to calculated-killer in the eyes of both the jury and the mass media covering the
trial’s every nuance.

The defense fought back, portraying the prosecution’s key witnesses as the true killers. As the
sole heir to his mother’s estate, Curtis and his wife, Elizabeth had the most to gain from Virginia
Crowley’s demise. Their concocted story of offshore funds was unsubstantiated and merely part of an
elaborate ruse to indict their client.

But the defense’s moment of hope was short-lived.The prosecution countered immediately with
the well-established evidence against Karl Dutton, a trifecta of facts that al but sealed the fate of the
accused. Video footage of the Austonian Tower clearly showed Karl Dutton exiting the building within
minutes of the now famous plunge.

Second, two eye withesses confirmed seeing Dutton casually stroll out of the building, his
demeanor described as smug and satisfied; a submission that was immediately objected by the defense
and sustained by the judge. The eye witnesses, however, effectively obliterated any chance that the
video footage was unclear or the time inaccurate.

Third, and nearly as effective a trifle of evidence, was documented proof that Karl Dutton had
received a phone call from Virginia Crowley’s cell phone just twenty-five minutes before her death, a
cal that the prosecution determined sent him into a fit of rage. The timing of the call allowed ample
opportunity, as the prosecution would display, for Dutton to drive from his downtown office just blocks
away, ascend the forty plus flights, confront Virginia Crowley and subsequently end her life in a most
persona and horrific manner.

On the eve of the final day of trial the twelve jurors, an even six women and six men, were
taken to the very spot where | now stand. The prosecution wanted to drive home the reality and
harshness of the crime. The judge concurred despite a strong protest from the defense.

After a short while on the sidewalk they ascended to the penthouse and were each alowed a
look from the balcony rail to the street some four -hundred-and-seventy feet below. The effect of the
experience was clear on the faces of the jurors. One by one they glanced over the edge then retreated
with alook of disbelief and disdain. Both the defense and prosecution were on-hand to monitor the on-
site but were restrained from speaking by court order. No words were needed for the prosecution.

If all of that was not enough, the prosecution rested on a well-known fact that had not been
allowed at trial. A looming suspicion existed regarding the accused that each side of the table knew al
too well was common knowledge among the jurors, despite their denials during selection. Karl Dutton
had been the prime suspect in the disappearance, and suspected murder, of his first wife, Charlotte, just
five years earlier. Her body was never found. Subsequently, Dutton walked free. This time Dutton
was notso lucky. After just five hours of deliberation the jury returned with a verdict of guilty in the
first degree. Their recommendation for the two-time killer was death by letha injection. The judge
agreed and the appellate process began.



That was more than eight years ago. Karl Dutton has now exhausted all eight of his appeals.
Heis scheduled to be put to death by the state of Texas in just four short weeks. And barring amiracle,
in four weeks and a day his body will be buried in an unceremonious ritual on the grounds of
Huntsville State prison. Dutton has taken one final step to save his life—he’s hired me—and I, for
one, don’t care if he rots.



Chapter 2

Why Karl Dutton would hire me, of all people, is for the moment, a mystery. I simply can’t
stand him and I’m quite certain he’s aware of that fact. Though I stop short of using the word hate for
my own well-being, he is on a short list of those | believe this world would be better off without. Y et
here | am, at the scene of the crime, the details of the court hearings fresh in my mind thanks to an
exhaustive Google search.

| was contacted half-heartedly by Dutton’s defense counsel and offered little more than a
cursory overview of the case. It’s quite clear that his defense team has moved on to more pressing and
lucrative endeavors. Dutton’s ship has sailed—or more aptly—sunk.

Those who know Karl Dutton describe him with such befitting words as ruthless, callous, and
calculating. All served him well in amassing a fortune on Wall Street. And while he’s a snake on the
trading floor, he can be remarkably affable and even charming when the need suits him. Unfortunately
this was the side of Karl Dutton that my father came to know.

My father died at the young age of sixty-six of acute tuberculosis. An inaccurate early diagnosis
led to improper care. By the time TB was determined, the damage to his body wastoo far dong. While
Karl Dutton escapes direct blame for my father’s death, he can’t escape the responsibility of crushing
his spirit in the final years of hislife.

| was born and raised just outside of Memphis on what my father liked to describe as the best
little pig farm east of the Mississippi. We were the fourth generation of Hogarths to own and work the
farm.

We had a good life. My upbringing was real salt of the earth, neither wealthy nor ever in need.
As an only child | was the heir apparent of the modest operation, but my heart had different desires. |
received nothing but support for my decision. When | left for college my parents sold the hundred year
old farm to dualy fund my education and provide themselves with a modest but comfortable
retirement.

All seemed good—until they met Karl Dutton.

These were the days before Bernie Madoff and Enron, a time when people trusted high profile
brokers with their life savings with little if any reservation. Dutton was nationally known after all, a
frequent panelist on big name financial broadcasts and the persona broker for some of the most
affluent names in America. The very notion that he would have interest in the reticent Hogarth
portfolio should have raised flags of caution, but Dutton’s confident presentation and incredible success
proved too enticing to forgo.

Conservative by nature, my parents invested just a portion of their holdings and hoped for the
best. When Dutton showed returns above market averages, they invested more—a lot more. Out of



their element and perhaps caught up in the thrill of it al, they allowed Dutton to perform his magic
unchecked. After al, as Dutton explained it, he was investing his own money in the very same
ventures.

| remember the call asif it were yesterday. By now | was living in athletic housing, enjoying
the privileges and relative creature comforts that come with being a scholarship lineman for the
University of Memphis football team. | knew at once from the tone of my father’s otherwise strong
and upbeat speech, that something was terribly amiss. We spoke for just a short-while, my father
wanting nothing more than to convey the cold hard facts without causing me any distress. But his
voice quivered noticeably. Their money was all but gone.

Karl Dutton had been padding the portfolios of the wealthy on the backs of the pooled millions
of the common man. Like my parents, most were unaware of the particulars of their investments.
They rested in the belief that Dutton’s holdings mirrored their own, albeit on a far smaller scale.
Dutton used this misplaced trust to his advantage, transferring the vast magority of successful
investments onto the financia reports of the uber-rich—as if they were there from the start. Word of
his success spread rapidly amongst the dlites, while the losses of the commoner were passed off as
“risks of playing the game.”

This is dl alleged, of course. There was no real means of determining for certain that this
activity had taken place, other than the glaring lopsidedness of Dutton’s financial reports. Even a class
action suit failed to determine beyond a reasonable doubt that Dutton had “cooked the books.” The
paper trail was simply too exhaustive and far too complicated for the jurors to convict with absolute
certainty. Investing came with risks. Caveat emptor.



Chapter 3

My parent’s loss was in excess of seven-hundred thousand dollars, leaving them with less than
eighty thousand. For Dutton’s part, his portfolio doubled and his image among the nation’s power
players was never higher.

At sixty-four, my father was spending his days working a cash register at CVS and
supplementing his meager earnings as a judge for FFA stock shows at the county fairgrounds. He was
a broken man filled with anger and shame. Working his farm and providing for his family had brought
him great pride. Doing price checks on perfumes and six packs was a lance in his side. The stock
shows provided a small and much-needed sense of self but they were few and far between.

As for her part, my mother had aways worked by his side and, by virtue, possessed none of
needed skills for the modern marketplace. Not that it would have mattered—my father’s pride would
never have allowed for her to work.

Astime passed my father’s ever upbeat spirit dwindled. The hope and much-deserved plan for a
carefree existence with his wife of forty-years was dashed by the unapologetic greed of Karl Dutton.
At sixty-five he contracted tuberculosis—at sixty-five-and-a-half his doctors confirmed it. His life
came to an end less than six months later.

My career as an agent for the Federal Bureau of Investigation began just months after his death,
afact that will forever taint my early days on the force. My untimely relocation took me away from a
mother who longed for my attention and a sense of family. In my absence, she clung to her church and
her small socia groups to fill her days until tragedy bestowed her as well. She died of heart disease
within two years of my father. I can’t help but think Dutton had hastened her decline.

As | think of how different it al could have been, | realize | have misspoke about my feelings.
The truth is simple; I hate Karl Dutton. And now he’s relying on me as the last possible person who
can save his miserable existence.
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Chapter 4

In the eight years since Karl Dutton’s conviction the Texas Court of Criminal Appeals (TCCA),
the state’s court of last resort, has made it eminently clear that the initial sentence of death by lethal
injection aptly fits the crime. The defense has made no attempt to file a petition for a writ of certiorari
at the federal level—there is simply no basis to continue on. There have been no bombshell witnesses
coming forward to dispute testimony, no new motive established for an alternate killer, and no
forensics suggesting anyone but Karl Dutton had killed Virginia Crowley.

The appeals with the TCCA have been a mere formality with nothing new to offer, the process
quick and highly predictable each time. This all leads me to assume that the accusation in open court
against Elizabeth and Curtis Crowley was, in fact, nothing more than afailed attempt by the defense to
create doubt with no real basis. Confirmation of that assumption may put an immediate end to my
involvement in this case—not that I’'m necessarily signed on just yet. On the other hand, if an
investigation against the couple was conducted post-trial, the findings will need a thorough review.
This is what I’'m trained to do and I’m pretty good at it.

I’'m scheduled to meet with Dutton’s defense team, Moore, Halston, and Moore, this morning in
their downtown offices to have my questions answered. | have no more than a handful. This will be our
first face to face, and perhaps our last—depending on the outcome.

| like to believe that I'm only involved out of sheer curiosity but the truth is more self-serving.
I’m considering offering my services to the man who all but destroyed my parent’s financial future to
help sustain my own. Dutton intends to pay handsomely through funds set up by his son, money he
wisely shifted into his son’s account before his incarceration.

And though | struggle with the notion | aso find some justification in the fact that the money
flow is reversed this time around. | believe my parents would find some justice in that. Nonetheless,
my decision is up in the air. | intend to have the lawyers arrange for a face to face with Dutton in
Huntsville. From there I’ll make a game time decision based on the emotion Dutton stirs in me. It may
provide some fitting closure if | opt to turn him down face to face.

The other mystery to the puzzle is the reason why Dutton wants me. Although I’ve had my
share of successes, the belief that | would exert any effort to assist him is bred from pure arrogance.
The great Karl Dutton. No one turns down Dutton. We’ll see about that.
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My early arrival to the city allows metime to better get to know my new hometown.

| like thistown a great deal. Austin isthe true crown jewel of Texas—but | miss our log home
in Utopia, deep in the Texas Hill Country. Our decision to leave did not come easily but both Lacey
and | knew it was necessary, given the horrors we had endured.

| left the FBI six years ago, a few years after it became obvious that my career path was on a
slow decline. My part in uprooting and exposing the heinous crimes of the holder of the highest office
in the land did not wear well with everyone—most namely the Director of the Federal Bureau of
Investigation—a staunch supporter of the man | helped put behind bars, the very man who had assigned
him to hislofty post atop the Bureau. | had shaken the pillars of power and laid bare their sinsfor al to
see. That doesn’t go over too well in DC, a city where clandestine deals are sealed in blood, and
secrets, however unforgiveable, are taken to the grave.

My last assignment as an agent was in a San Antonio field office where crippled agents go to
die. That proved to be my final straw. | broke free of the Bureau and moved Lacey and our two young
children to the quaint town of Utopia on the shores of the Sabinal River in Uvalde County—a town
without strangers and with plenty of room to stretch out. | eagerly traded my Federal badge for a new
title; Will Hogarth, Criminalist for Hire.Right out of the gate | began to make a new name for myself.
Aside from the necessary but mundane cheating spouse surveillances and local theft investigations, I've
enjoyed consistent assignments with the San Antonio and Austin PDs. For a modest monthly stipend
I’ve re-opened and ultimately closed dozens of cold case and missing persons’ files. The latter has not
yet resulted in ajoyous reunion, but the contentment derived from long awaited closure is avictory in
and of itself, however heartbreaking my discoveries tend to be.

The San Antonio department granted me Grade 1 access to their extensive computer database as
well as support from the City and State Crime Labs. In addition, | maintain along friendship to my last
remaining connection at the FBI, the brilliant and ever loyal Charlie.He’s the agent who’s been there
for me through thick and thin, providing critical data and information from the inside, not breaking any
rules, but definitely bending a few, al for the sake of serving up justice to those in need. His only
demand: keep his actions under the radar. With al of these resources at my disposal | became
proficient in cracking decade’s old mysteries. One of the memorable and notable being a forty year old
murder committed by members of the notorious Vanagon Quartet. Named for four self-dubbed radical,
hippies, one woman and three men, leftovers from the anti-Vietnam make love, not war, crowd. The
Vanagon portion of the title was simply their mode of transportation, or getaway vehicle as it were, the
Volkswagen Vanagon, the ultimate symbol of hippiedom. The Quartet was passionate in their belief of
the inherent evils of capitalism, corporate greed, and unchecked governmental power. The pre-internet,
low technology of their day limited their expression of rage to the most time-honored and romanticized
art of larceny known to man—bank robbery. Donning the hackneyed masks of the trade, plain wool
ski caps, the Quartet successfully conducted seven armed robberies in three states over a two year
period, netting over a million dollars in cash. With each theft they raced from the scene in a 1969
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orange and white Volkswagen Vanagon.Their inadvisable consistency would ultimately be their
undoing. The robberies would have been little more than long forgotten lore if not for the death of a
thirty-one year old guard by the name of Alfred Gortok at the San Antonio First National Bank.
Gortok was a married father of three and the only man that dared to fight back against the Vanagon
Quartet. The outnumbered young guard was killed in an exchange of gunfire.Two bullets pierced his
chest, a third passed through his neck. The Quartet fled the scene and had never been heard from
again—at least until | took a crack at them.

| learned that the VVanagon traded hands three times in the decades to come.The ensuing media
coverage surrounding the AWOL Quartet included segments on Primetime and Unsolved Mysteries,
making the Vanagon quite a collector’s piece.The traders knew to keep its whereabouts on the QT, at
least for awhile. The passage of time and the boom of online commerce eventually made the VVanagon
a hot and lucrative commodity, and that’s where I found it, listed on eBay with little care for secrecy. It
was proudly advertised as the authentic vehicle of the Vanagon Quartet. | tracked it down, traced the
vehicle identification number to its original purchase documents, and voila, | had the name of at least
one of the foursome. It was the first time a member of the Quartet had been identified.Each member of
the Quartet had been content to live their lives with their original baptismal names. Lucky me. | picked
up each of them within weeks of my discovery of the Vanagon. Three of the four lived in Chicago, the
fourth in LA.Each lived quite comfortably, albeit ironically, on corporate pensions with stable financial
portfolios.

After forty plus years Alfred Gortock’s seventy-year-old widow and three middle age offspring
finally received the closure they deserved. | let the courts sort out the details. | had done what | was
hired to do—find the bad guys and serve a little justice in a world slowly being swallowed up by sin
and hate.

The media coverage afforded me yet another marketing tool in my burgeoning private practice.
For severa years al was quite wonderful at the Hogarth house in the small town of Utopia, Texas—
until trouble came quite literally to our doorstep.

When my investigations expose unwanted truths, the perpetrators like to send messages. Nine
months ago that message came in the form of a bullet in the belly of my son’s cherished mare. It
unwittingly lit afire in mine. Those perps are now eating their meals complements of the Louisiana
Corrections Department and will be doing so for the foreseeabl e future.

Three months later it got worse. Much worse.

A Bosnian madman, steadfast in avenging his countrymen of the perceived atrocities of our
great nation, controlled my every move. With Lacey and my three-year-old, Ellie, held captive in an
undisclosed location by two repugnant henchmen, | was keenly and personally aware of how most
missing person ordeals ultimately end. I was left with no choice but to adhere to my captor’s every
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command— unleashing the world’s most deadly bacterial strain on the nation’s capital in the most
ingenious and effective means ever attempted.

His name was Brgko Markovic,a brilliant but disturbed man who maims, rapes and kills
without as much as a shred of remorse. But for once Markovic was out-smarted, if only for the slightest
of moments. Taking action when the slightest opportunity presented itself, | out-witted Markovic and
effectively put an end to his vulgar existence—or so | thought. Markovic escaped incarceration and
has been heard from just once since that time. His communication came in the form of a common letter
delivered directly to our doorstep, no return address of course. The handwritten note inside was eerily
cryptic.

When you least expect it.

I rushed the envelope and letter to the FBI’s San Antonio field office where it received a
cursory examination before being transported to the Bureau’s Federal forensics laboratory in rural
Virginia to undergo the full rigors of modern science. DNA and latent print testing resulted in no
workable data, the handwriting forensics, however, proved to be a direct match. Using documents
provided by Markovics former employee, Lexicon BioScience, agents confirmed that the handwriting
was, without question that of Brako Markovic, but this was no oversight—Markovic seldom errs. He
wanted us to know he’s still in charge.

The ensuing months have been marked by the tense anticipation of hisreturn. A whisper in the
night air, a shadow in the hall or the normal squeals of atoddler all feed an ever-growing anxiety. He’s
out there. Out there somewhere lurking and waiting. And he will return. Brako Markovic does not
take well to being out-witted.

Ten-year-old Michael escaped his abductors but the horrible vision of his mother and sister’s
capture still linger near the surface. As for Ellie, the lasting effects remain to be seen. Even now we
wonder if a change has begun. Can a child suffer such indescribable horror and truly be no worse for
wear?

And then there is my Lacey. The only woman | have ever really loved, my wife of twelve
years, my confidant, my lover, my rock. Am | afool to believe things will ever be the same? Six long
days held in seclusion with sure and terrible death looming ever present—vigilantly comforting her
confused child with contrived words of hope amid crushing doubt. And then the surreal: one captor
dead, killed by her own hand.

| see the change in subtle expressions, an emptiness in her stare. The haunting eyes that at
once stirred such emotion are flickering out. A union of spontaneous intimacy is becoming nothing
more than a union of convenience. And | know that | caused this. My chosen work has brought
suffering to our doorstep on two separate occasions, yet | continue along the same path.It’s all I’ve ever
known and it’s my only means of providing for my family. | hold fast to the belief that time is the
great healer—I pray that it can heal before al islost.
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Chapter 5

The Law offices of Moore, Halston and Moore are every bit the regal splendor I’ve anticipated,
occupying two full floors of the One Congress Plaza just two blocks from the State Capitol building

As the doors of the elevator open onto the eighth floor, I'm greeted with an air of expectancy by
a smartly dressed young lady.She stands in the center of a richly appointed reception area of paneled
mahogany, plush leather chairs and a colorful fish tank of exotic saltwater fish. The room reeks of
success, the Karl Dutton case notwithstanding.

“Good morning, Mr. Hogarth,” she says with a bright smile. “We’ve been expecting you.” She
extends her hand and shakes mine firmly, then with a wave of her arm, she escorts me down a long
hallway lined with origina paintings by the likes of Klimt, Metcalfe and Bastida. There are two
sculptures; A Portrait of Emmanuel Kant by Hagemann and what may or may not be an original Miss
Emma by Curtis James. | know athing or two about good art, just enough to have an appreciation, not
enough to dabble in the trade. My guide’s pointed heels click against the turpentine tiles with an
unwavering rhythm.The intent to impress with every detail does not miss the mark. She stops abruptly
near a breakroom and offers coffee, which | accept. My choices are as limitless as a Starbucks: |atte,
espresso? “Just black coffee,” I say. She pours the brew into a porcelain mug with a silver metal relief
of MHM.

We continue down the hallway a short distance until we come upon the office of Jonathan
Moore. He waves us in with a phone to his ear.He points to the chair in front of him and | drop down
into it.My escort departs. | watch as Moore goes through the contrived and familiar gestures of one
attempting to hasten a call. He raises a finger, smiles and winks. At thirty-six, a wink seems
inappropriate but Moore is clearly my senior by two decades. | see this as his means of establishing his
authority from the onset.

The spacious office is dotted with the obligatory diplomas, certificates, and golf and fishing
photos. Moore maintains a thick head of brown hair with just a touch of gray around the edges.His
shirt is heavily starched and his cufflinks are expectedly garish—a law partner plucked from central
casting with the trappings of success prominently displayed.

| take along sip of my coffee and slouch down in the chair in front of his desk. | have no intent
or need to construct an outwardly impressive image. As I see it I’ve been brought in to succeed where
they have failed—though | doubt Moore, Halston or Moore see it that way. Dutton has requested my
involvement.They have agreed to arrange for it. Nothing more.

Jonathan Moore places the phone in the cradle and rises quickly. “Sorry about that.”

“It’s alright. I'm early.”
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“A rare trait. I like that.” He examines me over the top of his glasses for a long moment. “It’s a
true pleasure to meet you, Mr. Hogarth.”

“Will, please”

He nods and slowly drops back down into his chair. I do the same. “You’ve made quite a name
for yourself over the years.”

“Just at the right place at the wrong time, I suppose.”

“Well, we’re glad you’re here now. We can use all the help we can get.” Moore looks past me
to the office doorway. | turn to see Richard Halston and David Moore joining us.

Haston is an African American male about six feet tall, thick shouldered and barrel-
chested.The puffiness beneath his eyes is all that give away his advancing years. I’m quite aware that
Halston is the face in the courtroom, an excellent litigator with the perfect blend of professionalism and
compassion.

David Moore, Jonathan’s only son, is all | expect him to be. As| riseto greet them, | have the
uncommon experience of shaking the hand of a man of equal height. David Moore is, dare | say, a
striking specimen of a man, certainly in that small percentage of males that men would rather not leave
even the most trusted wife alone with for any length of time. He possesses a strong chin, jutting
cheekbones and a nose that’s the perfect cross of handsome and rugged. His blond locks give way to
short dark sideburns.Though well shaven, a shadow of athick beard is apparent against his well-tanned
skin.

Their appearances are not unknown to me, of course. It’s the information age. A few taps of the
keyboard have given me enough pics and info to write their biographies. | knowHalston and Jonathan
Moore were roommates at the University of Texas Law School. They graduated with honors then went
their separate ways. Moore ended up in the Travis County DA’s office and eventually became a felony
trial court chief. Halston spent his first decade as an attorney in a prominent Dalas Defense firm,
where he focused on white collar crimes, crimina appeals and Federal criminal defense. Halston
prospered while Moore endured a much lesser government wage. The men never lost touch, with
Halston continually urging Moore to join him in Dallas. The firm’s partners welcomed his experience
in the DA’s office with open arms and a written offer that more than doubled his income was made.
Moore wavered but ultimately declined. He had another plan.

Following a bitter divorce in which he maintained custody of their seven year-old son, Jonathan
Moore left the DA’s office to try his hand on the other side of the law. The timing was perfect. After
al, if he went broke, no court in the land could make him pay alimony to his witch of an ex. But
Jonathan didn’t go broke—not even close. It was apparent from the start that a defense attorney with
the mind of a prosecutor was highly attractive and very effective. Within eighteen months, he had
added five attorneys and four law clerks to his staff. At the two year mark, he extended Richard
Halston an offer he couldn’t refuse. Over the next twenty two years, Moore and Halston grew their
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practice into the largest legal defense firm in Austin, Texas. Their smiling faces grace the sides of city
buses, interstate billboards and dozens of cable channels. The breadth of their services is vast and
continues to grow. Violent crimes, including murder, sexua assaults and drug charges capture the
major headlines, while DUI, family violence and petty theft pad their pockets and expand their firm.

Five years ago David Moore graduated from South Texas School of Law and, after four failed
attempts, he finally passed the bar exam. He immediately became a partner in his father’s firm. It was
an anticipated decision that Halston had been expecting for more than twenty years. He didn’t resist.

David pushes two chairs next to his father’s desk while I shake hands with Richard Halston.
We share a moment of awkward silence, unaware of who is to take the lead. Certainly not me.
Jonathan removes his spectacles and places them on his desk.He leans forward with clasped hands,
studies them for a moment then speaks with a tone I can only describe as empathy. “I don’t suppose |
can over-emphasize the desperate circumstance in which our client finds himself.”

| nod.

“The courts want nothing more to do with Karl Dutton and the governor is yet to even
acknowledge our calls. The situation is quite dire, Will.”

“To say the least,” I say plainly.

“If I can speak plainly, Will,” Halston chimes in, “I’d like to address the eight hundred pound
gorilla in the room.” Jonathan looks around for the hefty beast and the partners share a light and
awkward chuckle. Halston rolls his eyes. “We understand you have a troubled history with our client.
What Dutton did to your parents and countless others is atrocious. Quite frankly, we’re a bit surprised
you agreed to even meet with us.”

“For the record, I’'m not on board yet.”
“Well, what do we need to get you onto this rapidly sinking ship?” he asks.
“What do you have that proves hisinnocence? Give me a reason to do my job.”

Jonathan begins to speak but I raise my hand and cut him off abruptly. “First | want to know
one thing. Why me? And why so late in the game?”’

Jonathan leans back then nods to his son to respond.

David speaks as if on cue. “The ‘why me’ is quite obvious, Will—you’re good at what you do.
We’ve worked with a multitude of investigators over the years, with less than satisfactory results. Karl
Dutton needs your kind of expertise. The ‘why now’ is a bit of a mystery.”

“I don’t follow.”
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Richard Halston responds. “Neither do we, Will. I’ve presented the idea of using your services
multiple times over the years. Dutton rejected the notion each and every time. He was adamant that
we were wasting our time.”

“And now?”

“He says...” David inhales deeply and looks to his father before continuing. Jonathan gives
him a nod to continue. “He says he has an offer you can’t refuse.”

| laugh out loud. “He still believes he’s in charge? Well, money isn’t everything—at |east not
to me. Besides, we’ve already discussed my retainer. What more does he have to offer?”

“He said that’s between you and him,” Halston says. “He wants to make his offer face to face.”
“That man has nothing I could possibly want.”

“Perhaps,” Jonathan says, “but he assures us you’ll be interested in what he has to offer. Will
you meet with him?”

| pause a moment, rehearsing my response in my mind.l feel the flush it brings to my face. “I
think your client is a bloodsucking son of a bitch that’s more than likely getting what he deserves.” 1
look directly at each for emphasis. None of the partners seems moved by my rant. “I promise nothing,
but I will meet with him.”

“Excellent.”

“Now let me tell you how I operate. I'm an investigator.That it’s, a collector of all the facts and
evidence | can possibly obtain. My views of innocence, guilt or the death penalty for that matter, have
nothing to do with the effort | give to each and every case. If | choseto help, | am not here to defend
Karl Dutton. That’s your job. I seek out truth. I don’t slant it, spin it, or skew it to fit some pre-
disposed position. And I certainly don’t dismiss evidence that harms my client. | seek truth and deliver
it you. Nothing more. Now give me something | can sink my teeth into. A lengthy trial and eight
appeals seem to suggest the jury got it right. Tell me there’s more.”

“Where should we start?”” Jonathan says.

“I know very little of the details of the trial. I’ll need to get my hands on the court transcripts?”
“They’re public property.”

“Time is limited and I’m just one man.”

“Point made,” Jonathan says. “We’ll have one of our interns obtain the trial documents.”

“I would also like to review the findings of the prior investigators. What have we learned about
Curtis and Elizabeth Crowley? What might we have on them?”

“Simple enough, “Jonathan says and nods to David.
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“What else?”

I’m off and running with the common requests of my investigations. “You took a position in
court that Curtis and Elizabeth Crowley had Virginia Crowley killed. They were the primary
beneficiaries of her estate. Legal theatrics or true suspicion?”

Halston speaks up. “No theatrics here, Will. Curtis and Elizabeth Crowley were dated to
collect a cool fifteen million following Virginia Crowley’s untimely demise. We believedit was
something the jurors should think about.”

“So it was a position presented merely to create reasonable doubt?”

“Oh no.” He firmly shakes hishead. “We truly believed they should be considered the primary
suspects. We believed it then.We believe it now. We believe Karl Dutton’s motive was nothing more
than their creation. Asfar aswe can tell it was atrumped up figment of their imagination.”

“I don’t follow.”

“Remember, the prosecution established that Virginia Crowley had learned of additional
offshore funds that Dutton hadn’t revealed during the divorce proceedings. These new funds would
considerably increase her share of the divorce settlement. She placed a call to Dutton, which they allege
sent him into a rage.”

“Plausible argument,” I say.

“Only problem is, no hard documentation was ever found in Virginia Crowley’s penthouse to
support the claim.”

“Perhaps she tracked down the funds online.”

Richard shakes his head. “We had her computer confiscated.Nothing showed up.”
“So she didn’t have knowledge of additional holdings?” I ask.

“Dead men—or women in this case—don’t talk.”

“A convenient truth for the prosecution,” I say.

“Indeed. It’s was our contention at the time that Curtis and Elizabeth Crowley invented the
motive and provided it to the prosecution. We objected to the clam each and every time the
prosecution worked it into the trial. There was simply no proof.”

“And how were your objections received?”

“Sustained by the judge each time,” Halston responded. “She eventually threatened to hold
them in contempt but it was too little, too late. The jury bought the story hook, line, and sinker.”

“And his presence on the video tape? How do you explain that?”
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“That was the nail in the coffin,” Jonathan replies, “but we provided an answer for that as well.
Not that the jury bought one word of it.”

“It was a set up, pure and simple,” Halston says confidently. “Dutton contended from the
beginning that the call came from Elizabeth Crowley—not Virginia.She claimed to have found her
mother-in-law unconscious and the penthouse appeared to have been vandalized. Dutton told her he
would call the police, but Elizabeth was insistent that Curtis already had. She pleaded for Dutton to
come to the penthouse, which made little sense given his strained relationship with Virginia
Crowley.He agreed nonetheless. When he arrives the door is locked. He pounds for several minutes
before finaly giving up. Confused, he retreated back down to the lobby and was seen by severa
tenants and the damning video camera.”

“That smug look he was said to have was nothing more than aggravation.” Richard adds.
“And of course, Elizabeth Crowley denies all of this,” I say cynically.

“I believe her exacts words were ‘It’s preposterous’. What makes matters worse is that
Elizabeth never appears on any of the video footage. We scoured three days of tape and found
nothing.”

| sit a moment thinking it all through. Both stories are plausible, but self-serving. There’s a
considerable difference in the story tellers. The partners have presented nothing to suggest that
Elizabeth Crowley is capable of murder. A history of violence would certainly have been brought out
in court or highlighted here today—yet nothing. Karl Dutton, on the other hand, is believed, in the
minds of millions, to be responsible for the death of hisfirst wife.

My thoughts return to Dutton’s motive. I consider all I have read about Dutton’S successes over
the years and do some quick calculations. Given that Virginia Crowley was to receive fifteen percent
of Karl Dutton’s holdings, her fifteen million dollar settlement puts his net worth around one-hundred
million dollars. Certainly nothing to sneeze at, but considerably less than what | would have assumed
Dutton was worth. Maybe the prosecution’s argument, undocumented or not, has merit. | needed more
than alack of documentation to completely dispel their theory.

“At the time of the trial you believed that there was no truth that Karl Dutton had hidden
offshore funds. Has that changed in the seven years since? Has Dutton changed his tune? ” Admission
from Dutton would seem implausible but I’ve seen condemned men unload themselves once they’re
determined all hope is lost. It’s worth a shot.

“Dutton hasn’t spoken a word about it,” Halston says.
“How about your own investigations? Any funds ever discovered?”

The senior partners exchanged awkward glances. . “Unfortunately we found that Dutton had
plenty of offshore funds. None were disclosed during the divorce. As it turns out, he was steeped in
motive,” Jonathan says with a tone of defeat.
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“Ouch.”

“Yeah,” David chimes in. “Doesn’t look good.”
“Is anyone else privy to this information?” I ask.
“Not to our knowledge.”

“Did we lose you, Will?”” Jonathan asks.

“No. Ijustdidn’t see that coming.”

“Neither did we, but he’s certainly not the first man to try to soften his alimony payouts. That
doesn’t make him a murderer,” Richard says.

I nod in agreement. “What does he have to say about the revelation?”
“He denies it,” David answers.
“That’s irrational. Do you have documentation to support it?”

David offers a patronizing grin. “Yes, but this is not your average working man’s portfolio.
His holdings are immensely complex.”

“I’d like to review them if it’s all the same to you,” I say.

David crimps his lips then lets out a forceful sigh. “They’ve been thoroughly scrutinized
already.”

“All the same,” I say.
“What else, Will?” Jonathan asks.
“I want to meet with Karl Dutton sooner rather than later. I trust you can make that happen.”

Jonathan rises up with his hand extended and a wide smile. “Of course we can. Welcome
aboard, Will.”

| shake his hand but lessen his enthusiasm. “I’m not there just yet. Get me in front of Dutton
first. If all goes well you’ll be the first to know.”
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Chapter 6

Few give credence to the rants of a man with nothing left to lose, the least of which are the
boastful tales of one Lenny Poe. So when Lenny wagged a long bony finger at the image of a shackled
Karl Dutton on the television screen and proclaimed, “I killed that man’s wife,” his fellow inmates
responded with their usual disbelief. After all, the ssmple-minded Lenny had claimed knowledge or
outright responsibility of dozens of heinous murders and missing persons during his eight years of
incarceration.The timing of most of his alleged crimes seldom held water against his time inside.

“You lyin’ again, Lenny? Last week you kilt a lady dat’s been dead less’n a year. Now tells
me how you done that from inside a cell.”

Lenny stared down the old black man while the others prodded him aong with mocking
jeers.“If I’'m lyin,” I'm dyin’, Joe,” he shot back.

“Go on, Lenny. Ido say yo’ da craziest white boy I ‘err did see.”
“Crazy is right. Crazier than the whole bunch of you,” he said with misdirected pride.
And that much was true.

Lenny Poe’s contrived tales did nothing to lessen the lore of his actual crime among the guards
and inmates of Arkansas’ Tucker Maximum Security Unit. They categorized Leonard as certifiable, a
description he wore as a badge of honor,all due to one infamous night eight long years ago.

It was a crime so heinous that the prosecution feared an insanity plea might be unavoidable. But
a conservative judge in an election year simply wouldn’t allow it, and much to the collective relief of
civilized society, the state of Arkansas found him guilty of one of the most egregious murders in state
history. Leonard Poe received life without a chance of parole for the grisy murder and
dismemberment of a prominent Hot Springs horse breeder and his young mistress. The defense
claimed he was the hired gun of ajealous wife, a scorned spouse who insisted on being present for the
entire drawn out mutilation. Investigators determined that the adulterous couple were bound and
gagged and forced to watch each other’s slow and deliberate dismemberment.The torture was said to
have |asted severa hours.

Lenny denied none of it, comforted by a plea agreement he believed would considerably lessen
his time by pinning the murders on the vengeful wife. But the wife denied al involvement. And the
signed plea agreement simply vanished into thin air. All that remained in the jurors’ minds was the
gruesome details of a horrific murder and the lingering image of crazed killer describing his actionsin
an unapol ogetic matter-of-fact tone. Jury deliberation lasted a mere thirty minutes.

Lenny moved closer to the television set propped high on the wall in the common area between
the cell blocks,his head tilted back, his eyes squinted.
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“That’s him alright.” He shook his finger at the screen. He looked over his shoulder at the
others, all of whom were enjoying the charade. “I killed that man’s wife sure as I’m standing here.”

“Ya’ crazy, Lenny. Just damn crazy.”
“Crazy I am. Ya’ll will see.”
“Ya’ say dat ‘err time, Lenny. Ya musta kilt err man, woman and child in Arkansas by now.”

Lenny offered no response.Fixated on the image of Karl Dutton in prison orange,a shiver of
resentment shot up the length of his spine. “I killed her,” he shouted. “She’s my kill. T done it. I
killed her.”

“Sit down, Lenny,” the old man grumbled.

")

“Guard! Ineed a guard!” Lenny spun in all directions. “I need a guard!”
“Sit ya’ ass down, Lenny! They gonna snub ya’ out!”
“I need a damn guard!”

Two guards raced into the common area and immediately brought Lenny to his knees with well-
placed strikes of their batons.

“I killed that man’s wife. Ikilled her myself. She’s my kill,” he yelled. “She’s my kill!”

A shot between the shoulder blades knocked him face forward to the floor. “Shut up, Lenny.
Just shut the hell up,” the guards shouted.

“Someone has to know.”

A guard dropped down on him, his knee on his lower back and a baton pressed to the base of
his neck. “Anymore outbursts and you’re headed to the hole.”

“I killed her. She’s my kill,” he whimpered.

The guard stood as two more entered the area. “Get him out of here. Fool has finally lost his
mind.”

The jeers from Joe and the others had transformed to grunts of pity. Seemed Lenny Poe had
finally gone over the edge.
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Chapter 7

I call Lacey on her cell when I’'m only a mile from home; it’s one of many new rituals we’ve
adapted over the past six months. | unwittingly snuck up on her during an unplanned mid-day arrival a
few weeks ago. It nearly earned me a bullet to the chest,a mistake I won’t make again.

My reference to home is really a rental property. A fully renovated 1922 bungalow with three
bedrooms, a corner study, built-in cabinets, a wraparound porch (a constant reminder of Utopia) and
knotty wood floors. We’re located on a charming tree-lined street in one of Central Austin’s most
revered districts. The schools are exemplary and crime is virtually non-existent—but there’s no saying
how long we’ll stay. We’re here on a month to month basis.

| have a history with the owner.A few years back he hired me to confirm his suspicion that his
young wife was running around behind his back. | reluctantly took the case and within days was able
to provide photos of not one but three male suitors in compromising positions with his betrothed. The
photos saved him a fortune in his divorce settlement. It’s the type of work I consider to be near the
bottom rung of my profession, an outcome with no real winners, but it’s work and that’s my reality.
Find the truth in all forms.

We crossed paths again by mere chance in my search for arental property. The house had been
vacant three weeks and already he was dealing with homeless sguatters that busted out a back window
and made the place their own. We agreed on a ridiculously low rent with the understanding that we’d
have four weeks to move if a firm offer came through. Lacey, the kids and | tearfully packed up our
log home on the Sabinal River and headed to the city where a full-time police force and a neighborhood
watch program give us a sense of the safety we lacked in our isolated country hideaway.

Ellie rushes me the moment | enter the back door and grabs my leg. It’s a heart-warming
routine that | know has a shrinking lifespan. | toss her in the air, catch her in a cradled position and
shower her with kisses. Lacey is crouched next to a cardboard moving box that has not yet been
unloaded and properly stowed. She gives me a pleasant smile and continues.

No need to get up. Just the first time ['ve seen you today. | push past it.
“Where’s Michael?” I ask.

“In his room.” Lacey looks toward the hallway.

“Mommy’s making him clean it,” Ellie giggles.

“Aren’t you going to help him?” I tickle her stomach.

“No way. You can help. She closes her eyes, bracing for more tickles. I don’t disappoint.

24



“No way. Not me.” I kiss her a few more times before I drop her down and pat her on the
bottom. Sheruns off down the hall. “The place is coming together,” I tell Lacey.

Lacey rolls into a seated position and rubs her hands through her beautiful brown hair. She’s
wearing white Capri’s that accent her fit, tan calves, aloose fitting University of Memphis tee cut wide
enough at the neck to expose her bronze shoulders and a bright orange halter strap. God, she’s
gorgeous. “Not fast enough.” She sighs. “We’ll probably have it in order about the time we need to
pack it back up.”

| crouch next to her, worm the fingers of my right hand through her hair and cup the back of
her head. She looks down for just a moment then tilts her head upat the slightest of angles and stares at
me with heavy lids and impossibly mesmerizing eyes. | know in that moment and the thousands of
others before it that I'm way out of my league. Despite that, I’ve always felt destined to share a
lifetime with thisincredible woman. Yet now | wonder. And | wonder quite often.

“How was your meeting?” She redirects her sights on the box.
“Interesting. *
“So you’re signed on.” It’s more a statement than a question.

“They’re arranging for me to meet with Dutton in Huntsville. I’ll give them that much.
Anything further remains to be seen.”

She acknowledges this with the slightest nod.
“Any bites in the email?” I ask.
“I haven’t looked.”

In the twelve years of our marriage Lacey has acted as the unofficia administrator of our
Private Investigation business, the sole means of our family income. She screens emails, voicemails,
(never phone calls), and checks our PO Box several times a week. She separates the wheat from the
chaff and together we determine what’s financially worth pursuing and what to give a pass. Of late,
however, she’s added a second classification.

Too dangerous to consider. Or at least that’s my hunch.

My chosen profession has always given her cause for concern, but it’s abundantly clear that
Brajko Markovic has raised her level of trepidation exponentially. | anticipated any number of changes
but I didn’t expect an effect on our bottom line. We simply can’t afford to choose only the glaringly
safe clients. Not now anyhow. Our Utopia home remains on the market and despite an adept realtor,
there are no signs of real interest. For now we bear the burden of a simultaneous mortgage and rental
payment.
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Our departure from Hill Country to the rapidly growing city of Austin should have spelled
instant growth to our business but not much has changed. Before our move | personally contacted
more than thirty criminal law firms and provided the necessary documentation for inclusion on their list
of potential investigators. | was pleased to find that my recent successes were fresh on the minds of
most. But very little has come through and I can’t help but believe my longtime assistant has screened
and discarded some questionable inquiries. I don’t dare push the issue. Not yet anyhow.

Lacey pulls one of her cherished |eather bound books from the box and wipes off the cover with
the palm of her hand.

I can’t believe you made it a month without your babies,” I say with a smirk.
She offers a light smile and pulls out another. “I’ve been a little busy.”

Lacey possesses a peculiar but healthy relationship with the written word of the long deceased
masters of literature. She studied Medieval Literature by choice at Memphis and developed what
appears to be a lifelong love of Chaucer, Sturlson, Abelard and the more recent though primordial
works of Emerson, Ingersoll, and Marlowe. Though I’m unable to fully grasp this passion for yellowed
paper and labored text, I’'m keenly aware that her preoccupation speaks of a higher level of intellect and
vision than my utilitarian gray matter. Her collection is a diverse mix of mediaeval prose and European
and American classics. She describes her obsession as a desire to retain the thoughts and inspirations
of some of the greatest minds the world has ever known.

“So what now?” She stacks one book on top of the other.
“We look for suitable work.”
“And Dutton?”

“Dutton gets what he deserves. The firm has had severa investigators on this case
already.What could I possibly find in the final days that they missed?”’

“That’s the spirit,” she says acerbically.
“Is my bias that obvious?”
“Just a bit.”

Lacey picks up a small stack of books, presses them to her chest and rises.Her embrace raises
her Tee just enough to reveal the most glaring effect of the preceding months: a Colt 22 is clipped to
her beltline. The sight gives me pause.Such a stark contrast of realities, a beautiful woman, her
cherished books, two vibrant children down the hall and a widow-maker strapped to her side.

This woman has been through Hell and back—then forced to rehash her ordeal over and over
again. Authorities continually prodded her for al the sordid particulars, the where, the when and the
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how of her and Ellie’s capture and abduction, insisting that even the dlightest detail may lead them to
Markovic. But thereis so little she knows.

And then there’s Wade, the shameless subhuman who laid hands on my daughter and viewed
Lacey as his for the taking for six long days. He’s been convicted by the courts and awaits sentencing
in the next couple of weeks. His misguided public defender has all but assured that his sentence will be
minimal with a possibility of nothing but probation. We’ll know very soon and there’s nothing I can
do to alter the outcome. The very notion that this man could one day walk free chills my Lacey to the
bone. Though probation is improbable, I’ve dealt with the justice system for far too long to rest
assured of the obvious. And if he does walk the streets again, how do | deal with it? How do | restrain
my most base and sordid instinct to snub the life out of him?

Wade has given investigators nothing of Markovics possible whereabouts. Although a criminal
of Wade’s ilk will lie about the weather while standing in the rain, I’'m inclined to believe him on this
matter. Brajko Markovic is far too thorough to leave such a sloppy loose end, especialy one as self-
serving as Wade. He was never more than a hired thug.

Lacey’s Memphis Tee gathers between her skin and the Colt, | reach out and quickly reposition
it. She stares at me with pursed lips and a knitted brow. The question on her mindshe’s posed a dozen
times.How do we explain to Ellie the existence of a gun on her mother’s hip?

Michael is keenly aware of the gun and the reason for its existence. He and | discussed the
matter and appropriately compartmentalized it.But Lacey resists addressing the matter with her ten year
old son, choosing to pretend that she’s sufficiently hidden the weapon from his sight for six full
months.

She’s determined to portray an image to her children that life is unchanged and the world and
everything in it is good and loving. | admire her motherly instinct to protect and nurture, but | livein
fear of the internal turmoil that is slowly eating away at the woman I love. There’s an austere truth that
| know she needs to address to silence the chaos in her soul forever. Lacey killed a man with her own
hands. It was undeniably justifiable and highly courageous but it haunts her every waking moment.
She acted on her most base instinct, an instinct that she now fears—an animalistic impulse she was
never aware she possessed. And now she struggles to find the identity she thought she had solidified
decades ago.

Reluctantly | see myself viewing her in two parts: the “Lacey before” and the “Lacey after.I’m
ashamed of this unmerited emotion but am unable to purge it from my mind.

For my part, | selfishly considered using the weeks following our hellish ordeal to polish my
rapidly rising star. My heroics, as they were called, brought a rush of fleeting fame and the networks
were eager to capitalize on my fifteen minutes. While Lacey, Michael and Ellie struggled to chase
away the demons, | practiced my interview techniques in front of the bathroom mirror and entertained
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every possible offer. It took Lacey to put me back where | belonged—home and fully engaged. My
family needed me now more than ever.

| ultimately minimized my hero’s parade to a few short radio interviews placed from the
comfort of our Utopia home. I'm mortified when I consider the terrible harm I may have wrought on
my family by proudly flashing my mug for the cameras.

My blatant mockery of Brajko Markovic would surely not have gone unreciprocated. Thistime
he’d make certain there were no loose ends. This was all so very clear to Lacey as it should have been
to me. But | was caught up in the glamour, out of touch with those that needed me most. And I don’t
think she has yet forgiven me for the transgression.

Michael tramps down the hall with Ellie in tow. His face is beat red. “Can I be done yet?”
“Bed is made?” Lacey asks.

“Yes.”

“Everything is picked up?”

“Yep.”

“And put in the drawers?”” She tilts her head with alook of growing doubt.

“Yep.” Hisresponse less firm thistime.

“Not just crammed in?”

“Uh huh.”

“Dad, do you want to check it out?” she asks.

“Sure.” I recite my one word line from our practiced routine. Michael responds with an equally
predictable retort.

“Let me double check before you look. I might have forgotten some of. . .” his voice drifts off
as he heads back down the hallway.

Shefolds her arms and smirks. “He gets that from you.”
“The charm and good looks?”

“Yeah, sure.That’s what I meant.” She smiles. “You know we don’t need Dutton’s money,
right? I know how you feel about him and I wouldn’t blame you a bit if you turned him down.”

“I appreciate that, but it is good money.”
“It’s just money. And not necessarily good.”

“What if he’s innocent? Should that play a part in my decision?” I ask.
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“I think we both know he’s not, Will.”

| nod. “His lawyers tell me he has an offer I can’t refuse.”
“More money?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Then what?”

“It’s all a bluff to arrange our face to face. I’ve been on the row before.There’s a lot of
similarities between dead men walking in their final days. A man takes stock of what he’s done, tries
to make sense of it all.Some want to make amends.”

“So let him make peace before he’s gone. Maybe it’s the right thing to do.”
“He took my parents life from them. Everything they had worked so hard for,” I say firmly.
“What he did was terrible, Will, but it’s in the past.Nothing is ever going to change it.”

| wait for an explanation, a reason that’s more than just altruism but she offers nothing. | prod.
“Why the high-road approach?”

“Because closure is healthy,” she says.
“The health of a doomed man seems quite meaningless.”

“Your hedlth, Will. Your closure. You’ve carried anger for Dutton far too long. It’s not
healthy. Meet with him for your sake.”

“And if he angers me more?”

“Just don’t let him. You look him in the eye and show him you’ve won.” She moves toward me
and strokes the side of my arm, a simple contact that’s become all too rare. “But it won’t come to that.”

“How do you know?”

She puts a hand on her hip and tilts her head. “Do you really think he woke up one morning in a
prison cell wondering how he could piss off Will Hogarth one more time before they put a needle in his
arm?”

We both grin at the absurdity. “Fair enough,” I say.
“Do it for you.”
| nod my head slowly. “OK. T’ll listen to what he has to say.”

“Good.”
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| kiss her on the cheek then straighten and look to the hallway. “Who’s up for a picnic at Zilker
Park?” I ask loud enough for the kids to hear.

Michael tears out of his room and seals the door tightly behind him. Ellie escapes just in time.

I’m certain he believes he’s dodged the room inspection bullet. I suppose he has. Ellie squeals, “I do. 1
do.”

“Can we swim in Barton Springs?” Michael asks excitedly.
“You up for that, Mom?”
“Sure.” Lacey smiles.

For amoment all seemsright. But of late, good times are fleeting at the Hogarth house.
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Chapter 8

The drive from Austin to the Texas Department of Criminal Justice’s Allan B. Polunsky Death
Row Unit in the quaint town of West Livingston, Texas is a little more than two hundred miles. My
Google search informs me that on this day exactly two-hundred-and-ninety-one brutal killers, rapists,
and pedophiles are spending their final years behind these walls. On their designated day, in nothing
more than a common white cargo van, each will travel west on an undisclosed route through the woods
of east Texas to the town of Huntsville and the infamous Walls Unit. Here they will meet their maker at
acurrent rate of two cons per month.

My route is a series of rolling highways and two lane roads cutting through the small Texas
towns of Giddings, Brenhamand Navasota. It took Jonathan Moore a day to arrange my meeting with
Karl Dutton inside Polunsky’s Terrell Unit. Requests of this nature tend to be granted far more freely
in the prisoner’s final weeks on the row. It’s the Texas Correction Department’s idea of compassion.

In each of my prior visits to Polunsky, my client’s counsel has been insistent on joining me, but
neither Moore,Halston or Moore seemed the least bit interested in joining me on this trip. After eight
years of meaningless appeals and tedious paperwork, Karl Dutton has become little more than a
nuisance to his defense team.

This is my fourth visit to the state’s renowned maximum security unit. ’'ve had the unfortunate
and life altering occurrence of witnessing three orchestrated homicides by the state of Texas. That’s
their terminology, not mine. The official death certificate of the deceased lists the cause of death as a
homicide. Webster defines homicide as the deliberate and unlawful killing of one person by another;
unlawful, that is, unless it’s conducted in a sanitary and legal manner by five employees of that
particular state’s penal system. I guess Webster forgot to add that clarification before the book went to
print.

Two of the three condemned were clients of mine. The third was a personal favor to a mother of
a convicted killer who couldn’t bear to watch her baby die alone. I was hired to find evidence that
would clear their names. Needless to say, I came up short. It’s not to say I didn’t find new and
credible evidence, | found plenty. Unfortunately, all of it confirmed that the jury got it right. Whether |
believe any man or woman should be put to death by the state is an unsettled dispute in my mind, but |
know they had the right body strapped to the gurney each time | was involved. | can only wonder if
Dutton’s defense team is aware of my less than stellar record of pulling off miracles for the
condemned. I suspect they are, though they’d never admit it. I can’t help believe they’re hoping I keep
my perfect record intact.

It took just six years for the United States Supreme Court to reverse their 1972 ban of the death
penalty. Since that time nearly two thousand have been put to death nationwide. Thirty-five percent on
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the list have met their fate in the great state of Texas, a well-documented fact that many in the state
wear as a badge of honor.

Under intense pressure from Human rights groups the courts ruled once more in 1982, this time
for the sole purpose of forever doing away with the archaic use of the electric chair. Old Sparky was
formally retired shortly thereafter, though if I’'m to believe what I’ve heard, the death chair remains on
the grounds of the Huntsville Walls Unit, properly stowed, ready and willing to get back to work if ever
called upon. For more than three decades the courts have remained silent on the issue, satisfied and
self-justified with the use of lethal injection on oursociety’s most deserving. Thou shall not kill has
been trumped by an eye for an eye.

Dry roads, light traffic and an early start to the day allow me plenty of time to grab a bite in
Huntsville before continuing on to West Livingston.

Huntsville, Texasisasmall rural town not unlike athousand othersin the Lone Star state—with
a charming downtown strip lined with well-maintained century old structures and more churches than
bars. Huntsville, however, is different in one very distinct way, a human being has been legaly
executed in thistown at the rate of nearly two per month for the past thirty years.

As on each of my three prior passes through Huntsville, | choose to patronize the Café Texan, a
local icon of an establishment, thanks in no small part to its appearance on severa cable channel
documentaries.

The cafe occupies the first floor of an orange brick two story building on the corner of Sam
Houston Avenue and Eleventh Street. Decoratively painted windows beneath a black canvas awning
announce quite smply,Welcome Home. A fifties era dime store neon sign is attached to the corner
above the canvas, positioned in such a manner that Café Texan can be read from either adjoining street.
| suspect the forethought of the angle is no longer necessary—no one in this town needs help finding
the Texan.

A familiar middle-aged waitress with a pleasant smile and a confident manner greets me with a
pot of coffee the moment | drop into ared vinyl chair beside a chrome trimmed corner table. | turn my
cup over in a show of acceptance and order scrambled eggs and biscuits. She calls me swestie, winks
and is off to refill the mugs of a room full of regulars. Thejoint is filled with gray-haired, unhurried
looking men with unpretentious southern demeanors. I’m sure at least a few of these weathered souls
are those I’ve seen on the documentaries; men with tales of days gone by when good ole boys raised
glasses as old sparky made the town lights flicker. But not all feel such pride in ultimate justice. The
documentaries portray a town seemingly split into three camps regarding the use of corporal
punishment. Age, gender, creed and race play little part in the division of opinions. The most common
conviction is neither pro nor con, rather a complete numbness and outright disregard for the matter.
Severd, learning of the day’s execution from the filmmakers themselves, shrug and delve back into
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their famed pepper steak, fries and bottomless sweet tea. It leaves me to wonder how many here today
even know the name Karl Dutton.

For certain, there will be no ralies in the street for Dutton and limited national network
exposure. Dutton is a black mark on the reputations of the financia networks that prominently
displayed his face and valued his opinions. The dramatic death of Virginia Crowley and the ensuing
trial were cable and internet gold for six long months. The forty-seven story plunge onto the crowded
city streets below was pure Hollywood, torn from the scripts of a Coppola or De Palma blockbuster. A
killing of such passion and rage could only be achieved by the most cold-hearted and deranged killer.
Few could believe that a highly successful millionaire with so much to lose could fall so far. Dutton
must be innocent. Virginia Crowley was killed by a faceless madman, not the clean cut fifty-three
year-old white male sitting in the defendant’s chair wearing a thousand dollar suit and an Armani tie.
Time and overwhelming evidence slowly swayed public opinion.

Network forums scrutinized every detail of the crime and the defendant. Scorned investors
swarmed the airwaves with tales of fraud, corruption and life atering loss. Inevitably, the unsolved
disappearance and assumed death of his first wife took center stage. Was it possible that Dutton was a
habitual and unremorseful killer?

Through months of nearly unmatched national exposure, eye witness testimonies and persona
accounts, the prosecution successfully depicted Dutton as a self-absorbed dlitist psychopath who
viewed himself as beyond the reach of the aimighty hand of the law. As it turned out, Dutton was very
wrong.

By the end there was very little public outcry over the verdict—quite the contrary actually. The
highbrow defendant was getting what he deserved. And though the sentence of death was questioned
by many as extreme, the passion and desire to reverse the injustice was shared by far too few to gain
traction. Interest in Karl Dutton faded rapidly following the reading of the verdict. Misguided starlets
in rehab and the birth of a reality star’s love-child once again dominated the interests of the general
public. And in the ensuing el ght-and-a-half years since the trial’s end, Karl Dutton has become nothing
more than yesterday’s news—a closed book of unfortunate history.

| take a long sip then call Lacey for the third time in as many hours. The connection is
intended to assure that al is well in my absence. Lacey is insistent that a text message is adequate
assurance but | prefer the sound of her voice. If something is amiss, and she speaks under duress and
exact direction, | would know it immediately by her breathing pattern and the deflection in her tone. |
can read people—it’s what I do. | pick up on subtle changes in voice patterns, shifts in body position
and irregular eye movements. The ability to decipher delicate cluesis crucial in my chosen profession.
It’s a bit unsettling to have to employ these skills on my own wife.

We’ve established the arbitrary code word, nebulous, to convey trouble. A simple word, but one
we both could avoid for a millennium in standard use. It’s a code not to be used in jest or flippantly.
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The mere utterance of nebulous is my key to contact authorities and set into motion an irreversible
onslaught of armed officers authorized to shoot first and ask questions later. But I’'m aware if the worst
has occurred, if Braggko Markovic chooses to return in my absence, Lacey’s every word may be scripted
and any deviation on her part would spell immediate disaster. So | rely on the sound of her voice and
the cadence of her toneto tell me what | need to know.

There’s a near inevitability regarding Markovic’s surefire return that goes without discussion, a
haunting point that wakes me in the night. And it’s really quite simple. When Markovic strikes | will
not be his first target. Quick death without mental or physical torture tends to bore him. | will be the
last to die. If his scheme goes exactly as planned, as they almost always do, I’ll be afforded the
horrifying vision of watching my family die.
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Chapter 9

The exterior walls of the Alan B. Polunsky unit resemble an enlarged version of the interior of a
city morgue.Neatly ordered columns and rows of cold gray cement hold thin slotted windows, equally
utilitarian in design. A multitude of these structures stand side by side, each constructed with straight
lines, flat roofs, and void of architectura artistry. The unit comes into view through three sets of
twenty foot high chain linked fences, topped with spiraled barbed wire. Manned watchtowers are
positioned at every corner of the acreage.

While lore speaks of several daring and successful escapes, al claims are unsubstantiated. The
Polunsky Unit takes pride in the official position that no man or woman has ever escaped the maximum
security prison in its sixty plus years of existence.

| pass through a series of check points before entering the main entrance of the Terrell Unit,
one of the most scrutinized and debated death row units in North America. Investigative reports speak
of atrocious conditions and treatment, which the prison officials systematically deny, adamant that
prisoners are treated with the utmost humanity.

| suspect the truth lies somewhere in between. The undisputed truth is that each inmate is
locked inside a six by ten windowless cell for twenty-two hours each day for years on end. There’s
disagreement as to the horrors of the two hours of relative freedom. Reports mention unimpeded acts of
extreme violence and sexual sadism. None make it into the daily reports.

On a far less concerning note, meals are served with less than adequate content, void of
necessary nutritional value and intentionally absent of flavor. Maintenance of individual cells is slow
and haphazard. Clogged toilets can go unchecked for days on end with inmates left to relieve
themselvesin their metal sinks, rinsing the remains with hopelessly weak flowing faucets. Visitation is
rare, short and strongly discouraged. Most are limited to lawyer’s visits but even those occur only
during the appeal process and very little thereafter.

A guard leads me down a series of long cinder block lined hallways separated by heavily bolted
steel doors. It’s a route I’ve taken several times. He speaks for the first and only time as he opens the
final door. Hiswords are short and simple.

“Knock when you’re through.”

The room is long and narrow with a small window at the far end. It’s vacant—I’ve seen it no
other way. There are three side by side attorney’s booths, constructed, I suppose, in the event of a boon
of death row visitors. | settle into the first and await Dutton’s arrival. We’ll be separated by a three
inch thick Plexiglas divider, requiring us to speak through an outdated hard plastic phone. | take a
moment to wipe down the receiver with my shirt before | dare bring it near my head. The air in the
room is warm and unpleasant. A vent beneath the window blows steadily, evidenced by the slight
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movement of afaded curtain. | wonder where the air finds its origin, what lungs have aready inhaled
and expelled the very air I’m |eft to breath.

After only a few minutes, a guard appears at the door on the other side of the divider. He
studies me through the window for a moment then steps aside and opens the door.

Sixty-one-year-old Karl Dutton walks through in washed-out prison orange garb and shackles.
I’ve anticipated this moment all week, but the preparation has done me little good. I expect a haggard
and pitiful man, hope for one actually.What | see is a poised, upright figure, hardly worse for wear.
And then he does something that raises the hair on my forearms, something I don’t expect. He greets
me with the arrogant and fraudulent smile he used to bilk millions from hundreds of trusting investors.

I know in that moment that this meeting will be short, concise and quite certainly the last time |
ever see his despicable face.

Dutton drops down in the chair and brings the phone to his ear. His hands are still shackled
together. “Thanks for coming, Will,” he says like an old friend.

| nod.

He crimps his lips then stares down for a moment to collect himself. I know it’s all part of his
well-rehearsed script, so | opt to throw him off, to put him on his heels.

“There’s nothing I can do for you that the others haven’t already tried,” I say.

He raises his head slowly, the satisfied grin replaced, or merely set aside, by tight lips, “But
you can try. That’s all I’'m asking.”

I take a harder jab, a heartless shot that’s meant to sting like an ice pick to the gut. I can hardly
believe it’s my own voice speaking, but | loathe this man. I don’t intend to regret missing out on my
one moment to give my parents a small bit of posthumous satisfaction. “What you should be
considering is who you want on hand at the Walls Unit. | suppose your son will want to be there. Are
there any other next of kin you’d like me to contact?” He nods. “That’s fair, Will. You’ve earned your
anger.”

Our eyes lock for along moment, both waiting and wondering if the other might make an early
exit. But I’'m enjoying this a bit too much and he has nowhere else to go. He cuts right to the chase.

“I’'m a fighter, Will. I've always been. I came from nothing and made a fortune. I don’t intend
to go easily.”

I can’t believe he’s gloating about his ill-gotten fortune. My intended look of disinterest is
betrayed by a look of bewilderment. “You’re a two-bit thief, Dutton.A self-absorbed fraud. You have
less than a month before you stand before your maker. | would suggest you lose the self-justification—
He tends to see right through it.”
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Dutton snorts and grins. “You won’t be attending my going away party? Should | cross you
off the guest list?”

“Please don’t. I made a point to leave the date open on my calendar.”
“Would it make a difference if I said I was sorry for what I did to your parents?”

“It would make a big difference if it was sincere, but good luck trying to convince me of that.”
The apology doesn’t come.His focus remains on his own self-interest.

“What if I told you I didn’t kill my ex-wife?”
“Which one?”

This would be the moment to deny both allegations with a simple “neither” but he offers
nothing. His only focus is on the matter at hand, the crime he’s set to be executed for. No sense
mucking things up with unfound allegations. I have no idea what became of wife number one but I'm
certain Dutton does. So | push the issue. “There’s a lead on the remains of your first wife. Care to
elaborate on the details of her demise?”

He’s unmoved by my bluff. And why wouldn’t he be? He’s scheduled to die either way,
whether he killed one ex-wife or al three of them makes no difference.

“Elizabeth Crowley killed Virginia, plain and simple. I had nothing whatsoever to do with it,”
he says firmly.

I just find this to be sad. Dutton is a lot of things, but he’s no simpleton.Quite the contrary. |
expected something new and creative after eight plus years of utter solitude and consideration. Y et this
iswhat | get—more of the same. The claim is tedious at best. I respond accordingly. “There’s no proof
whatsoever to support that theory. Not then and not now.”

“That’s because no one has cared to look.” A bit of urgency finally comesinto histone.
“The claim has been checked thoroughly.There’s nothing there.”

“Has it?” he asks harshly. “Are you certain of that?”

“Quite.”

“Have you checked it out yourself? Have you, Will?”” Dutton’s ass leaves his chair and just that
quick, the door behind him opens. He looks over his shoulder and drops back down.The door closes.

I move to bring the matter to an end. “Elizabeth Crowley is not a suspect in Virginia Crowley’s
death. There are no suspects. The state of Texas firmly believes you’re responsible for her death. As
for Elizabeth Crowley, it’s your word against hers and three witnesses and a videotape suggest that
she’s the one telling the truth.”
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“I need you to check her out yourself. And check out Curtis Crowley while you’re at it. I'm
sure he was standing right there next to her when she placed that call.”

An involuntary expulsion of breath leaves my lungs. “Why? Why me?”’ I expect a canned pitch
with regard to my well known successes but he throws me a curve.

“Because I don’t trust my lawyers.They’re hiding something. I’'m certain of it. And you’re the
type of investigator that picks up on what others miss.”

I don’t know whether to laugh or get up and leave. There’s intensity in Dutton’s eyes.He’s
glares at me, studying my reaction. | find it almost comical, or at least as droll as can be in a death row
visitor’s room. I give the most basic response, doing my best not to roll my eyes in the process. “You
can’t be serious.”

“More serious than I’ve ever been about anything. I believe they’re connected to the Crowleys
in some way.”

I came here for closure and this is where it’s taken me. Lacey’s suggestion that Dutton may
want to absolve himself of his sins seemed reasonable, but it was way off the mark. It’s apparent that
he couldn’t care less of the evils of his past. What a colossal waste of time. Karl Dutton has been a con
man for so long it’s possible he’s begun to believe his own twisted version of truth and reality. This
latest fabrication is nothing short of absurd.

I’'m a professional. I track down truth wherever it might be hiding, but I don’t waste time
chasing down the wishful musings of compulsive liars just for a payday. Dutton has provided me with
nothing that might lure me in, save for the offer of a generous retainer. There’s no heartfelt
apology.The enticement of an “offer too good to refuse” has never been brought up. No great surprise
there. My mind is made up. “There’s nothing I can do for you,” I say. “Tell your son to keep my
father’s money. I’m not interested in it. May God have mercy on your soul.”

| place the receiver in the cradle and push my chair back. The guard picks up on my retreat and
opens the door behind Dutton. There’s instant desperation in Karl Dutton’s eyes. As I turn my back on
him | hear his hand slam onto the Plexiglas.

| glance back to see him standing, the phone now by his side, the guard already latched onto
him.But he continues to pound. He’s shouting but the words are muffled by the Plexiglas between us.
I’'m unexpectedly transfixed by the panic in his eyes. Dutton shrugs off the guard and a struggle ensues
but his eyes never leave mine.

I approach, knock on the window and raise one finger to the guard. “Give me one more
minute.” Though all he can see is the movement of my lips, he casts me an irritated glare, then shoves
Dutton back down into the chair. He raises his own index finger. | nod and he once again leaves us
alone. | remain standing as | lift the receiver. Ispeak before Dutton has the chance.

“Still not interested,” I say again.
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He doesn’t mince words.He blurts out the offer he’s kept in his back pocket, an offer that
almost went unsaid. “I can help you find Markovic.” His words send a jolt of heat down the length of

my spine.

A thousand considerations would not have included the utterance of this very simple statement.
I’'m staggered. Dutton has my immediate and undivided attention—and he knows it. Any thought of
masking my interest in an effort to maintain my control is wiped away as | slither back down into the
chair. “How do you know about Markovic?”

A composed look of hope replaces the desperation of a moment carlier. “My son told me
everything. That bastard is walking the streets and I’m in here. Where the hell is the justice?”

I’m uncertain of how to respond.

Dutton senses it and continues. “Ethan, that’s my boy, he’s wanted me to contact you from the
start. Told me you could get me the widespread exposure | needed to get the evidence re-visited. Y ours
was the first name he mentioned once they tossed me into this godforsaken place. | told him to forget
about it, to find someone else.Told him I’d be the last person you’d want to help.”

Dutton takes a deep breath and looks over his shoulder, well aware the clock is ticking. “But
then things changed. Before my final appeal he came to me with this crazy story about this Markovic
guy. Tells me how your family was held captive while he had you parading around DC like some
common criminal. Really quite a story, Will, but | had no idea why he drove all this way to tell me
about it until he told me the ending. The part where Markovic escapes with a promise to return. After
his escape from custody, Ethan kept an ear out for something to latch onto, something to give us
leverage. That’s when he heard you on the radio talking about Markovic’s promise of revenge. And
that’s when he knew he had something.”

“Had what?”

“Leverage. Ethan knows people who can do what you need done. We can scratch each other’s
backs so to speak. I kind of figured you wouldn’t take my money but this is different. This is about
keeping your family safe. So what do you say, Will?”

| hardly know how to react. There are so many questions and only seconds before the guard
returns. [ ask the first thing that comes to mind. “Why didn’t Ethan contact me himself six months
ago?”

“He didn’t think he had to. He contacted your lawyers. They assured him they would handle it
but before I know it the final appeal is exhausted and you’ve never been approached. “Doesn’t that
convince you something is up, Will?”

“Not really.” I don’t give the guilty lawyers rant any more than that. “Why wouldn’t I just use
your retainer to hire my own guys?”
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Dutton states bluntly, “Ethan has an inside track with these guys. They take care of their own.”
“What type of guys are we talking about?”’

Dutton’s voice is hurried. “Let’s just say there are favors granted and favors owed. Y ou need
my son on this. Do you have any idea what this sort of operation would cost you to do on your own?
Thisis an international search, trained professionals crisscrossing the globe with the necessary pocket
cash, documents, armament, lodging, and on and on.”

“I’m an investigator. I’ll do it myself.” I say halfheartedly.
“And leave your family alone while you tramp around the world? Bad idea.”
“I don’t need any back alley bounty hunters doing my dirty work. I do things by the book.”

“Is there any other way?” I’'m not sure if it’s sarcasm or just Dutton’s usual flippant tone.
“Come on, Will, please. Call my son. Let’s make a deal. I’'m running out of time here.”

The guard enters. “Time’s up.” I hear him through the phone.
“Do we have a deal?” Dutton asks with urgency. “Do we have a deal?”

The guard pulls him from his chair. “Let’s go. Time’s up.” The phone falls from Dutton’s hand
and is left to swing from the metal chord. The line of communication is still open but fading.

“Deal.”l answer with heightened volume. It’s clear that Dutton can hear my words by the
reassurance in his eyes. And then he’s gone.

| sit trying to recreate how I went from “not interested” to “deal” in the space of minutes. |f
there’s validity to Dutton’s offer, maybe life can finally return to some sense of normal. Either way
I’'m a man of my word, even with the likes of Dutton. And it’s time to get this investigation underway.

40



Chapter 10

The receptionist at Moore, Halston, and Moore directs my call to the voicemail of Jonathan
Moore. I state that I’'m on board and that I’ll be in touch soon. | push zero and am rerouted to the
receptionist. Thistime | ask specifically for David Moore.Once again, | am sent to voicemail. | leave
a short message regarding the status of the court transcripts, the reports of the prior investigations and
the need for Ethan Dutton’s contact information. I leave my cell phone number twice before hanging

up.

It’s a constant source of amazement to me that so many bare their souls, unleash their darkest
secrets and commit all sorts of heinous slander on cell phones and social media sites. A rapidly
growing portion of young people have never known life without these devices. Perhaps they’re just as
comfortable with these modes of conversation as previous generations were with sharing gossip over a
backyard fence.

Though just thirty-six, | feel more in tune with the backyard gossipers. | hesitate to share
Dutton’s offer with Lacey via cell phone, in fear that somehow, the ever resourceful Brajko Markovic
islistening in on my every word. Then | do an about face. | call anyway. Let him listenin. Let him
know we’re coming for him.

Lacey receives the message with the emotion of a routine business call.By the time | return
home, she’s already done her homework. She greets me at the door with a folder in hand and, much to
my delight, asmall peck on the cheek.

“Kids are already down. I think Michael may be catching a cold. I loaded him up with three
thousand milligrams of C and tucked him in. He didn’t fight me a bit.”

“What’s this?” I point to the folder in her hand. She opens it and fans through the documents.
“Contact information for the D.A. that prosecuted Dutton—unfortunately he’s since moved on—and a
detailed listing of the bench decisions of the presiding judge that oversaw the trial. She’s no friend of
the accused. | aso have last known addresses of Curtis and Elizabeth Crowley. You may find it
interesting that the addresses aren’t one and the same. Seems the lucky beneficiaries went their own
way not long after the trial.”

“You did this all since my phone call?”

“It’s like you say.Once we’re on board its full steam ahead. Besides, I like this one. It’s got a
bit of everything with little chance you’ll end up in someone’s crosshairs.”

“Well, you’ve given me a nice head start. Thanks, baby.”

“I’'m not through. I also pulled up the website of the Texas Capital Defender’s group here in
Austin. You may want to seeif they can offer any help.”
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“Anything else?” I grin.

“Actually yes, I’ve saved the best for last.” She pulls the final sheet from the folder. “This is an
archived piece from the American Statesman a year or so after Dutton was sentenced.” She hands me
the article and summarizes while I scan it. “It’s a statement from Curtis Crowley to investigators in
which he accuses his ex-wife of his mother’s murder.”

I’m taken aback. “This is huge.”

“You would think so, but not as far as I can tell. It’s the first and last article that makes any
mention of it.”

“It seems kind of odd that his lawyers wouldn’t have shared this little tidbit with me.”
“In their defense, you weren’t entirely signed on.”

| pull my cell from my pocket and begin to dial.

“Who are you calling?”

“Jonathan Moore. Let’s see why such a damning admission died on the vine.”

Lacey puts her hand on mine and guides my cell away from my ear. “Not yet. There’s time for
that.” She sets the folder down and guides me toward the couch. We drop down in unison and she
takes my hand in hers. Shelooksinto my eyesfor along moment. “I know you worry about me, Will.”

| wish she would continue but she waits for aresponse. | nod.
“And I know things haven’t been the same.”
“It’s OK. | understand...

She puts her finger to my mouth. “I just want you to know I would never leave you and the
kids. I’ll beat this thing whatever it takes.”

As I often do, I say what’s better left unsaid. “And if there were no kids?”

“There are, Will. Two wonderful children.”

“You know what I mean.”

“That’s unfair, Will. Marriage goes through stages. Everyone goes through ups and downs.”

“But this is more than that.We both know it. I know you’ve been through more than anyone can
imagine, but there’s a part of me that feels it’s more than that. Something that was missing all along.”

She gives me the worst possible response. None whatsoever.

“So there might be something to my suspicion,” I say.
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“I guess,” she says. “I mean, no, of course not.” She gets up abruptly. “Please, Will. Let it be.”
“It’s hard.”

“Ok. Fine. You want me to tell you how I feel? Is that what you want?”

“Yes.”

“I feel nothing at all. I’ve detached myself from all emotion just to get past the fear and pain. It
hurts less this way. I don’t expect you to understand. | just need you to be patient.”

“I will, baby. I will.”

“I’ll get through, Will.Y ou need to trust me.”

“Of course. As long as it takes, baby.”

“I’m still in here somewhere, Will. When I finally break free, it’s you I want by my side.”
I lean and kiss her on the cheek. “I’ll be right here.”

Lacey smiles, then gets up and heads down the hall. | wait amoment and hit re-dial. Thistime
I’m less passive with the receptionist at Moore, Halston and Moore. When I'm yet again forwarded to
the recorded voice of Jonathan Moore I hang up and call again “I’d really like to speak to an actual
person—not a machine.” She’s unmoved, atrue professional.

“Certainly, Mr. Hogarth. Let me page.” In less than a minute Jonathan Moore comes on the
line.

“Got your voicemail, Will.” he says in an upbeat tone. “I speak for all of us when I say it’s great
to have you officially on board.”

“Let’s just hope it’s not too late.”
“Touche’.”

| cut to the chase. “What became of Curtis Crowley’s claim that Elizabeth killed his mother?”
Jonathan huffs. “It simply didn’t check out.”

“Was it brought before the courts?”

“Unsubstantiated claims, especially ones this daunting aren’t presented without thorough
consideration. It’s critical for us to maintain credibility with the appellate board. The astonishment |
hear in your voice is one we all shared, Will. Believe me when | tell you that no one wanted the
accusation to be real more than us. It was our first and only real lead since the conviction.”

“Seems like a lot more than a lead.”

“Yeah, it sure did.”
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“Then what happened? Why didn’t it make front page news?”

“Curtis Crowley made the claim eighteen months after the conviction and six months after what
I’ve come to understand was a nasty divorce. The press thought enough of it to put it in print but
refused to elevate the claim under pressure from the DA’s office. They had no intention of having their
conviction revisited based solely on the bizarre and oddly-timed accusation of a bitter ex-husband.
They claimed it was all about money. And who wouldn’t believe that? If Elizabeth Crowley is the
killer, Curtis receives the entire fifteen million dollar estate.”

“What changed between the two? Iunderstand that Curtis and Elizabeth were consistent in their
claims throughout the trial.”

“Hard to say for certain, but there’s several theories. Number one is the money, of course. I’ve
been on this planet long enough to know a simple sobering fact—ninety-five percent of everything has
to do with money. When people get a taste of it they want more.”

“Do they want it enough to pin amurder on their ex-wife?”

“Enough to kill her themselves in many cases,” Moore chuckles, “but I suppose you’re being a
bit of a devil’s advocate, Will. You must know the dark side of people’s nature more than most, given
your line of work.”

“All too well I’'m afraid, but why the delay? Why eighteen months after the trial?”

“Who’s to say? Maybe he made a bad investment or gambled away his share of the inheritance.
Maybe he just got scared.”

“Scared?”

“David was relentless in his investigation of Curtis and Elizabeth for a good while after the
Karl’s conviction. If Curtis truly was involved, he could have been concerned we were getting too
close to the truth. Putting al the blame on his ex-wife may have just been an attempt to get us off his
back and put a target on hers.”

“That’s seems a bit drastic. Was the split that hostile?”

“Not at first. Our investigation revealed an amicable split—with photos to support it. They
continued to meet socially for some time, coffee shops, a yoga class, even an outdoor café, all very
civil-like.

“Then what happened?”

“It seems Curtis simply snapped. All social contact ceased abruptly. The times we did see
them together, the exchanges were short and heated. They were no longer planned events, more like
cleverly planned run-ins, orchestrated by Curtis. It became so bad, she eventually filed for arestraining
order.”
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“Amicable so seldom lasts long.”

“Agreed, I’ve been there.” Moore laughs. “But this was just plain ugly. And it got that way in a

2

hurry.

“So why did Curtis never make the claim again? It’s been nearly seven years since he went
public with the accusation.”

“There again, we simply don’t know. But suffice to say, Will, his silence is a pretty strong
indication the claim was bogus. Wouldn’t you agree?”

“Seems like a logical summation.”

“So what started out with such promise got us absolutely nowhere.” Jonathan huffs. “Listen,
Will, I’ve got a meeting to get to. What else can we do for you to help get you started?”

“Well, I suppose I can get the transcripts on my own.”
“I apologize. We’ll get that done today. What else?”” Hisvoiceis hurried.

“I’d like a standing meeting set up with Karl Dutton. A set time once per week until the clock
runs out. Of course I’m hoping it won’t come to that.”

“I’ll have it arranged, though I’'m a bit surprised by the request.”
“When I’'m in—I’m all in.”

“Then consider it done.”
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Chapter 11

As it turns out, there is no need to track down Ethan Dutton. He initiates contact with me and
offers to meet in Austin despite his San Antonio address. | cut his drive down abit by offering to meet
in San Marcos. | know a little Mexican cantina just off the Texas State campus. Ethan thinks better of
it and in the end we chose a public bench at Dunbar Park on MLK. The occasional passersby’s will be
hard pressed to piece together that two seemingly normal thirty-somethings are discussing the use of a
paramilitary force to track down an international killer.

Ethan shakes my hand and provides me a business card. Ethan Dutton, Attorney-at-Law. He’s a
fit man a shade under six feet with meaty hands and a grip like a vice. He’s a full six inches shorter
than me but no less intimidating. His head is shaved and his scalp is almost reflective. He has a strong
chin and wide boxer’s nose. | see abit of Karl Dutton in his eyes.

My Google search has informed me that Ethan practices various types of law but specializesin
immigration and extraditions. We settle in across from each other on a cement picnic bench beneath a
large live oak. Ethan rests his beefy forearms on the table and scans the surroundings.

We spend a few moments on conventional pleasantries and a brief téte-a-téte of the
unseasonably calm weather before diving in head first.

“My father did not kill Virginia Crowley,” he says.
I'nod and a long silence ensues. I take over the lead. “Tell me about your trackers.”
“Let me start by saying they’re not my trackers.”

The firm objective to disassociate himself brings me immediate concern. “Assure me this is on
the up and up.”

He studies me a moment with a look of reservation. “These men can do what you need done.
I’m not privy to all of their methods, nor do I care to be. What I do know is that they’re on the right
side of good and evil. And if crossing an occasional line means the difference between mission failure
and mission success, well so be it. So long as the bad guy loses. I’'m not going to sugar-coat it any more
than that.”

My look of self-righteousness is creating useless tension between us.And if I’'m honest with
myself, my sanctimonious air is outright hypocritical. I know why I’'m here. Karl and Ethan Dutton
are trading trained bounty hunters for the use of my services. Letter-of-the-law boy scouts will fall
miserably in the pursuit of Brajko Markovic. 1 know that as well as anybody. “Fair enough,” I say. I
look at his business card still cupped in my hand. “So tell me how an attorney-at-law is connected to all
of this.”
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“My primary area of practice is extradition law. I keep a formal office in San Antonio but a
great deal of my time is spent in Laredo. As I’'m sure you know, as far as Texas is concerned, Laredo
is ground zero for the Mexican drug trade, human trafficking, and illegal immigration. There’s nothing
but three hundred yards of shallow water between the Texas and Mexico borders. Lovely place.”

As a former federal agent in a San Antonio field office, I’'m intimately knowledgeable of
Laredo, Texas. Not all bad if you keep your nose clean, but hell if you don’t.

“I’ve been working with Laredo officials for over ten years. Our relationship is simple on its
surface,” Ethan says. “They catch ‘em and I cut through the bureaucratic red tape to get them
prosecuted. When Mexican citizens commit atrocities on American soil, we mean to prosecute them
on American soil.” He taps his index finger firmly on the cement table. “Knowing that, they flee back
to their homeland to evade arraignment, at which time | prepare the necessary documents and legal
finagling to extradite them back to the States. The Mexican government is committed to the process as
part of a hundred-year-old treaty, but they’re not exactly breaking their backs to execute it. Sometimes
the process is seamless.More often than not the offender is nowhere to be found. And athough the
treaty dictates the involvement of Mexican authorities and resources in detaining the felon, the effort is
typically lax at best. That’s where our trackers step in.”

Ethan stops for a moment as two co-eds to jog by. He nods and smiles, they giggle flirtatiously
and continue on. He lowers his voice and continues. “Our trackers are an unofficial task force of retired
officers, looking to stay in the game and pad their pockets in the process. Each possesses a high degree
of military training and several decades of police work.” Ethan picks up on the concern in my eyes.
“Don’t worry, Will, our government’s generous pension programs put these guys out to pasture much
earlier than the private sector. These guys range in age from forty-seven to fifty-five, al till very
viable and very fit. I wouldn’t mess with them. Laredo authorities have been utilizing them the past
several years with stellar results. To date they’ve captured and extradited thirty-eight fugitives, most
extracted from the seedy underbelly of Mexico’s interior.It’s real commando like stuff.”

I’ve travelled Mexico’s interior only once. Barring some unforeseen need, I’'ll be more than
happy to limit all future travel to the Cabo San Lucas and Cancun-like locales.

“For obvious reasons, the funding for the project is coded in such away that keeps it under the
radar,” Ethan says. “We’re well aware that operations crossing international lines are earmarked for
federa agencies. Unfortunately, that hasn’t worked out as well as planned. No offense to your prior
employer.”

“None taken.”

“It’s a messy business down there. I can’t imagine how bad it would be if these thugs were free
to come and go as they please without fear of retribution. This task force is essential.”

“So how do you get personal access to their services?” I ask.
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“Our relationship is built on mutual respect and a mutual need. I get paid for extraditions, plain
and simple.No fugitive, no money. They on the other hand count on me to validate their efforts. If they
risk their lives only to see the fugitive walk—which is quite possible given the current soft-balling—
you can imagine how that feels. We look out for each other. They actually view me as part of the
team.” Ethan laughs at his own words. “When | explained to them that finding Markovic was my way
of gaining your services, they didn’t blink an eye. The solid paycheck and worldwide travel stipend
didn’t hurt either.” He smiles.

“I’'m worth that much to you?”

“I believe you are, but not for the same reasons most solicit your services. Sure, | know about
the high profile cases but I'm more impressed by your cold case successes; your ability to see evidence
where others haven’t; and the tenacity to see it through. As far as I’'m concerned, the state of Texas
considers this a cold case. They might as well have put my father in the ground seven years ago. This
won’t be easy, Will.”

“So let’s get started.”
Ethan extends his hand and squeezes mine. “I’'m ready.”

We spend the next forty-five minutes brain dumping. | recount every known detail of Brajko
Markovic that comesto mind. I don’t have to dig deep. Markovic has been at the forefront of my mind
every waking moment for the past six months. My words flow freely, detailing his crimina history,
bogus identities, unthinkable but little known atrocities committed in his native village of Sresnic’,
Bosnia.His ensuing bizarre attack on the nation’s capital. When Ispeak of Markovic’s peculiar psyche,
Ethan seems most intrigued. | speak of an MO derived from high intellect, a colossal superiority
complex, and the overwhelming desire to display his brilliance for all to see. | finally come up for air
and turn the discussion to Ethan’s father. “Tell me about your relationship with your father. I can’t
imagine it was baseball in the yard and bedtime stories.”

“No, Will. No it wasn’t. He was a lousy father and an equally worthless husband—except for
the money of course. I suppose that’s the only reason my mother stuck around.”

”Where is she now?” I ask.

Ethan is taken aback by my question. And he should be. The man he’s counting on to unearth
buried evidence has exposed an uncanny lack of planning for today’s meeting.

“I assumed you knew.”
My face feels flushed. | know my error immediately. “It’s your mother that went missing?”

He nods and looks in the distance. “I’m the product of the first of my father’s three marriages,
and perhaps the last remaining evidence that the union ever occurred.”

“We’ll see about that.”
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He smiles lightly. “I like your spirit. And for the record, Will, my father had nothing to do with
my mother’s disappearance.”

“The courts agree. There’s no evidence to suggest he did,” I say.

“You mean they have no body. I know what the general consensus is.” His eyes return to a far
off stare. “My mother’s gone, Will. She’s been dead along time. I’'m not clinging to some fantasy
that she ssimply ran off only to return once my father is gone. Her killing was a random act, the
backlash of a botched robbery by some sick bastard. The only thing he got right was hiding the body

where it would never be found.”
“I’'m sorry.”

“Yeah, me too. Iloved my mother very deeply. She was my anchor in the turbulent storm.That
was my father. How she ever got mixed up with the likes of him is a mystery I’ll never solve. But I do
intend to solve the mystery of her death. I’ll never give up on that. Never. And when I do, justice will
be swift and thorough.”

| try to put myself in his place, to imagine the anger derived from the emotion of losing
someone so dear without a shred of closure. It’s inconceivable. And for this reason, | forgive him his
desire for vigilante justice.But there’s a disconnect I need to bridge.“What’s changed? Why the strong
desire to save aman like your father?”

“I suppose you expect a response about him being blood and the whole family bond thing.” He
waves off the notion. “Hardly. But the father I knew in my youth is not the same man I’ve come to
know. He’s changed, Will. And not just after thisincarceration. It started a year or two before that. |
know your parents were part of his wretched past and I'm sorry for that. Truly. My father was a man
consumed with material wealth at any cost, with no concern of whom he took down along the way. He
came from nothing and | suppose he lived in constant fear of an eminent return to those meager
beginnings. Please understand that I find that in no way a suitable justification for his actions. It’s just
the way it was.”

“Karl Dutton is his own man, he made his own choices. I don’t hold you liable in any way for
his actions.”

Ethan nods. “T’ve always been intent on making my own way in this world. I’ve never wanted
anything to do with his money. It was mostly ill-gotten as far as | was concerned. Dirty money. Y ou
know—bad Karma and all.”

“But now it’s in your possession,” I say.

“So long as he’s alive, I’'m not touching it. I’'m doing just fine on my own.”

“And afterwards?”
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“I don’t know. I’ll think of something good to do with it. Maybe even find away to get it back
in the hands of its rightful owners. I know he’d like that.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I say with a bit too much astonishment.

“Not at all.He started giving large portions of his wealth to charities a year or so before his
incarceration. All done anonymously.”

“But not to those he defrauded,” I say bitterly.

Ethan shakes his head, seemingly a bit ashamed. “No, but he was considering it. He couldn’t
get past the fear that payback was akin to admission of what he had done. He wasn’t prepared to go
that far. Not at that point, anyway.”

“Was this some sort of religious awakening?”’

“He didn’t speak that way, but it’s possible. I think it had more to do with creating a
connection with family—namely his grandson. ”

“Your boy?”

“Yeah. Nolan. He hasn’t seen his grandfather since he was nine years old. He’ll be eighteenin
thefall. Y ou have aboy, don’t you?”

“Michael is ten.” | say.
“Nice age.”
“He’s a great kid.”

“They get to you, don’t they? A child can have a strange effect on people. Nolan worked his
magic on my father like no one else ever could.Certainly more than | ever did, but | harbored no
jealousy toward the relationship. It was pure and real. Y oung children regard you with such wonder and
admiration. They know nothing of your imperfections and sins. It’s just awe and love. It makes you
want to be a better person, a person more like the one they believe you to be. | think this is what
happened to my father. He wanted to become the man Nolan believed he was. The effect was
profound.” Ethan takes a deep breath. “I doubt Nolan would even recognize him today.”

“It’s never too late.”

Ethan nods. “My father loved Nolan with all his heart and Nolan felt the same. | very seldom
speak of him on my father’s insistence. He doesn’t want Nolan burdened with talk of a grandfather on
death row.”

There’s a gloss to Ethan’s eyes so | sidestep the emotional pit. “Do you have any idea how
much money your father gave away to charity?”

He shrugs. “About ten million.”
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“How much is left?”’

“Far less than Virginia Crowley believed. Best I can figure my father was worth abouta
hundred-million before he started unloading.”

“The same amount he claimed in the divorce proceedings,” I say.

“Precisely. He’s a very wealthy man, but the pot of gold he was rumored to have in offshore
funds was pure fabrication. He owed Virginia Crowley fifteen million and that’s exactly what she got.
She hadn’t discovered additional funds like the prosecution claimed.With no additional funds there was
no need or motive to keep her quiet.”

David Moore’s certainty that additional off-shore funds had been confirmed is forefront in my
mind. “Are you certain of the extent of your father’s financial affairs?”

“Quite. I had doubts for a while but not anymore. My father is set to die in less than four
weeks. Why would he hold out on me? If not for me, why would he deny his grandson the additional
inheritance? It defies logic.”

Ethan Dutton has given my investigation a fitting charge. Karl Dutton’s motive.That critical
piece of the trialnever met with much challenge. I’'m left to wonder why. If off-shore funds did exist, it
was a discovery that the firm made long after the trial. Based on what they knew at the time, why
hadn’t they cried foul? Why hadn’t they shown the court that Dutton had given Virginia Crowley her
just and agreed upon settlement? Or maybe they did. | really needed those transcripts. | have one
more request of Ethan Dutton before we go our separate ways.

“There’s one more thing, a condition of employment I’ve got to stay firm on.”
“Shoot.”

“Whatever number of personnel you have designated to track down Markovic—lower it by one.
I want one man to watch over my family at all times.”

“Done.”

“That simple?”

“That simple.”

| reach out to shake hishand as | rise. “I think we’re going to work well together, Ethan.”

“Ditto, Will.”

51



According to Lacey’s findings, Curtis Crowley’s last known address is in the Tarrytown section
of central Austin, arevitalized and eclectic community of old homes and architectural masterpieces just
west of downtown. Google Maps is kind enough to give me a street view and directions. An
automated AT&T operator informs me that there are three Curtis Crowley’s in Austin and the
surrounding area, it takes three tries but I’'m finally texted all three phone numbers.

There’s little doubt that Curtis Crowley is lying low these final months before the execution.
Any notion that | can open up the lines of communication with a simple phone call is afantasy at best.
But I have nothing to lose. I leave messages with each of the three phone numbers and I don’t mince
words. | provide my name and the reason for my call. Two of the three will be clueless.And the third
will have no intent to return my call.So | take the bull by the horns. | roll along the curb a hundred feet
down from the last known address and wait. I’ve got time and an I-phone. And probably an hour or
two before a neighborhood watchman taps on my window.

I called Lacey an hour earlier to inform her we’d be taking on a new house guest for the
foreseeable future. Ethan’s man will lookafter Lacey and the kids on afull-time, live-in arrangement.

The news wasn’t as well received as I anticipated. Women like Lacey have a certain decorum
and vanity that doesn’t allow for a constant set of eyes watching their every move—especially male
eyes. But she knows it best so she affords me a soft “thank you” before shifting the conversation to the
matter at hand. The transcripts have arrived via courier, compliments of Jonathan Dutton.According to
Lacey, it’s a stack as thick as Sophocles plays, yet another giant of literature whose name is as
unfamiliar to me as any number in her vast collection. | only hope she dives into the court documents
with the same zest typically reserved for her leather bound classics, but I don’t dare make the
suggestion.

An hour of waiting has rendered nothing. A dozen or more people have passed by, none of
whom are moved in any way of my presence. It’s mid-day and I’m a clean cut white guy in a late
model vehicle. No cause for concern. | focus my attention on contacting Elizabeth Crowley.Thistime |
have more luck. The operator provides me just one phone number. Thistime | get areal voice.

“Is this Elizabeth Crowley?”
“Who’s calling?”

In the world of private investigation the “who’s calling” response is akin to a firm confirmation.
“My name is Will Hogarth. I'm a private investigator...” the line goes dead, I immediately call back.
This time avoicemail educates me on the fact that Elizabeth Crowley now refers to herself as Elizabeth
Carpenter, either a maiden name or new surname. | leave a detailed message of my intentions and end
with my standard, “I think we can help each other.” I expect nothing but hope for the best.

After two hours of sitting two houses down from what may or may not be Curtis Crowley’s
residence, | decide to do what | should have done from the start. | approach on foot armed with
nothing but my cell phone. I pass by casually then flank to the rear of the house through a neighbor’s
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yard. My suspicious actions go unseen, as best | can tell. My intent is innocent enough. | plan to tuck
up close enough to arear window to hear the ringing of atelephone—aring | intend to cause. If any of
the three phone numbers I’ve been provided bring about a ring, I know, at minimum, that I’ve
wallowed away the past two hours in front of a correct residence. I’'m confident in my approach,
secure in my tenuous belief that the home is vacant—but I’'m quite wrong. There’s movement inside,
first in one window and then another. I’'m uncertain if I’'m seeing one person or two, even more
uncertain if they’ve seen me. If I’'m caught in a quick retreat it will do nothing but raise suspicion, so |
opt to go legit and see just how far the approach carries me. | lower my head and walk quickly toward
the house, intent on making it back to the front unseen where I can knock on the door or ring the bell. If
I’m spotted the infraction is minor, nothing I can’t explain away with minimal embarrassment. I move
quickly but can’t resist a quick glance as | pass near the glass door wall. From this close distance, | see
the door is open, with only a screen in place to keep out pests. What | see through that screen is about
to turn this case on its ear before it’s even gotten off the ground. The implications are dizzying.

Two men, one matching photos I've seen of Curtis Crowley, the other with his back to me, are
in a full and intimate embrace. Crowley is wearing nothing but a white towel tied lazily around his
hips.The other isin asuit jacket. Crowley tilts his head back as the other runs his hand through his wet
black hair.Then they bring their heads together and latch hands. I’m a mere ten feet away, destined to
be spotted except for the fact that they have eyes only for each other—or at least until my phone rings.

Crowley’s head spins on a swivel.His eyes meet mine. His lover doesn’t move, apparently
intent on keeping his identity intact. Crowley yells atrio of obscenities then storms toward the screen
door. And in that moment his guest is drawn in by the Crowley’s abrupt actions.He looks towards me
with the slightest turn of his head but his identity is unmistakable. I'm staring into the eyes of David
Moore.

For a moment, I’m the young and acne scarred Will at a prep school party, stumbling upon two
classmates in the full throws of copulation. My first reaction is to turn and walk away, to pretend | saw
nothing. But the acne has cleared up and I’ve got a job to do.

What | saw is bewildering but I’'m certain there must be a perfectly reasonable explanation.
Why is David Moore playing suck face with the very man he so vigorously accused of murder in open
court? Crowley is chest to chest with me, still barking at the top of his voice.But my attention is over
his shoulder on David Moore, who is working his forefingers deep into his temples. Crowley attempts
to move me with a chest bump. I don’t budge. The lame assault turns the tables. I’m on this property,
but not inside his home, unarmed and showing no signs of intended violence. | reach down and rip his
towel from his hips and toss it toward the house.

“Get some clothes on or I might just charge you with indecent exposure.” Crowley retreats but
not before launching a poorly aimed secretion of mucus in my direction.
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And then there’s just David. He collects himself and moves closer. The floor is his. | have no
idea where to begin.

“This is not what it looks like,” he says, shaking his head, “I mean it’s what it looks like, it’s
just not what you might think.”

“And what might I think, David? Help me understand.” My toneisterse.
“It just happened. I never intended it.”

“Karl Dutton’s defense lawyer is intimately involved with one of only two suspects for the very
crime he’s scheduled to die for. That’s what it looks like to me. What if | find evidence pointing right
to CurtisAWhat then, David? Are you prepared to see that evidence through in time to save Karl?”

David steps though the doorway and closes the screen and dliding glass behind him. He raises
his hands in front of his chest palms forward. “Look, Will, there’s something you need to know about
this case. Something both Richard and my father didn’t have the heart to share with you.”

“What’s that?”

He gives me a self-assured smile. “Karl Dutton is as guilty as the day is long. He’s guilty of
killing Virginia Crowley.One day he’ll be proven guilty of the murder of his first wife.”

“That makesit easier for you to sleep at night?”

“Cut me a break here, Will. I’'m gay, OK? Y ou caught mein the act. It took me years to admit
it to myself but I’ve come to terms with it. It’s who [ am and I'm fine with it.”

“I’m not judging your lifestyle.”

“But you’re judging me. You see me with Curtis and you immediately assume I’d trade the life
of an innocent man to keep my love life intact. It’s offensive.”

“It looks bad.”
“I’'m gay, not amonster,” he says firmly.
“What did the previous investigators find out about Curtis Crowley?”

“Nothing. There’s nothing there. Is this about the reports? Do you think I’'m trying to hide
something? I’ll get you the damn reports. You’ll have them by tomorrow, today if you really need
them.” He moves within inches, like he’s about to pounce. If this is going to go down David Moore
better be well-trained. “You thought I was trying to keep them from you, didn’t you?”

“Not before today. Now I don’t know what to think.”
“You’re blowing this up in your mind, looking for something that isn’t there.”

“Do the reports mention you and Curtis?”
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David seems to weigh this a bit before responding. “There’s no mention of us being together if
that’s what you mean.”

“Did they know?”
He nods his head. “One did.”
“And how did he handle it?”

“I gave him a big bonus and sent him on his way with a promise of secrecy. It was my own
money. My choice. He had ample time to find dirt on Curtis, there was simply nothing there. There
was no need for him to report on our relationship just to justify he’d done something.”

“So either you’re not as comfortable about your homosexuality as you want me to believe or he
got alittle too close to the truth.”

David rolls his eyes. “I let him go so he wouldn’t keep running to my father every time we
were together.The truth is sitting on death row.”

“Your father doesn’t know?”

“Oh, he’s well aware.He just prefers not to hear about every gory detail, as he callsit. My father
is a bit old fashioned. He thinks it’s just a phase. Besides he hopes for grandchildren one day. | intend
to give them to him.”

“I’m no obstetrician but I’m not sure that’s possible.”

David’s expression says he doesn’t know whether that was intended as humor or another dig.
I’m not sure myself. “Curtis and I have an understanding. He knows my plans.”

“I don’t care about your lifestyle or your long term goals. I really don’t. But I’ve got a client
begging for answers and a defense lawyer that I can no longer count on to be objective.”

“That’s not true.”
I change directions. “Does Elizabeth Crowley know her ex-husband is gay?”

“Quite. It’s the reason the whole marriage thing didn’t work out,” he says sassily. “What are
you driving at?”

“Eighteen months after the trial, Curtis tried to pin the murder on Elizabeth. As much as I'd
like to believe the claim for the sake of our client, I don’t think there was a thread of truth to it. I’ve got
atheory. Elizabeth threatened to expose her ex-husband’s homosexuality for some unknown reason.He
countered with claims of her guilt. When she backed down, so did he.”

“Your theory doesn’t hold water. Curtis is openly gay and proud of it. This is Austin,
Texas.There’s no taboo here.”
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“Then why did he try to pin the murder on his ex-wife?”
“I don’t know for certain. It’s not something that’s easy to bring up.”
“Were you with him at the time?”

“No. That was well before us.” He waves his hand toward the screen door. Curtis stands a few
feet inside. The towel never made it back on.He’s in jeans and a button down. The rage appears to have
subsided; no doubt he’s content that his attorney lover has the matter under control. I’m starting to
think he might be right. “This relationship is all very new, Will. I know that there’s bad blood between
Curtis and Elizabeth but I don’t know how it came to that. Curtis claims his actions were just one of
many missteps he took during a bad patch. He retracted his claim. I guess that’s the end of it.”

“Not to me.”
“I suppose that’s why you’re good at what you do.”
“Any idea how I can get Elizabeth to speak with me?”

“I haven’t spoken to her in years. She filed a harassment suit a few years ago so we backed off.
We got all we’ll ever get. She had nothing to do with Virginia Crowley’s epic plunge.”

“So you dismiss the glaring motive of immediate access to her mother-in-law’s estate?”

“I do. Read the transcripts, Will. No one went after Elizabeth Crowley in court more than | did.
But | was wrong. I’ve learned that Elizabeth was very close with Virginia. She was the mother
Elizabeth never knew. Virginia kept Elizabeth in jewelry and nice clothes.She wanted for nothing.
She had no reason to commit such a horrific act.”

“I still want to speak to her.”

“It’s a waste of time.”

“All the same.”

“I’m afraid I can’t help you in this area. You’re on your own.”

“I’ll find a way.”

“I’m sure you will.”

“There’s one other thing that’s bugging me.”

“What’s that?” There’s a growing impatience in his voice.

“Why didn’t you come to me sooner?”

“We wanted to. Karl was against it, said it was a waste of time to even ask.”

“His son Ethan told me he came to you months ago. Well before the final appeal.”
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“I must say, Mr. Hogarth, you don’t waste time. Yes, Ethan approached us and we acted
accordingly. He’s just confused about the timing, that’s all. The appeal was well underway before we
spoke. Even if we could have brought you on board, | doubt you would have had more than a day or
two to pull arabbit out of your hat.

“Seems like something Ethan would have known.”

“Ethan Dutton’s area of practice is considerably different than ours. I’'m not surprised at all.
We have you now don’t we?”

“Albeit after the appeal process has been exhausted.”
“It’s not over until it’s over.”

“No it’s not and the clock is ticking. I’ve got plenty of work to do.” I turn to leave and David
grabs me by the arm. “My door is always open, Will, whatever you need. But I'm certain that the
courts already have the right man, that’s all.” I nod and his grip tightens. “And if it’s all the same to
you...” he glances toward Curtis. ““...I’d appreciate it if we keep all of this between us.”

“It’s my professional duty.”
“Thank you.”

| glance toward the house then back at David. “You can tell Curtis that once I’ve had a round
with Elizabeth, he’s next.” And with that I abruptly depart.
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Chapter 12

The drive from Tarrytown to downtown Austin is mere minutes. | plan to make an
unannounced visit to the office of the Texas Capital Defender’s group on Congress to see what actions,
if any, have been taken with regard to my client. The impromptu nature of my arrival is intended to
avoid a prepared and well-spun response regarding their plan of attack in the upcoming weeks. |
assume there’s been involvement during the appeal process. I just don’t know the extent. And with the
execution looming, Karl Dutton will need some extra effort and their specific area of expertise. | have
no reason to doubt the efforts of the Defender’s Group.Their charter is noble and their results well-
documented.But I’m gaining a growing sense that with the exception of Ethan Dutton, the execution of
Karl Dutton may well come and go without so much blip on anyone’s radar, including his defense
lawyers and the media as awhole.

For now, | need to drive around town a bit to take hold of what | just witnessed, to make sense
of the hammer to the head that I never saw coming. One of Karl Dutton’s defense attorneys is
intimately involved with the very man that Dutton vehemently maintains was involved in the murder of
his ex-wife. I’'m quite certain that the State Bar may take exception to David’s actions, but they won’t
hear about it from me. I’m a man of my word—and maybe just a bit of afool.

Can | redly believe David would step aside if | found evidence indicting Curtis? Or even
worse, has he already turned a blind eye? Who’s to say the relationship didn’t start seven years earlier
and that David held back in court for the sake of his new love? Maybe | rolled my eyes at Karl
Dutton’s suspicions too readily. Could it really be this easy? Could David and Curtis have set up Karl
Dutton from the start?

After fifteen minutes of touring downtown’s amiable neighborhoods, most of which has been
converted to law firms, rea estate offices and art galleries, | head east on 10™ street then south onto
Congress Avenue, into the heart of the city. The stately image of the capital building fills my rearview
mirror.

I’ve come to love Texas history and the unmatchable pride that’s attached to it. I’ve found there
are few better places to inundate oneself with that history than the pink limestone capital building itself.
In the month since our arrival to Austin, we’ve toured the storied building two times. Michael keeps a
leather bound Time Life book of Texas history next to his bed and there’s seldom a night that we don’t
lie together reading the tales of the likes of Sam Houston, Davy Crockett, James Bowie and Stephen F.
Austin. As they say, we weren’t born here but we got here as fast as we could.

When I finally get my head on as straight as it’s going to get, I head to the offices of the Texas
Capital Defender group on the south end of Congress, just north of the river. I’'m greeted cordially and
escorted to the modest office of Hillary Pride. She’s a young lawyer with all the fight and vigor I’ve
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come to expect from aliberally grounded Austinite—the very spirit Karl Dutton will need in these fina
weeks.

The Texas Capital Defender Group, commonly referred to as simply the Defender Group, is a
non-profit that represents about thirty percent of all inmates on death row.They do nothing but capital
appeals and they do them quite well. Throughout the appellate process, al eight years of it, the
Defender Group is availableto file hard copies of appeals with the Court of Criminal Appeals, arguably
the most effective means of getting an appeal in front of the court in atimely manner. Ms. Pride speaks
with an apologetic tone as we settle on either side of her desk. “As you can see, Mr. Hogarth, our staff
is quite limited, and while we abhor the notion of executions as an acceptable means of justice, we are
left to pick and choose the cases we handle.”

“And what are your criteria?

“To be quite honest, the decisions aren’t made under strict guidelines. We like to maintain our
identity as a grass roots organization in existence for the sole purpose of defending death row inmates.
We’re held under no stringent instruction or obligation to qualify our selection process with anyone.
Admittedly, we have our ears open to public outcries, but for the most part, we base our decisions on
the evidence we’re provided.”

“And you didn’t find evidence that supports my client’s innocence.”

This brings a frown and a touch of blush. “Again, Mr. Hogarth, our resources are limited. We
rely heavily on the involvement of the inmate’s defense team. If we feel strongly that the claim has
merit we proceed accordingly.”

“And in the case of my client?”
Her look is one of confusion. “I’m sorry...are you new to this case?”
“Very much so.”

“There may be some misunderstanding as to our involvement. We’re well aware of Karl
Dutton’s looming execution but our services have never been requested, not throughout the appellate
process or in the weeks following. To be quite blunt, our few minutes here today is the first and only
time Karl Dutton’s team has stepped foot in these offices, much less solicited our services.”

I’m dumbfounded.

“The Dutton case hangs like a dark cloud over these hallways. I fear there’s a certain guilt that
is destined to linger around this office for some time to come.”

“Well, maybe we can remedy that together. Can | count on you to file any last minute appeals
with federal court?”

“Do you have something worthwhile?”
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“Not yet, but I’'m close.”
“We’ll be here for you.”

“We also need to get the ear of the governor and the office of the attorney general. Let them
know we don’t intend to go quietly.”

“They’ll want something of substance.”

“Put them off as long as needed. Keep ‘em guessing. I’ll give you something.”
“So you’ve found something?”

“Quite possibly.”

“Do you care to share this new evidence with me?”

“Not just yet. But you’ll be the first to hear about it.”

We rise and shake hands.Her grip is firm, her stare intense. I know I’ve awakened a sleeping
giant, a key player that may just be the difference between a stay of execution or death. I’ve done so
with nothing but alie and alook of self- assurance.

I’ve got nothing.
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Chapter 13

The call came in during the morning staff meeting at the Polunsky Unit. Warden Del Kruger’s
secretary pops her head in his door. Her boss is surrounded by his six unit chiefs. She correctly deems
acall from afellow warden worthy of the interruption.

“It’s Warden Stark from the Arkansas Tucker Unit.”

Kruger nods, quickly thumbs through the remaining nightly reports and dismisses his crew.
“We’re good here, gentlemen. Batten down the hatches. Let’s make today a good one.” The six men
don their caps and head to their respective posts.

Warden Kruger pauses a moment to ponder the unexpected call before picking up. There’s a
certain bond between wardens, a mutual respect that can only be fully appreciated by a counterpart
spending his most productive years in a mostly thankless and often dangerous career. Del Kruger met
Warden Charles Stark at an annual conference in Tampa severa years earlier. The connection between
them was immediate, but impossible hours and daunting responsibilities limited the burgeoning
friendship to a handful of phone calls per year.

Kruger summons an upbeat tone. “To what do I owe such a pleasure, Charles?”

“Good morning, Del. The pleasure is all mine. I hope I didn’t pull you away from anything.”
“Just the usual, Charles. Reading the sports page with my feet up on the desk.”

“Yeah, sure, me t00.”

“You headed to Memphis next month?”

“I’ll be there, though I’m not certain who chooses these locations. Nothing against the ‘Home
of the Blues’ but what’s wrong with Vegas or Honolulu?”

Warden Kruger drops down in his chair and leans back. “T’ll be there as well. Ilook forward to
it.”

They share a moment of silence, knowing this is more than a social call. “What’s got you
thinking about a lowly Texas warden this morning, Charles?”

“It’s about your upcoming execution,” Stark says bluntly. “This Dutton fellow. Not exactly
your garden variety perp.”

“That he’s not. But we’re equal opportunity executioners here in Texas.”

Stark gives the Texas bravado an awkward chuckle. “That’s no secret to the rest of us, Del.
You’re the reigning champs twenty years running.”
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“Twenty-two to be exact, but who’s counting. I know you didn’t call just to pat me on the back.
What’s your interest in Dutton?”

“Perhaps it’s nothing really, but I figured a man’s life is worthy of at least a phone call.”
“Of course.”

“I’ve got an inmate here been spouting off for weeks about Dutton’s wife. He’s claiming he
was the one that killed her.”

“One of those, huh?”

“I know how that sounds, Del, but before you say anything let me assure you I wouldn’t be
calling you unless | thought there could be something to it. If | had a nickel for every inmate that
claimed involvement in a crime just to have their moment in the spotlight...well...I suppose I’d have a
hell of a lot of nickels.”

“Why now? Where’s he been the last eight years?”

“Right here with us. And he’s not leaving anytime soon. He’s a lifer with nothing to gain.
Name is Leonard Allen Poe. Those close to him call him Lenny, most just call him crazy.”

“And all of sudden this crazy Lenny Poeis feeling self-righteous?”

“He claims he knew nothing about Dutton’s trial or the outcome. And that’s probably true.
That was eight years ago.If our records are correct—which | assure you they are—he was holed up in
our max wing during that time period. No access whatsoever to the outside world.”

“And now?”

“He has some privileges, one of which is the television in the common area. He recently saw
Dutton on the news and he hasn’t stopped talking about him since.”

“And what makes him special, Charles? You know these types as well as anyone.”

“His insistence for starters. Guards and inmates are tired of his continual banter on the matter.
He was making quite a scene so my boys took him down and threatened the hole. For most, that puts
an end to whatever’s got them worked up, but not this guy. He didn’t keep quiet more than an hour. A
few days later, his own cellmate roughed him up good enough to land him in the infirmary.”

“Any previous history of this sort of behavior?”

“None. That’s just it. And we’re talking a full eight years. But there’s more, Del. | did some
research and found that Leonard Poe was living in Taylor, not far from Austin during the time Dutton’s
wife was killed.”

“And I suppose he knows details only the killer could know.”
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“That’s where the problem arises. Poe has some conditions he wants met before he tells all.”
“Give ‘em an extra pack of cigarettes and a hot bath in exchange for workable proof.”

“He wants a lawyer.”

“So get him a lawyer.”

“He doesn’t want just anyone. He’s adamant about speaking directly to the prosecuting
attorney in charge of the case.”

“That’s not going to happen, Charles. 1 can’t ask the DA’s office in Austin to travel to
Arkansas without something to go on. They’ve already tried Dutton and exhausted all the appeals.
They’re quite confident they have the right man. Can’t you just tell this Leonard fellow we need
something more or he can forget about speaking with anyone?”

“Come on, Del.You know this isn’t off the cuff. I talked myself out of this call a dozen times
before I dialed. I’ve been at this as long as you. These boys in here are mostly full of shit, but you
learn to separate the shit from the soil. And I think there’s something to this. If you spent five minutes
with this guy, I think you’d agree.”

“I meant no offense, Charles.”

“None taken. I’d feel the same in your shoes.”

“I just doubt anyone’s going to be willing to sit with this Poe in time to make a difference.”
“It was worth a call.”

“I suppose.”

“It’s my rep at stake, Del. Not yours,” Stark says.

“I’ll see what I can do. But I can’t promise anything.”

“That’s all I’'m asking.”

Warden Kruger places the phone down and sits in silence several minutes. A part of him
wishes the call had never come.A larger part is encouraged by the notion. Maybe Karl Dutton is
innocent after all. It’s a claim Karl has made vehemently since the very day he stepped foot on the
mile.

In his time at the Polunsky Unit, Warden Kruger has overseen more state mandated executions
than any other warden in the country. Two-hundred-and-one to be exact. One hundred-and-ninety-
nine men and two women,each of whom he’s taken some effort to connect with on a personal level.
They are the worst of the worst, but they’re still living, breathing, and in most cases, feeling human
beings. Del’s contention is that they deserve some modicum of humanity in their final days.
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Del Kruger is as tough as they come, but he’s a man who carries a nightstick in one hand and a
Bible in the other. And in the eight years since Karl Dutton has called Polunsky home, Del has reached
out to his most reformed death row inmate hundreds of times. Despite a hectic daily routine, the
warden has made it a point to spend a little time each day on a chair just outside Karl Dutton’s cell.
Sometimes he shares God’s good news; other times he discusses the events outside prison walls. After
eight long years of exchange, it’s no secret among the staff that Warden Del Kruger has a special place
in hisheart for their next inlineto die. A chance to save hislife would not go unheeded.

Del Kruger picks up his phone and places a cal to the Office of the Attorney General in Austin.
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Chapter 14

My alarm sounds as usual at six a.m. and I’'m up with a start. Lacey squirms but shows no signs
of waking any time soon. Our night was reminiscent of years gone by, with both hunched over stacks
of notes and books well past midnight in an anticipation of looming exams, me in some droll cost
accounting text, her absorbed in the intricacies of the great masters of literature. Last night’s area of
study was a three inch stack of court transcripts split evenly between us. Lacey bailed out around two
am., and that was my last cognizant memory for two hours before waking up with my head on my
desk.

I’m filled with a sense of urgency that won’t subside until 'm confident the right man, or
woman for that matter, is paying the price for the death of Virginia Crowley.

I prep the coffee, hit brew then head to our small study to pick up last night’s mess. Papers are
strewn in every which direction. If Michael or Ellie wandered in there’d be hell to pay for their parent’s
hypocrisy. | gather our scattered notes into a neat pile and head out onto the back deck. The sun hasn’t
made its way over the horizon but the temperature is near eighty, warm but pleasant for the time being.
| sit beneath the glow of the porch light in a cushioned chair with my coffee on arickety side table and
shuffle through last night’s notes.

It seems David’s explanation that he “went after” Elizabeth is not completely baseless, though it
certainly doesn’t rank up there with the likes of Boise, Bernick, Chesler, or Hollywood’s Jack McCoy.
His pursuit of Karl Dutton’s claim that Elizabeth had lured him to Virginia’s penthouse was aggressive
and seemingly passionate, but the text suggests that she never once wavered.She continually denied all
involvement. And of course there’s no proof whatsoever to the contrary. Phone records confirm that
Karl did, in fact, receive a call from Virginia’s penthouse, but whose voice he heard on the other line is
his word against hers. The prosecution maintained it was Virginia who placed that notorious call.The
content of which drove Karl Dutton into afit of rage. As an added reassurance of their confidence, they
took a pass on questioning their own witness, a clear message to the court and Karl Dutton’s defense
team that accusations against Elizabeth Crowley were nothing more than show.

Karl Dutton’s representation in court was limited to father and son. Richard Halston seldom
showed up in the courtroom, a peculiarity given that Halston is widely regarded as the firm’s strongest
litigator. The decision to forgo his skills speaks of reckless or misguided confidence in the ultimate
outcome.

Jonathan Moore’s moment in the spotlight brought credence to the possibility of the once
widely accepted theory that Virginia Crowley had taken her own life. The text suggests that struck a
chord with Judge Thornton, given her continual overruling of the prosecution’s objections.

Jonathan put Virginia’s well-regarded and seemingly well-prepped psychiatrist on the stand.He
confirmed that he had written a variety of psychotropic prescriptions for Virginia over the years and
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was more than willing to detail the link between chronic depression and suicidal tendencies. He
described his patient as clinically depressed and showing signs of a possible bipolar disorder. The
prosecution reacted in kind, skewering the good doctor on his lengthy history of court appearances,
nearly al of which were upon the request and funding of defense lawyers.

Jonathan was allowed to recant the claims but opted to use the moment for a well-planned and
perfectly timed bombshell. He informed the court of Virginia Crowley’ failed attempt at suicide just
one year before her death. He posed the shocker in the form of a question, alowing the claim to be
substantiated by the psychiatrist.

| can only imagine the hush that fell over the courtroom. Virginia had been rushed to
Brackenridge Hospital in an unconscious state. Doctors pumped her stomach and, as Jonathan
described, miraculously saved her life. The occurrence was corroborated by hospital records.

The prosecution responded with a risky rebuttal, suggesting that Karl Dutton had been
responsible for the overdose, that he had tricked his then wife into ingesting a lethal cocktail of drugs.
Jonathan objected several times and did his best to mock what he referred to as a feeble effort on the
part of the prosecution. And that’s where the suicide angle both began and ended.

Lacey and | both found little to suggest that the talk of suicide changed the tide of the
proceedings, despite Jonathan’s continual efforts to remind the court that suicide could not be
summarily dismissed as a cause of death. It seemed his bombshell moment was just that—a moment,
and avery fleeting one at that.

Lacey joins me on the deck with a mug of coffeein one hand and my cell phone in the other.

“It keeps buzzing. It’s making it hard to sleep,” she says with sleepy eyes. She hands me the
phone and | retrieve a most unexpected voicemail.

‘Who is it?”

“Elizabeth Crowley.” I disconnect. “She wants to meet with me.”
“That quite surprising,” Lacey says.

“Yeah.”

“You don’t suppose someone contacted her, do you?”

“If you mean David or Curtis I’d have to say no. David claims he hasn’t spoken with her in
years and Curtis once claimed she was akiller. Anyway, | can see no need for them to alert her of my
intention to meet.”

“Just seems coincidental, that’s all.”

“Agreed.” I check my watch. “Our new houseguest should be here shortly.”
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“Wonderful,” Lacey says with an intentional tinge of acerbity.
“It’s for the best, Lace.”
She shakes her head and turns away. “I’m going to take a shower.”

At precisely seven am., Hector Flores is at our door. He’s well-tanned and fit, much shorter
than | expected at about five-eight, but with alook that suggests he’s not one to mess with. He wears
jeans, comfortable shoes and a button down shirt that no doubt conceals his preferred armory. He greets
me with an unexpected bright smile.

Ethan described him as a former Navy Seal with twenty-five years of police work under his
belt. | expect hard and grizzled. What | see is engaging and personable. | suspect Ethan chose him
accordingly, adecision | immediately appreciate.

“Please, come in.”

Hector steps inside and gives the room a quick once over, an occupationa habit I'm fully in
tune with. “Nice place.”

“Just a rental.”

Lacey joins us with Michael and Ellie by her side. We make cordia introductions, followed by
along awkward silence.

Ellie breaks up the malaise. “Are you here to ‘tect us?”’ she asks.

Hector crouches and takes her by the hand. “I think your big brother can take care of that, little
lady,” he says with a fatherly tone. “I’m just here to help out a bit that’s all.”

“Like cooking and cleaning?”

Michael rolls his eyes. “Geesh, Ellie. He doesn’t cook. He’s a police officer.”
“A pleece officer?” Ellie asks.

“Police officer.” Michael repeats.

Lacey wraps her hand around Ellie’s shoulder and pulls her in. “That’s enough you two. Mr.
Flores is here to help with Daddy’s new case. He’ll be staying with us a while.”

“Ellie’s right.He’s here to protect us,” Michael says.
“Why, Daddy?” Ellie squeals.

I give Michael a stern look. “There’s nothing for you to worry about, baby girl. Why don’t you
and your brother go have some cereal? Michael, take your sister into the kitchen.” He hesitates a
moment.I sharpen my glare. “Now.”
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“Sorry about that,” Lacey says.

“Not at all.” Hector rises back up. “Kids are perceptive these days. Yours seem sharp.”
“Maybe too sharp,” I say.

“No such thing.”

“I’m sure you have some things to unpack,” Lacey says.

“Just a few things in the car.”

“I’ll help you with that,” I say. We retreat to his car parked along the curb and pop the trunk.
“I guess we can make room for the car in the garage.”

“If it’s all the same to you, I’d prefer to leave the car out here. Maybe Markovic will think twice
about dropping by.”

“Makes sense.”

He pulls out two small luggage bags and drops them on the sidewalk, then hands a third to
me.The contents are quite heavy

“What’s in this one?”

“Computers and such. I intend to stay in continual contact with my guys. If Markovic starts
feeling any heat he may take the offensive.”

“You mean come for us.”

Hector nods and closes the trunk. “No worries, Will.” He hoists the bags. “We’ll know well
ahead of time if he’s headed this way. He gets anywhere near here, he’s ours.”

“Maybe this time we can lock him up and throw away the key.”

Hector’s cheery demeanor crumbles a bit. He steps in close and places a hand on my shoulder.
“I’m not going to mince words with you here, Will. This Markovic is one clever and evil bastard. |
don’t intend to fall prey to his games.”

“What do you mean by that?” I’'m quite certain I know exactly what it means. Ethan was quite
clear on their no nonsense methods.

“If he gets anywhere near this place I'm taking him down. Shoot first and ask questions later.
That simple.”

| give afeeble nod.

“You on board, Will? You’ve got a wonderful family in there.”

68



| nod slowly at first but with increasing steadiness. Thoughts of Markovic and his list of kills
spur my intensity. “Yeah, I’'m on board.”

He taps my shoulder. “Good,” he says with a wry smile. “Now let’s break down our game plan.
Markovic may already be enacting his.”

“I’ve got a pot of coffee on.”

“Now we’re on the same page.”
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Chapter 15

It has been nearly seven years since Magdalena Huzjack endured the long helpless months of
brutal captivity and physical abuse at the hands of Brako Markovic. Imprisoned in a crudely
constructed catacomb crypt beneath the Markovic farmhouse on a rolling hill on the outskirts of
Sresnic’, Bosnia. But for Magdalena, it remains as clear and horrific a memory as if it were yesterday.
The ensuing years have been marked by a slow but steady decline of the once vibrant Queen of
Sresnic’s Fall Festival.

Magdalena has become recluse, simply impossible to reach, buried deep within her jumbled
brain and suffering from an unprecedented case of psychogenic amnesia that simply won’t subside.
Without the means to seek much-needed professional help in far off Sargjevo, her parents, Kalisto and
Fabela have traded their life’s meager resources to comfort their daughter in what can only be
described as an endless journey down a dark ominous path of continual deterioration.

The captivity of Magdalena Huzjack and two of her former classmates is an episode that has
stained the annals of the otherwise charming village on the outskirts of the majestic Alps. It’s a crime
perpetrated by one of their very own, a monster raised among them. The atrocities of Brajko Markovic
have |eft an indelible mark on the psyche of every soul in the quaint village.

From the onset, there was something different about Brajko. A difference that was not well-
received or understood in this village of hardworking and hard-drinking textile workers. Brako
possessed an elevated intellect that his peers found queer and the adults deemed useless, including his
very own parents. Left to feed his heightened curiosities on his own, he withdrew from his
surroundings and into the recesses of his brilliant mind. Books and scientific journals were his only
contemporaries, widening the already vast gulf between the young Markovic and the simpletons of the
small village.

But Brajko Markovic was more than a mere prodigy. Many thought him to be born with a dark
and evil soul. A more technica and well documented explanation of this odd boy from the small
Bosnian village would have been an acute case of bipolar disorder with severe manic episodes of
psychotic behavior. And in time, these disorders manifested themselves in a most horrendous way.

Authorities were tipped off by Brajko’s own mother ofthe existence of a man-made prison
beneath the Markovic farmhouse, arevelation that ultimately led to her untimely and heinous death. A
death that imitated and by virtue, solved, his father’s murder years earlier. It was soon learned that
crossing Brajko Markovic never ended well.

Markovic escaped the small Sresnic’ jail in short order and simply vanished. The bounty
remains on his head, areward that Kalisto Huzjack came very close to attaining.

After word surfaced that Brajko was living in the United States under an assumed name, the
village flooded with opportunistic bounty hunters. For Kalisto, it was the long awaited chance to bring
justice for his daughter and closure to his own troubled mind. Weeks of thorough planning brought him
to the precipice of success. Kalisto downed Brajko with a single shot of his breechblock rifle, piercing
his chest and sending him sprawling on the cold hard ground like the savage mongrel he was. But
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Kalisto had put too much faith in this sole heroic attempt. Unbeknownst to him,Bragko Markovic
survived.

Though strapped to a gurney and under the watchful eye of authorities, Brajko disappeared once
more. For three straight months, US Marshals tracked the fugitive to al corners of the earth, but the
brilliant and elusive Markovic remained one step ahead. Content that authorities had completed their
interrogation of Sresnic’, he returned to his homeland to settle a score.

Magdalena Huzjack livesin the utter filth of rodents and her own defecation. Her much needed
care is gone but still seemingly within her grasp. The decaying bodies of Kalisto and Fabela Huzjack
lay side by side on the kitchen floor of their meager Sresnic” home. Magdalena paws at their hands and
strokes their hair, pleading for their help. Four days have passed and Magdalena is starving to death.
Brajko emptied the already sparse cabinets and sealed the outside doors.

It would be weeks before the stench would bring authorities to discover two bullet-ridden
corpses and the ravenous remains of the former Queen of Sresnic’s Fall Festival.
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Chapter 16

Despite the fact that Elizabeth Crowley unexpectedly returned my initial phone call, it has taken
two full days and a series of voicemails to finally connect. That’s just the way it plays out most of the
time in this profession.

Elizabeth owns an impressive home in the Travis Heights district just north of downtown
Austin. If her intent was to one-up her ex, I’d say she’s succeeded. It’s a beautiful estate, a refurbished
Tudor with all the trappings of modern construction and just the right amount of original design. |
suspect she spent a nice chunk of her inheritance on the purchase, with every bit of the interest she
earns on the balance going directly to property taxes. To each hisown, or her own asit were.

Elizabeth greets me with a pleasant smile and a firm handshake then leads me to the kitchen.
She’s wearing khaki shorts and a sleeveless blouse. Her arms are trim and fit, no stranger to the gym.
She’s attractive, not striking, but well maintained and with a certain confident sex appeal. Her hair is
cut in ashort bob, sophisticated with just atouch of fun.

| know from my background work that Elizabeth is well-respected commercial broker,
specializing in the sale of small to medium sized businesses. She works independently these days,
having spent several years learning the trade with one of the larger downtown firms. I’m left to wonder
how she ever “hooked up” with a man like Curtis Crowley, or rather how Curtis ever closed the deal
with her.

“Can I get you anything? Coffee? Soda?”

“I’m good, thank you.”

She pours herself amug of coffee and we sit down at the kitchen table. She takes along sip.

“Thank you for meeting with me,” I say. I intend to keep the tone congenial and see how far
that takes us.

She smiles and stares down into her cup.“Maybe you’re the one,” she says with a sinister smile.

“What do you mean?”

“Maybe you’re the one who can finally set the naysayers straight and prove | had nothing
whatsoever to do with the death of Virginia Crowley.” Her demeanor suggests the alleged accusations
bear little sting. | suspect Elizabeth can hold her own with the few remaining doubters who cross her
path.

“I’ll see what I can do.”

“But I don’t suppose that’s why you’re here, is it? You’re working for Karl Dutton. You’re
looking for a last minute nugget of gold in hopes of a stay of execution.”

It’s clear we won’t be dancing around the issue at hand today. Elizabeth doesn’t mince words.

“Just getting the facts.”

“Just the facts, ma’am,” she says in her best Joe Friday. “Well I'm afraid I'm going to
disappoint you, Mr. Hogarth. I’ve told a string of investigators and reporters all the same thing. My
hands are clean.”

I smile and deliberately shift gears. “It’s a beautiful house, Ms. Carpenter.”
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She gives me a pleasant smirk. “You’re the first of your kind to refer to me by my maiden
name.”

“That is your preferred name, isn’t it?”

“Has a nicer ring than Crowley, don’t you think?” She looks around with a sense of pride. “She
still needs a little TLC to get it just like I want, but it’s a labor of love. You’re home’s your castle,
wouldn’t you agree?”

“Mine’s more like a servant’s quarters by comparison.”

She finds this amusing. “I do like room to stretch out.”

“It’s awfully large for one person.”

“And now we’ve come to the part where we explore my personal life.”

“Guilty.”

“I’m in a committed relationship.Anything else?”

“Roommates?”

“Only when my urges need to be met,” she says with a sassy sexiness.

“Anyone [ know?”

“It depends on who you know.”

“I don’t think we run in the same circles. Tell me what happened with you and Curtis.”

“We split. People do it every day. What else?”

| tilt my head and give her my best disappointed |ook.

“Fine. Once we each had our own money we couldn’t see any reason to stay together any
longer.”

“So you split right away?”

“I’m guessing you already know that answer but I’ll oblige you. We didn’t file for divorce for
nearly a year after Virginia was killed. We were quite aware of how a quick separation might have
looked.”

“And how’s that?”

“That Virginia Crowley’s death was a convenient means of ending a rotten marriage.”

“I don’t follow.”

“Sure you do.”

“Ok, maybe.”

You’re charming, Mr. Hogarth.”

“I’ve been told.”

“You’re well aware that Dutton’s attorneys would have exploited a quick separation as proof
that Virginia’s death and the ensuing estate was an all too convenient turn of events for an already
crumbling marriage.”

“Take the cash and split.”

“Precisely. Admittedly, our marriage was a mistake from the start, and truth be told, it had
become nothing more than abond of convenience for sometime. You see, Curtisisabit of asloth, not
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exactly the stellar breadwinner awomen hopes for. | paid most of the bills. He found that arrangement
abit too comfortable.”

“And you?”

“I was keeping my options open by staying put for the here and now.”

“And a possible tidy inheritance aided in that decision.”

Elizabeth gives me a cunning look. “You’re something, you know that? Truth is, | cared for
Virginia, Mr. Hogarth. Probably more than she cared for herself. She was a bit of atrain wreck to be
quite blunt. Her drinking had gotten out of control and I know for certain she wasn’t adhering to her
meds.”

“Meds?”

“Anti-depressants mostly. But you know that as well. Virginia attempted to take her own life a
year before her death. | was the one who found her convulsing on the floor of her penthouse. Doctors
told us she had ingested enough prescription drugs to kill ahorse. Had | found her only minutes later,
we wouldn’t be sitting here talking today. Now what do you make of that, investigator? If I had
wanted her dead, | could have simply watched her die.”

The obvious conclusion to Elizabeth’s point is like a dark cloud lingering between us, I can’t
bring myself to bring it full circle. Elizabeth spares me the embarrassment.

“I couldn’t bear to live another twenty years with Curtis, but if Virginia intended to check out
early, I’d be damned if I wasn’t going to get part of the inheritance. So I stuck around in the event she
might succeed with the next attempt. I’d been supporting her no good son for five years after all. I'd
say | earned alittle payback. I suppose that sounds pretty terrible, doesn’t it?

“Not really, just so long as you didn’t hasten her death.”

“No one did more for Virginia Crowley’s mental health than me. I visited her more than
anyone. We shopped, did lunch, movies...”

“Just a couple of girls about town.”

She gives me a jaded look. “I mourned Virginia’s death, Mr. Hogarth. I still do.”

“Fair enough. Forgive me.”

“You’re on a short leash.”

“Noted.”

Her look softens.

I continue. “I’ve come to learn a bit more about Curtis in recent days that may have played
havoc on your marriage.

“That he’s gay?’

“Yes.”

“I suppose that caused issues.”

“It would have been nice to know before we tied the knot.”

“How long before you found out?”

“Not long. It was right about the time I found him in our bed with another man.”

“Ouch.”
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She waves this off. “I’m past it, believe me.lf there was a shred of love left between us it may
still hurt. But there’s nothing there. Nothing at all.”

“Any contact with him?”

“None.”

“So let me make certain I understand everything that preceded Virginia’s death. Virginia’s son
isin a bad marriage, held together by the need of a spousal income on one hand and an anticipation of
an early inheritance on the other. The former would be you, of course. Both parties desperately want
out but the timing isn’t right and there’s no saying how long it will be before it is.”

“Desperately is your word, not mine.”

“With nowhere left to turn, fate hands them a most unexpected gift. Out of the blue, Virginia’s
ex-husband is the answer to all of their prayers.”

“You’re on a slippery slope, Mr. Hogarth.”

| move ahead with the appearance of one undaunted, but | know my time with Elizabeth can
end abruptly if I’'m not careful. “A man who opted to leave his marriage, unlike you and Curtis,
suddenly returns with a vengeance and launches his ex-wife over the balcony of her penthouse suite.”

I’'m prepared to be escorted out but Elizabeth gives me a confident glare. “You have al the
facts correct. Well done. What more can I give you?”

“A reason why this doesn’t sound logical for starters.”

“It’s quite logical, Mr. Hogarth. Karl Dutton was steeped in motive.”

“Yes, the elusive offshore funds. Tell me, has anyone ever found those?”

“Not of my concern.”

“Do you think they truly exist?”

“I know what Virginia told me and I’m inclined to believe it.”

“So she calls you to her place and tells you that Karl deceived her during the divorce
proceedings.Y ou, being her most trusted friend and all. She tells you she has proof that his net worth is
much greater than he led her to believe, and that her share of the divorce proceedings should be
considerably larger. You see it as a chance to up your inheritance so you place a call to Karl Dutton
and tell him Virginia needs to see him right away. What did you tell him, Elizabeth? That Virginia
had overdosed again? That she was threatening to kill herself? What did you say to get Karl Dutton to
the scene of the crime?”

“Nice try, Mr. Hogarth. But I’'m not falling for it. I didn’t place that call. Karl Dutton
received a call from Virginia’s home but it wasn’t from me. Strike two. Anymore games and we’re
done here.”

“So who called? There’s no disputing a call was made.”

“Virginia, of course. She was more than capable of handling her own affairs.”

“Tell me why I should believe your rendition of events.”

She answers with a mocking ring. “Oh I don’t know, perhaps because a jury, the DA and eight
ensuing appellate court decisions support my version of events.”

“I guess you’ve got me there, Ms. Carpenter.”
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“Look. I don’t know about Karl Dutton’s affairs. Maybe he had off-shore funds or maybe he
just kept his money buried in his backyard. Who knows? But the belief that he had a lot more than he
was |etting on was shared by many people. Asit turns out, his own defense team no longer disputes the
fact.”

Elizabeth has slipped, get ‘em talking and theyalmost always will.In this particular instance, I'm
not sure what to make of it. “H