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			To the real Matt Brooks, 
one of the greatest characters in my life

		

	
		
			The truth will set you free

			—John 8:32

		

	
		
			Direct Examination 
of Vanessa Lyons

			“Don’t worry. We’ll start slowly, and I’ll be very gentle,” my lawyer whispered in my ear. When I looked in his face, J.R. offered me a wink, just in case I hadn’t realized that his double entendre was intentional.

			With those words of encouragement, I made the fifteen-foot trek from counsel table to the witness box. After I took my position, the court officer directed me to raise my right hand and asked me if I swore to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, so help me God.

			“I do,” I said, loud and clear.

			I doubt very much that I’ll be true to my oath, however. Not because I intend to lie. Rather, I no longer believe there is such a thing as truth between lovers. More than that, both my professional experience and the past year have taught me that there is even less honesty between litigants. When lovers become litigants, fact and fiction dissolve into nothing more than points of view.

			“Tell us a little about your educational background, Mrs. Lyons.”

			In court, my lawyer called me Mrs. Lyons, to emphasize my marital status. He went by his initials, J.R. It’s a nickname he picked up when someone decided he was the spitting image of J.R. Ewing. I’ve never seen the resemblance, but he is tall and thin with close-cropped black hair.

			“I graduated from Princeton University and Yale Law School.”

			“What did you do after graduation from Yale Law School?”

			“I clerked for Judge Jodi Siskind of the federal district court in New York.”

			“What employment, if any, did you obtain after your clerkship?”

			“I joined Rawls Ryan & Gold.”

			“Is that a law firm?”

			“It is.”

			“When did you join Rawls Ryan & Gold?”

			My nerves are such that I can’t remember whether it was 2008 or 2009, and for some reason being right on this point was important to me. I did what J.R had instructed me not to—I thought aloud on the witness stand.

			“I left about a year ago and was there for almost eight years, so I began in . . . 2008.”

			J.R. smiled at me, a look that said, It’s okay. Not to worry about my slipup. I was still doing great.

			Sometimes I wonder if lawyers who represent women suing men for sexual harassment are trained to recognize transference, the way therapists are. I suspect they’re not, or at least J.R. missed those sessions. By now, he’s seen me bare, such that there is nothing he doesn’t know about me. Things that I had only previously confided with one other person—the man whom I’m now suing. He and my ex share another commonality: they both told me that my sins were justified by my circumstances.

			“What position did you hold at Rawls Ryan?”

			“I was an associate.”

			“Were you elected to the Rawls Ryan partnership, Mrs. Lyons?”

			“No.”

			“Was that a surprise to you?”

			“A shock is more like it.”

			“Why were you shocked not to make partner?”

			“Because I was told by the head of my department, Richard Lowell, that I was a lock to make it only two months before I didn’t.”

			“Do you know why—”

			An objection was lodged by the other side. The judge, a seventy-year-old man who looked like he woke up every day with a pounding headache, said, “Sustained.”

			J.R. nodded, accepting that he’d have to try it a different way. “Did anything happen between the day that the head of your department, Richard Lowell, told you that you were a lock to make partner and the day you did not make it that you believed impacted your candidacy?”

			J.R. and I had practiced my testimony at length. Through countless dinners and late night sessions, we would go through the Q&A, considering each word as if it held Talmudic importance.

			“Don’t call him by name—he’s always to be referred to as your boss,” J.R. had said. “Don’t ever say sleeping with, which conjures a romantic image of cuddling in bed. Not intercourse either, which sounds like a medical term. And for the love of God, never, ever refer to it as making love. It’s always having sex. And most important: he’s having sex with you. You’re never, ever having sex with him.”

			I had taken his words to heart, which is why I answered J.R.’s question by saying, “The firm found out that my boss was having sex with me.”

			“Please identify your boss.”

			I pointed at him, like he was a criminal. “Matthew Brooks.”

		

	
		
			Cross-Examination 
of Matthew Brooks

			Everything was the same as it had always been and yet it seemed completely different.

			The room, with its vaulted ceilings and mahogany paneling, was one I’d been in and out of for days. The furnishings had not changed: standard government issue that had been issued a long time ago. The letters on the wall still spelled out, In God We Trust, and beneath them, as always, sat the judge, wearing the same black robe and fixed, stern expression, still looking every day of his seventy years. The jury, twelve people of different ages, genders, and races to suggest a random selection, rather than the highly practiced one it actually was, remained fixed in its composition from the previous days; they even sat in the same seats.

			I assumed I was in the throes of what people referred to as an out-of-body experience. Like floating above the operating table during surgery. I knew I was in one place but felt as if I were simultaneously in another.

			I had made my career in a courtroom like this one. As a lawyer, standing behind the lectern, cross-examining the person in the witness chair. Back then, I was an adherent of those old chestnuts that honesty is the best policy, and that the truth would set you free. Now, sitting in that chair, having just sworn to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, I had a very different view of the power of veracity.

			The jurors had been cautioned to listen to me with an open mind, and to refrain from drawing any conclusion until I’d had my say. I suspected that the verdict would be a product of one fact alone: whether those twelve people believed me.

			Belief, however, is not truth. The difference lies in the space between what a thing actually is and what it is perceived to be. It is within that gap, I sometimes think, that I live and breathe. So much so that I have now staked my future on that distinction.

			Despite my oath, I would not tell the truth. It was a tightrope I have counseled numerous clients was impossible to navigate. Still, I was determined to make it across.

			For the next few hours, my lawyer pitched me softball questions and I provided the rehearsed responses until it became the other side’s turn. But direct and cross-examination differ in the same way that sailing on a pond on a bright summer day compares to crossing a raging sea. And now it was time for me to face the storm.

			“Mr. Brooks, please tell the jury about your education,” Joshua Robertson asked as his first question on cross-examination.

			It was the standard way to begin, an easy one designed to put the witness at ease. Robertson had no interest in helping me out, however. He had chosen to ask me to recount my résumé for the same reason my educational background wasn’t addressed during my direct examination: both sides concluded that my answers would make me look bad to the jury.

			“I attended Harvard College and then Harvard Law School,” I said.

			I stifled a smile at the irony. I’d slaved away for the better part of my childhood, into my early adulthood, in the unshakable belief that if I was able to utter that sentence, success would be mine. More to the point, that these credentials, and the money that later flowed from my having them, were a type of armor, or better yet, an inoculation, protecting me from the dreaded disease of failure. Now, however, my accomplishments were being weaponized to push me further into the abyss.

			“Did you obtain employment after graduation from the Harvard Law School?”

			The use of the definitive article was punitive. No one called it the Harvard Law School. No one not trying to make its graduates not seem like elitist jerks, that is. Then again, Robertson went to Yale, so he ought to know.

			“Yes. I clerked for a federal judge, and then I joined the law firm Rawls Ryan & Gold.”

			“When did you begin your tenure at that firm?”

			“In the summer of 2007.”

			“I’d like to ask you some questions about your relationship with Vanessa Lyons,” Robertson said, almost sounding as if her name might be unfamiliar to me. “First, let me ask you a very simple one. How would you characterize that relationship?”

			There was nothing simple about the question. Coworker, friend, lover, soulmate, betrayer.

			“At what point in time?” I asked.

			“Is it your testimony that how you would characterize your relationship differed based on a point in time?”

			“Yes.”

			“Okay, then. Let’s go through it from start to finish. What would you say your relationship with her was . . . oh, let’s say from the day you first met Vanessa Lyons through July of 2015?”

			The end date was not plucked from the air. Vanessa and I began our relationship on August 8, 2015. The date etched in my memory no less deeply than my own birthday.

			“During that period, I would say we were coworkers.” Realizing where this was going, I added, “And friends.”

			“Did you ever see each other outside of work during this time?”

			“Yes. We worked together on a case and would sometimes get coffee together, or had dinner when we were both working late, which happened often.”

			“This case you are referring to, what was it called?”

			“Our client was Brunswick Energy.”

			“Were you Ms. Lyons’s supervisor on that case?”

			“No. I was an associate and so was she. We both reported to the partner in charge of the case.”

			“But you were senior to Ms. Lyons, were you not?”

			“I graduated from law school a year before she did, that is correct. But I never felt that I was Van—Ms. Lyons’s supervisor.”

			“So, you never—at any time—thought you were Ms. Lyons’s supervisor, is that your sworn testimony, Mr. Brooks?”

			A review of the transcript would prove that I had been referring solely to our work together on Brunswick. But jurors don’t get a transcript. They rely on their recollections, which allows lawyers to perform a type of alchemy, altering what was actually said with an after-the-fact characterization of the testimony.

			“I was not her supervisor on the Brunswick Energy case. I did supervise her later, when we both worked on a different case. Even during that case, however, I never believed that I had the power to adversely impact her employment.”

			In my eagerness to show the jury that Robertson was playing games, I had volunteered something that was demonstrably untrue. Robertson had been looking down at his notes when I’d made this unforced error, which provided me with a sliver of hope that it hadn’t registered. But then a smile came to his lips, a thin, haughty one, which unequivocally told me otherwise.

			“No, that’s untrue, Mr. Brooks. You certainly could—and you most certainly did—adversely affect Ms. Lyons’s employment, did you not?”

			I looked at Erica at counsel table. The I-told-you-so was written all over my lawyer’s face.

			She had warned me that it would come to this, which was why she had advised in the strongest possible terms against my taking the stand. “You’re not a very experienced liar,” she said to me once. “And, for better or worse, it shows.”
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			Every year since the end of World War II, the partners of Rawls Ryan & Gold assembled on the first of January to decide whether to add to their ranks. The electors sequestered themselves in the firm’s largest conference room, which boasted a marble table that sat nearly a hundred, ringed by leather high-back chairs and a panoramic view of Manhattan.

			Nine years ago, there were sixty brand-new associates who thought they might make it to this day. Only three were still standing: James Underwood, Natalie Denmark, and Matthew Brooks.

			They were each told to be at the firm by 9:00 a.m. to await a call.

			A call that might not come.

			Elevation to the partnership meant tens of millions of dollars, prestige, and professional fulfillment. Rejection usually resulted in leaving the firm to work somewhere else at a fraction of the pay; or worse, the purgatory of being made “Of Counsel,” the designation that told the world you weren’t good enough.

			Matt didn’t know the other two finalists very well, even though they’d been colleagues for nearly a decade. It was only in the last year or two that they had emerged as his chief competition for the prize, and the fact that they were antagonists ensured that they didn’t become too friendly.

			Natalie Denmark was in the real estate department, a negative because that group didn’t need another partner. But she was a woman, and that counted for a lot in the other direction, especially because the firm had recently done poorly in a survey about gender diversity, and it had been three years since someone without a Y chromosome had made partner.

			James Underwood was in the corporate group. He was one of the few lawyers at the firm who had second-tier academic credentials, receiving his undergraduate and law degrees from a Midwestern state school that wasn’t Michigan.

			Matt was the litigation department’s sole nominee. He had the proper pedigree, but that was no guarantee of election, as the firm routinely spit out Ivy Leaguers. His X factor was that he was the protégé of Richard Lowell, the firm’s biggest rainmaker.

			Matt had no idea what time the partners had convened. Nor did he know the order in which the candidates would be debated. Or whether they would be informed of the outcome after all three were voted on, or seriatim.

			At noon, he was still waiting, his anxiety growing with each minute that ticked by.

			 

			Vanessa Lyons waited impatiently beside the phone. Any minute now she expected it to ring.

			She had two plans, depending on the news imparted when she answered. If she received the call she hoped for, she would simply say the name of the hotel and the room, and then hang up. If it went the other way, she’d go to Matt and do her best to console him. She’d tell him that he was a brilliant and accomplished lawyer, and that good things still lay ahead.

			He wouldn’t believe it, though. All of Matt’s self-worth was tied up in his making partner.

			More than once, Matt had told her that all he had was his career and her. He always said it with melancholy, as if his circumstances were an indictment of the decisions that had led him to that point. What Vanessa found most disturbing, however, was the way he seemed to believe that she and his career were inextricably intertwined, like conjoined twins that shared a single heart, such that one could not survive without the other.

			 

			The caller ID read 5001. The number assigned to the main conference room on fifty.

			This was The Call. The one Matt had been waiting nine years to receive.

			He took a deep breath and reached for the receiver. In his most assertive voice, he said, “Matt Brooks.”

			“We’re ready for you,” the man on the other end said.

			Matt couldn’t discern the speaker’s identity, and his tone didn’t portend the outcome. As hard as he tried to convince himself that the three-plus hours of waiting boded well for his chances, Matt couldn’t come up with a rationale to support that hypothesis.

			Would they even call to tell him that he’d been rejected? Wouldn’t it be easier on everyone for someone to come to his office to deliver bad news?

			The partners were a bunch of sadists, however. Perhaps crushing dreams felt as joyous to them as making them come true. Or maybe it was tradition to tell the losers face-to-face.

			He’d know soon enough.

			After straightening his tie and grabbing his suit jacket off the hook on the back of his door, Matt trekked up to the fiftieth floor. The phrase “dead man walking” reverberated in his head.

			He tried to visualize the positive outcome—the partners giving him a standing ovation, the champagne corks popping—but couldn’t. In his mind’s eye, Matt saw what looked like a funeral. He’d arrive to silence. Richard Lowell would approach, put his hand on Matt’s shoulder, and in the tone of a doctor who had just lost a patient, say, “I’m so sorry. There was just nothing that could be done.”

			The shades on the interior-facing windows of the conference room were drawn. Matt tried but failed to discern who belonged to the silhouettes.

			He had half-expected there to be someone guarding the door. But he was free to enter.

			Matt hesitated for a millisecond, just in case he could hear something from the other side that would prepare him for what was to follow. The only sound was a slight hum, which told him nothing.

			He knocked on the door.

			There was no response. Or was there? Before he could process what to do next, Stephen Gerstein opened the door.

			Gerstein had been elected the previous year. The only one of five nominees to make it. Although he and Matt had spent two years at Harvard together, then overlapped at Rawls Ryan for nine more, they had never exchanged a single word.

			“Come in,” Stephen said with a flat affect.

			Matt entered the room slowly, finding it hard to breathe as he crossed the threshold. Once inside, he finally exhaled.

			The partners of Rawls Ryan & Gold were standing. All fifty-seven of them.

			Then the clapping began. Fast and furious, like when a Broadway star takes a final bow.

			Matt nodded to accept their applause and mouthed thank you to no one in particular. Corks popped from around the room, sounding like rapid-fire gun shots. From somewhere, champagne flutes began to be distributed.

			Neither James Underwood nor Natalie Denmark were present. If they had been called first with similar good news, they would have remained. And even if Matt were voted on first, he couldn’t believe that they repeated this ritual with every successful candidate. Which meant that he was the only one of the three to make it.

			“If I can have everyone’s attention for a moment. Please.”

			The speaker was Harold Gold, the firm’s chairman. A small man with a bald head and bushy white mustache, he was referred to as Mr. Monopoly behind his back. His father was the Gold on the masthead, but Harold had been the firm’s leader for the past sixteen years.

			It took a few moments before the others heeded their leader’s request. When the room finally fell silent, in a soft tone, Gold said, “Thank you.” Then, at a higher decibel level, “It is my high honor and great privilege to introduce the newest member of Rawls Ryan & Gold, Matthew Herbert Brooks.”

			Another round of applause broke out. Someone shouted, “Here, here!” from the corner.

			Richard Lowell emerged from the crowd. Closing in on sixty, Richard could have passed for a decade younger, with piercing blue eyes unclouded by age and a full head of jet-black hair.

			He shook Matt’s hand. “Congratulations . . . partner.”

			“Thank you, Richard,” Matt said. “For everything.”

			Richard handed Matt a filled flute. “Trust me on this, my man: you’ll never taste anything sweeter than the champagne that was poured to celebrate your election to the partnership.”

			 

			All it took was for Matt to say her name for Vanessa to know he’d made it. She stuck to her script. “Four Seasons. Room 714. Now.” Then she hung up.

			Either Matt took a cab or ran part of the way, because sooner than expected, a knock came at the hotel room door. Vanessa looked around the room, a final check that everything was exactly as she wanted it. Then she did the same for herself in the full-length mirror.

			If two years earlier Vanessa had tried to imagine the type of man she’d be meeting in a five-star hotel in the middle of the day, she might have thought of a Brad Pitt type—ridiculously handsome with a bad boy streak. Matt was neither of those things. He was not unattractive, possessing kind eyes and a soft smile, but she couldn’t deny that he looked like who he was—a thirty-six-year-old big firm lawyer—which was to say that he was slightly balding and slightly overweight, although his six-foot frame allowed him to carry it well.

			Vanessa tried to say Congratulations, but her words were blocked by Matt’s mouth on hers.

			 

			The champagne bottle was cold when Vanessa pulled herself out of the warmth of Matt’s embrace to retrieve it from the ice bucket. She handed Matt the bottle.

			“Here, you can do the honors,” she said.

			He popped the cork. “Glasses?”

			“I liked the idea of our drinking Dom out of the bottle. But first, I’d like to make a toast.”

			Vanessa extended her hand and Matt pushed the bottle back to her. She raised it slightly overhead and gave Matt her most devilish grin.

			“To the love of my life . . . and the love of his life finally making it official.”

			She took a long swallow and then handed the bottle back to Matt. While he took his first sip, she said, “Seriously, I am so happy for you, Matt.”

			“For us,” he corrected.

			“Yes, for us.”

			Matt shared with her how it had all gone down. The waiting until 12:30. The nondescript call summoning him to the conference room. Stephen Gerstein. His rapidly beating heart upon opening the door. The standing ovation. The announcement by Gold. The champagne.

			“From the moment I knew, all I wanted was to tell you. Like it wasn’t real, until we shared it.” Matt took another mouthful of the bubbly. “Richard told me that I would never taste sweeter champagne than the stuff they popped after my election. But that was swill compared to this, Vanessa.”

			“Where would we be right now if we’d never met?” Vanessa asked.

			It was a game they played. Imagining a life in which they were not together.

			“I don’t even want to think about that,” he said.

			“Me either,” she said.

			 

			Two hours later, Matt literally felt an ache in his heart as Vanessa put on her bra.

			“I love you, Vanessa,” he said.

			“I love you too, Matt,” she said.

			Her tone was light, which was not the way he had said the same words. He meant it as a declaration. He was saying that he would never not love her, for as long as he lived.

			He took both of her hands in his, which prevented her from reaching for the door. He didn’t mean to keep her against her will, but he couldn’t deny that he would have given practically anything for her to stay.

			She looked down and laughed. “If you don’t let me go, I’m liable to throw you down on that bed and ravage you again.”

			“Promise?”

			She kissed him, at first slowly, and then parting her lips ever so slightly. Matt knew it would not lead anywhere, but he allowed himself to be swept up nonetheless.

			A few seconds later, Vanessa was gone. Despite the unqualified joy Matt had experienced every second since walking into the conference room on fifty, he suddenly felt bereft.

		

	
		
			2

			Bradley kissed Vanessa full on the lips. It was undoubtedly the way many wives wished their husbands greeted them upon returning from work.

			For Vanessa, however, it only drove home how unworthy she was of his love. Almost as if he were adding insult to injury, Bradley had their three-year-old cradled against his chest.

			Zoe cried out, “Mama!”

			Bradley placed Zoe on the ground. She waddled over and Vanessa scooped her up, inhaling her daughter’s scent. It was mainly baby shampoo, but to a mother it was the smell of pure joy.

			“You’re home earlier than I expected,” Bradley said. “I figured a New Year’s Day work emergency wouldn’t end before midnight.”

			That had been today’s lie. It was Vanessa’s usual go-to. She had enough legitimate work emergencies that throwing in another every so often was hardly suspicious. Besides, even before her affair with Matt, she had warned Bradley that the year she came up for partner would be nonstop work, and that year had officially begun at the stroke of midnight.

			She didn’t respond to her husband’s comment, having long ago learned that when it came to lying, the less said, the better. Both for her credibility and her soul. Not that she had much of either anymore.

			“There’s some leftover pizza. Or I’d be happy to whip something up for you,” Bradley said.

			“Thanks, I ate at the office.”

			What she meant was that she had indulged in room service at the Four Seasons. Chateaubriand for two and foie gras, not to mention the bottle of Dom. Vanessa feared that Bradley would be able to smell the champagne on her breath, although she had done everything she could think to hide it—brushed her teeth, mouthwash, mints. That Bradley was still smiling after they kissed suggested that her efforts had succeeded.

			“So, did they make the announcement?” Bradley asked.

			Vanessa’s defenses went on high alert. It had been weeks since she’d last mentioned it, but Bradley had apparently not forgotten that the Rawls Ryan partnership vote was held on New Year’s Day.

			“Yes. Matthew Brooks made it from litigation. The other guy, James Underwood, from the corporate group, was named Of Counsel. The woman, Natalie Denmark, didn’t even get that. She was outright rejected.”

			Bradley considered this for a moment. “That’s actually good for you, right? They won’t want to ding a woman two years in a row.”

			“That’s a glass-half-full way of looking at it, I suppose. The other way is that they’re misogynists.”

			“You worked with Matt Brooks on that thing last year, didn’t you?”

			Her lover’s name coming out of her husband’s mouth sent a chill down Vanessa’s spine. She had been careful not to mention Matt since their relationship had begun, even as she worried her silence about him might be a greater tell. Before they were lovers, Matt was a recurring character in Vanessa’s work stories, as he was the senior associate on Vanessa’s most important case.

			“Yeah. I’m happy for him.” Hearing her words, Vanessa felt the need to be less enthused about Matt’s good fortune. “Although the glass-half-empty part of me thinks that the litigation department might not make a partner two years in a row.”

			“At the risk of my cup running over,” Bradley said with a wink at his ability to stay with the metaphor, “it’s probably good that he made it. He’ll support you next year. You two got along well, right?”

			Vanessa had that pit-in-the-stomach feeling she sometimes got that Bradley knew. That he was goading her to admit it.

			“I guess,” she said.

			“I’m sure he loves you. How could he not love you, Vanessa?”

			She looked at Bradley through narrow eyes. That was certainly an odd turn of phrase for her husband to describe another man’s feelings for his wife.

			“I’ll put Zoe down tonight,” Vanessa said, perhaps changing the subject too abruptly. “You can be off the clock.”

			“You sure? You’re the one who worked all day.”

			Was Bradley gaslighting her with that comment too? Was it his way of saying that he knew she hadn’t been working?

			Vanessa decided to curb her paranoia. Everything was fine. Matt had made partner and Bradley wasn’t any the wiser.

			“Yeah, I’m sure.” Turning to Zoe she said, “Let’s get you ready for bed, little bunny.”

			 

			The year Zoe was born, Bradley made Managing Director at Garfield Partners, which was a feat even more impressive than making partner at Rawls Ryan, at least according to him. With Bradley’s promotion came a seven-figure bonus.

			Vanessa wanted them to use that money to put an end to their renter days and buy an apartment in New York City. But even with his newly found riches, a Manhattan home with a Central Park view was beyond their means, and to Bradley, anything less was unacceptable. In Westchester, however, they could live in a home befitting a king, which Bradley had come to see as worthy of his newfound station in life.

			Relocating to the suburbs was the last thing Vanessa wanted to do, however. She had been reared in Manhattan, in a modest two-bedroom rental. To her, it wasn’t the opulence (or lack thereof) of their apartment, but the city’s pounding rhythm, diversity of people, and never-ending things to do that made it the ideal place to raise Zoe. Vanessa wanted her daughter to enjoy the freedom she recalled from her own teenage years, when she could go wherever she wanted whenever she wanted, without needing a driver’s license or a parent-chauffeur. To experience museums and concerts and different types of people not only when traveling on vacation, but every day of her life.

			There were also selfish reasons that Vanessa didn’t want to move out of the city. Her work schedule already required fifty-plus hours a week at the office, which necessarily included weekend time. Adding a two-hour round trip commute meant that her already limited time with Zoe would be further reduced.

			She could have stood her ground, of course. Nothing prohibited Vanessa from telling Bradley that she wanted to stay in Manhattan.

			But she didn’t. Instead, she moved into a 7,500-square-foot house in Rye, New York. Vanessa had come to see that house as a metaphor for her life. Impressive from the outside, but dark and lonely within.

			A little more than a year later, Bradley was sacked at Garfield. He never truly explained what had happened, dancing around the reason with corporate speak that gave rise to more questions than answers. He had a disagreement with a coworker that had gotten out of hand, was what he’d said. A part of that rang true. Vanessa, more than anyone, knew that Bradley had a temper that he couldn’t always control, and therefore it was of no surprise that it got the better of him at work too. But when she voiced suspicion that one of his shouting episodes would merit termination, her husband had said simply, “It was worse than that.”

			She decided that the why didn’t much matter. Whatever Bradley had done—whether he’d punched his boss or was threatening to murder someone—wasn’t going to change the fact that he no longer had a million-dollar-a-year salary.

			She had never cared about the money, but she knew that Bradley did. Too much, she’d always thought, to the point that it completely defined how he saw himself in the world.

			Bradley tried for months to land at another firm, but those doors were seemingly now permanently closed. With little choice, he took a position with a do-gooder, nonprofit firm. What the new job lacked in remuneration it at least made up for in the ability to spin a face-saving narrative. Bradley now told anyone who would listen that leaving Wall Street had been by design. He had grown weary of pursuing the almighty dollar and wanted to make the world a better place for Zoe.

			Vanessa was accepting of his new career, hoping that it would bring about changes in Bradley too. But first and foremost, she was practically minded that the reversal in their financial circumstances required a correction in their lifestyle too. She urged that they sell their home and find something more appropriate given their reduced joint income. Bradley wouldn’t hear of it, however. Vanessa didn’t need to be a shrink to know that if nothing changed about her husband’s life, at least outwardly, he did not have to reckon with the fact that he was no longer the man he imagined himself to be.

			“How are we going to pay our mortgage?” Vanessa asked.

			“We can get by on our savings until you make partner,” he quickly replied.

			“What if I don’t make partner?”

			“We’ll jump off that bridge, then.”

			Again, Vanessa could have insisted he do what she wanted for a change. And again, she didn’t. Instead, she took on the pressure of being solely responsible for her family’s financial survival.

			“What shall we read tonight?” Vanessa asked her daughter.

			“How many?” Zoe answered.

			“Three.”

			“Can we do four? Please, Mama?”

			“Yes. Four. But then sleep.”

			Zoe jumped out of bed and darted toward her bookcase. She was taller than the second shelf, which was a recent occurrence.

			Like all the other spaces in their home, Zoe’s bedroom was far too large for its purpose. More than once, Vanessa had found her daughter playing with her dolls in the closet. “What are you doing in there?” Vanessa had asked the first time. “I like this little room more than my real room,” Zoe had answered, even though the room’s furnishings were designed to add a sense of little girl whimsy—a dollhouse that served as Zoe’s dresser, a canopy bed that conjured the image of Cinderella’s carriage, and a mural of rolling hills on the main wall.

			“These,” Zoe declared triumphantly, returning to the bed with four books piled high in her hands.

			It was the usual suspects: Not Quite Narwhal, the tale of a unicorn who thinks she’s a narwhal; Llama Llama Red Pajama, which was a recent purchase and Zoe still giggled at the rhymes; Owl Babies, which was Vanessa’s favorite of the bunch, soothing her guilt for being away from Zoe so much with the never-in-doubt assurance that the owl mother would always return; and, of course, Goodnight Moon, which had been the anchor of the bedtime rotation since Zoe first began choosing her own books.

			“Which order?” Vanessa asked.

			Zoe scrunched her face up. Then she shuffled the books, placing Llama on top, followed by Narwhal, Owl Babies, and no surprise to Vanessa, Goodnight Moon last.

			“Like this,” she said in her little voice.

			Zoe was fast asleep even before the end of Owl Babies, but Vanessa still read to the last page. She thought about going through Goodnight Moon too, but settled upon whispering hush and then reciting from her own memory the ending before kissing Zoe on the top of the head and breathing in her scent for the last time that evening.

			 

			Bradley was sitting up in bed when Vanessa entered their bedroom. From the sound of the television, she knew it was football.

			Still, she said, “What are you watching?”

			“The Rose Bowl. Come join me.”

			“In a minute. I think I’m going to shower first.”

			Behind the locked door of the bathroom, Vanessa cherished the few moments when she could escape Bradley’s gaze. When she returned, she’d have to engage her husband, pretending that she was not the type of person who had spent New Year’s Day in a five-star hotel having sex with her lover.

			The story Vanessa told herself to assuage her guilt was that she had simply made a mistake in marrying Bradley. She had been too young (twenty-three when they met) and maybe he was too old (thirty-one). Early on she had felt the pull of an established man, but now she chafed that Bradley more often than not treated her like a child.

			Her sadness led her to Matt, who had pursued her with an urgency like his life depended on it. She liked being needed in that way, and in short order, she realized she needed Matt too.

			Over the past four months, the few hours of weekly bliss with Matt had allowed her to endure the rest of her life with Bradley. It was an existence she couldn’t sustain for much longer, however. Nor did she even want to. Matt’s ascension to the partnership was the first step of a plan that ultimately ended with leaving Bradley and she and Matt living happily ever after.
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			Matt had only made this date because he knew he’d be staring down a long weekend of solitude, and he couldn’t rule out that he wouldn’t be in a deep depression if the partnership vote had gone against him. When that didn’t happen, he considered canceling, but thought it would be bad karma to begin the New Year that way.

			Still, he couldn’t quell the feeling that he was cheating. He knew, of course, that Vanessa was having sex with Bradley, but even though he’d always had something of a jealous streak, Matt had come to believe that Vanessa fulfilled her wifely duties out of an obligation rather than desire. So much so that Matt was convinced that every time Vanessa had sex with Bradley, it only made her miss him that much more.

			He was seated at a table for two against the window when Kelly entered. She looked close enough to her profile picture that he couldn’t complain about being catfished.

			“Find the place okay?” he said.

			“Just where you said it would be.”

			“I held off ordering any wine because I didn’t know if you preferred red or white. That should be something they require you put in your profile, don’t you think?”

			She smiled, but looked nervous. “I’m partial to white,” she said.

			He ordered a mid-priced chardonnay. After the waitress left, they had a moment of awkward silence.

			“Maybe we should get all that first date stuff out of the way,” Kelly said. “Like a speed round or something.”

			“I’m game, so long as you go first.”

			She took a deep breath, as if she was about to swim the length of a pool underwater. “I’m thirty-two. Never been married, although engaged once, which is a don’t ask, don’t tell situation, at least on the first date. I’d like to get married, but I’m not in any hurry, so no pressure.”

			She smiled, to make clear that she’d been joking. Matt smiled back to confirm that he understood Kelly wasn’t expecting a proposal any time soon.

			“I think all of this is in my profile, but I’m from Chicago. College at Oberlin,” she continued in a staccato tone. “A New Yorker since graduation, though. I work at a start-up, doing their analytics, so I’m not involved in the actual tech of the company. Fun fact, I was a math major. What else? Oh, I’m the youngest, with two brothers, so yes, I owe my very existence to my parents trying for a girl. And I’m a Pisces, with a moon in Capricorn.” She smiled again, this time looking like a gymnast who was satisfied with the routine she’d just completed. “Your turn.”

			Kelly’s speech had seemingly been one she’d delivered before. That stood to reason. Most people their age were looking for a life partner, which meant they went on a lot of first dates. Matt was an outlier in that regard. He and Vanessa had never had a proper first date. Truth be told, he couldn’t remember the last time he was even on a first date, or with whom.

			His romantic history, in fact, was rather sparse. His last true girlfriend dumped him the day after their law school graduation. He’d taken the breakup hard. There had been some casual relationships through the years, but he’d found it easier to avoid romantic entanglements and focus all his energies toward making partner. Then he met Vanessa.

			He sometimes was still amazed that after months of them being friends—and coworkers—he had made a move to cross that line. Matt had never had much game and Vanessa was way out of his league, not to mention married. But by the time he had leaned in for that first kiss, in an Uber taking them home after a late night of work that had been capped off with a bottle of wine to celebrate the filing of an important brief, they had been so intimate in their discussions over the past six months that he felt as if they were already lovers.

			“That’s a hard act to follow,” Matt said to Kelly. “But in no particular order, I’m a Scorpio, but don’t believe in that stuff, which is why I have no idea where my moon resides. I grew up in Michigan, so I’m a Midwesterner too, but I haven’t been back in years. I’m an only child, and my parents are gone, but only a few years.”

			“I’m sorry,” she interrupted.

			“Thanks,” he said, but didn’t want to dwell on it, so without missing a beat, he continued with his dating résumé. “If we’re dropping educational stats, I’m sorry to say that I went to Harvard. Twice. College and law school.”

			“So, why’d you become a lawyer?”

			He laughed. “I don’t think anyone has asked me that since I was interviewing for a job . . . I don’t know, ten years ago. Back then, I told them that I was fascinated with the rules that were necessary for a well-ordered society, and I viewed lawyers as the implementers of those rules. I know, a ridiculously pretentious answer.”

			“This isn’t a job interview,” she said with a laugh. “So let me ask the question again, and maybe you could think about giving a truthful answer. How does that sound?”

			“Like a trap,” he said sarcastically, but meaning it.

			“So, Matt, why’d you become a lawyer?”

			Matt reflexively seized on a suitable first date response. Something about the challenges of helping people navigate complex problems. But that wasn’t any better than his interview response. Kelly was asking for the truth.

			“My father owned a small furniture store back in Michigan,” he said. “It constantly teetered on the edge of bankruptcy until one year it fell over. When it did, my old man was fifty-seven without a penny saved. He spent the next few years driving for a car service and died before becoming eligible for social security. I know everyone is supposed to shoot for the stars and pursue their passions, but seeing my father that way made me realize the value of security. Of having a job that paid well and would always be there so long as you worked hard. And a JD degree from a top law school provided that.”

			Kelly smiled at him. “So how does that feel?”

			Matt didn’t understand. “Being a sellout?”

			“No, being honest.”

			 

			“Are you almost ready?” Bradley shouted from the bedroom side of their bathroom door. “We’re going to be late if we hit traffic.”

			“Give me another few minutes, please.”

			Vanessa didn’t need more time to get ready. Her hair was fully brushed, her makeup already applied, and she was wearing a dress she knew Bradley liked. The extra time secreted behind the bathroom door was necessary for her to gather her strength for the night ahead.

			Vanessa had attended J.R.’s annual first Saturday night of the New Year party every year since she and Bradley first became a couple, and her husband had been a mainstay at these gatherings from their inception. But Bradley had declined last year’s invitation, making an excuse that Zoe was sick, although their daughter had been the picture of health. Bradley never explained the real reason to Vanessa for his self-imposed exile, but he didn’t have to—she knew it was because her husband wasn’t ready to face his old college buddy after being sacked at Garfield. She had assumed her husband’s failure to land another seven figure a year job in the year since would give rise to a similar declination this year, but Bradley had RSVP’d yes.

			When Vanessa voiced her surprise that they’d be attending, Bradley gave her that look like he couldn’t imagine why that would be the case. As if he actually believed that after eight years of marriage, she had no idea how his mind worked.

			 

			J.R. lived in Tribeca, in a loft comprised of a central room roughly the length of a basketball court, framed by floor-to-ceiling windows on three sides. It was furnished in the style of a rich, fifty-ish bachelor, which was to say that all of the seating was black leather, tables made of chrome and glass, and his television was roughly the size of a garage door.

			“There’s the man and his beautiful wife,” their host shouted from across the room as soon as Bradley and Vanessa entered.

			J.R. kissed Vanessa on the cheek, after which he shook his head from side to side in disgust. For a moment Vanessa didn’t understand, but then J.R. said, “How in the world did someone as ravishing—and young—as you end up with this old man?”

			“For my money at first, and then, well . . .” Bradley said, looking down at his zipper.

			Vanessa was not amused. She thought J.R. shared her embarrassment.

			“I don’t believe that for a second,” J.R. said. “For one thing, you’re no longer rich, Mr. Non-Profit-Saving-the-Environment. For another, you forget, we roomed together, so I know that whatever other outsized gifts you might bring to your wife, that’s not one of them.”

			Vanessa suspected that it was the crack about Bradley’s wealth rather than his manhood that her husband felt most sharply. She had become an expert in his seething anger, and she now recognized that it was barely below the surface.

			Whether J.R. knew he had struck a nerve was less clear, but he changed the subject abruptly as if he had the good sense to get to safer ground. “So catch me up. Are you two still living out in the hinterlands?”

			“Not exactly Antarctica, but, yes, we still reside in our rather lovely country estate in Rye,” Bradley said with a wide grin.

			“Sounds like you’re truly living the dream. Not my dream, of course. But the dream of boring suburban married folks, I suppose.” Turning to Vanessa, J.R. continued, “In college, your husband was voted most likely to be a Bond villain. And when he made partner at Garfield, we all said, yep, that checks out. But walking away from that to do environmental stuff ?”

			J.R. moved a step closer and peered down at Bradley’s hair, as if he was looking for lice. “I don’t see the scar from a lobotomy, but somebody has clearly done something to your brain. I’m sure of it,” he said with a deadpan delivery.

			Bradley didn’t laugh. Instead, Vanessa saw his jawline tense, and she worried that he might escalate the situation. More and more lately, her husband hadn’t been in control of his emotions, flying off the handle at her, or Zoe, for the most innocuous of transgressions.

			But then he released a cleansing breath and offered his college friend a strained smile. “If it makes you feel any better about your poor life choices, J.R., my wife is still a corporate sellout. She’s coming up for partner at Rawls Ryan this year.”

			“Good for you,” J.R. said. “I lasted all of two years at Cromwell Altman, before deciding that I had to get out of Big Law, and fast. You are obviously made of much sterner, and more beautiful, stuff.”

			Vanessa always had a sense that J.R. flirted with her, but then again, he seemed to flirt with every woman, wife of a friend or not. She couldn’t deny that a part of her enjoyed the attention, as it was becoming scarcer each year. There had been a time Vanessa was quite the head turner. One of her law school professors had joked that she looked more like someone who played a lawyer on TV than an actual lawyer. At thirty-five, Vanessa still looked good, but she was also well aware that she’d be playing mom roles on TV now.

			“Isn’t there someone else’s wife you can hit on?” Bradley said with a chuckle.

			Vanessa knew that laugh. Bradley didn’t mean it as a joke.

			J.R. put his hands up in a show of surrender. “There are always other men’s wives, my friend. In fact, I see one now. I’ll catch up with you two later. Until then . . . drink and be merry.”
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			Matt picked up the check. Kelly offered to pay half, but Matt refused.

			“It’s not about outdated gender roles,” he said. “I asked you to dinner and picked the place. That means I pay.”

			She didn’t miss a beat. “Then how about we go out again next Saturday night and I’ll pick the place?”

			Her offer caught Matt off guard. He had decided somewhere during the French onion soup that there wasn’t going to be a second date. All through dinner, he could barely keep his mind off Vanessa, wondering how her evening was going, wishing he was with her instead. What was the point of being with another woman if he’d already found the love of his life?

			“That sounds great,” he said nonetheless. Then he made a mental note to cancel no later than Wednesday.

			It was still before ten when they exited the restaurant. The air was cold, although not abnormally so for January in New York, but enough for Kelly to say “Brrr” the moment she stepped outside. Despite the elements, Kelly stood in place, which Matt took as an invitation for him to suggest where they would go next. The most obvious venue being his apartment, which was only a few blocks away.

			“You a subway girl at this time or should I put you in a cab?” he asked.

			He could tell that Kelly was confused. He wondered the last time she’d gone on a date and the guy hadn’t tried to get her to come back to his place.

			“Subway,” she said.

			He placed his hand on her back, briefly touching the wool of her coat, but quickly let his arm fall away. They walked that way, side by side, without contact, to the corner of Lexington and 77th. The rumbling of the arriving and departing trains made the ground shake.

			“My ride is here,” she said with a forced smile.

			“Good night, Kelly. Tonight was fun.”

			“It was,” she said. “I’m already looking forward to next Saturday.”

			She said it in a way that conveyed she’d already surmised it would not come to pass. He didn’t respond for a beat, and then said, “Yeah, me too,” with the same cadence she’d just used.

			Once again, Kelly looked perplexed, apparently still expecting a good-night kiss. But Matt couldn’t summon the will. So, she descended the stairway, looking back once to offer a final smile.

			The moment Kelly receded from view, Matt pulled out his phone. He hadn’t checked it at all during dinner and now felt like a junkie in need of a fix.

			He’d received six emails, all of them work-related, from underlings on the Carbone case. Their way of telling him that they were at the office on a Saturday night. He didn’t open any of them.

			Nothing from Vanessa, however.

			Leaning up against the subway’s railing, Matt pecked out a message.

			I went on a date, my big resolution for the year.

			She was smart and pretty.

			And not married.

			I hated every minute of it.

			I love you, Vanessa.

			 

			Driving back to Rye, Vanessa asked Bradley if he had a good time at the party.

			“Yeah. It’s always nice seeing the guys,” he said.

			She doubted that was true. The entire evening had the markings of a redemption tour. Her husband going on and on about how he’d made enough money for this lifetime and decided that it was time to give something back.

			Vanessa had met Bradley twelve years earlier, when she was a law student at Yale and he was visiting campus for an alumni gathering. She was returning from a five-mile run, sweaty as could be, wearing black Lycra running shorts and a running bra, no shirt. He was clad in a finely tailored suit and carried himself, even at a distance, with an unmistakable Master of the Universe swagger.

			Bradley was handsome, she would never say otherwise. Tall and thin, with a strong jaw and large eyes. She also had to admit that her husband was one of those men who looked better with age, the touch of gray and lines around his eyes making what was previously just a pretty face now seem wise too.

			As she ran by him that day on the quad, he put his hand up like a traffic cop. She broke stride, thinking he was in need of directions around the campus.

			“If I told you that someday we’re going to be married, would you call the police or let me take you to dinner tonight?” he said.

			She laughed, admiring his confidence. Vanessa had no illusions about whether he’d used the same line on many women before her whom he hadn’t married. Still, she didn’t think any of those others had called the police either.

			At the time, Vanessa was considering judicial clerkship offers in Los Angeles and San Francisco. But it wasn’t long after they started dating that Bradley was urging her to turn her attention to New York so that they could be together after she graduated. Her ultimatum was that, before she made a career decision for him, he needed to put a ring on it.

			She now knew, in a way that she hadn’t then, that men have biological clocks too. Bradley had entered his thirties and his career with Garfield was securely on track. Rather than bask in a job well-done, he’d turned his attention to conquering a new challenge, having a family and siring an heir, which was undoubtedly the reason he’d immediately accepted Vanessa’s challenge and proposed. They were married the weekend after she took the bar exam.

			He wanted to start a family right away, but Vanessa told him that she needed to be established in her career first, pointing out that the life of a junior associate at a big law firm was incompatible with motherhood. Her resistance lasted for the better part of seven years, when, much to her surprise, she learned that she was pregnant with Zoe.

			Vanessa loved that little girl with a fervor she didn’t know she possessed, but she was ashamed to admit that her first thought upon hearing she was pregnant was that she had sealed her fate with Bradley. Life with him to that point had been a kind of purgatory, which she had accepted because it was far preferable to hell, and she doubted that heaven existed. But in her worst moments, she’d comforted herself with escape fantasies.

			Zoe’s birth had seemingly shut that door. And then Matt Brooks opened a window.

			“I really don’t get J.R.,” Bradley said, his eyes on the road.

			“What’s there to get? He’s a middle-aged Peter Pan.”

			“That’s what I mean. You’d think he would have settled down by now. I appreciate that the bachelor life has some appeal, which is why I lived it for so long, but there comes a time when . . . I don’t know, you need to grow the fuck up.”

			“Well, maybe it’s not a question of time but meeting the right person,” she said.

			“That’s what I meant,” Bradley said, turning to smile at Vanessa, as if that covered up his faux pas.

			Vanessa’s phone pinged. It was her firm email account.

			When she and Matt were merely work friends, they communicated through the firm’s email, as was required for document preservation reasons. Once they became lovers, that mode was a fail-safe to ensure that Bradley never read their exchanges because all firm email was encrypted.

			“That must be yours?” Bradley said. “No one emails me on the weekend anymore.”

			“You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

			He didn’t respond to the fact that her work demands outpaced his nowadays. Instead, he said, “Maybe it’s Eunice,” referencing their nanny.

			“It’s not. She always texts. It’s work.”

			Sometimes when Vanessa was with Bradley, and therefore couldn’t look at her phone, it reminded her of that feeling of being a little girl before Christmas, of knowing her presents were beneath the tree, covered in colorful paper, but she was unable to open them. The anticipation thrilling and agonizing in equal measure.

			“A Saturday night email must be important. You should check it.”

			Vanessa didn’t need to be asked twice. In fact, she could feel her heart begin to race as she reached for her phone. Careful to curve the screen so only she could see it, Vanessa opened the Rawls Ryan app.

			Her heart dropped seeing that Matt had been on a date. That was something she would have expected him to tell her ahead of time. To make matters worse, the woman in question was smart and pretty. Was he just trying to make her crazy? But then, the conclusion: he hated it and loved only her. She smiled, momentarily forgetting where she was and who she was with.

			Her husband reminded her. “Care to share with the class?”

			“It seemed like there was a problem with something, but it’s all good now,” she said.
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			Matt arrived on his first official day as a partner of Rawls Ryan & Gold to find his office empty. The built-in desk and chair remained, but every item of Matt’s—his books, his case files, his Miró print, which he thought made him seem cultured, his Batman bobblehead collection, which he thought made him seem quirky—were gone.

			He knew what had happened. He just hadn’t expected it to happen so quickly.

			An email was atop his inbox informing him that his new office was 4624. It had arrived a minute after he had.

			Matt had occupied the same 8 x 8 piece of real estate at Rawls Ryan since he’d joined the firm. That entire time his goal had been a partner’s office, and yet he hadn’t given much thought to the fact that it was not merely a symbolic prize, but an actual one too. In the jargon of the firm, he was going from one window to three.

			When he arrived at 4624, his nameplate was already affixed beside his door: Matthew H. Brooks, Partner, and the contents of his associate office had already been unpacked. The Miró was hanging on the main wall, and his files and books had been arranged in what appeared to be the same order that they had occupied in his associate office. Interspersed among them were his Batman bobbleheads.

			The furnishings were temporary. An appointment with the interior decorator the firm kept on retainer had already been placed on Matt’s calendar for next week.

			Matt made his first partner decision and placed the assorted Caped Crusaders back into the box. Time to put away childish things, he thought to himself.

			 

			The associates at Rawls Ryan were assigned partner-mentors. Part Dutch uncle, part older sibling, part therapist.

			A lot of the partner-mentors couldn’t pick their mentees out of a lineup. They met their wards early on, and then never again. The associates assigned to them gravitated to others for advice or decided they didn’t need any.

			Dina Weinstock took her role seriously, however. She insisted that Vanessa meet with her at least once a month to talk about her life at the firm, as well as her life away from it. Dina had gone to Vanessa’s wedding, and she had gifted the baby blanket that Zoe still couldn’t sleep without.

			“Happy New Year,” Dina said cheerfully upon Vanessa’s entry into her office.

			Most of the partners’ offices were glorified man caves. Even though each partner was given an obscene decorating budget, the men, by and large, opted for severe furnishings. And because nearly all of the partners were men, Vanessa spent much of her day in such lairs.

			Vanessa would not call Dina’s style feminine, but at least her office had some color and cherrywood furniture, which produced a modicum of warmth. The odd thing about her workspace was that it was completely devoid of any personal touches. Not a single photograph or knickknack.

			“You too. Did you have a good Christmas?” Vanessa asked.

			“Hanukkah, but yes,” Dina said.

			“Right. Sorry.”

			Dina laughed. “I was in a cab a day or two before Christmas. When I got out, the driver said, Merry Christmas. And, you know, reflexively, I said, Merry Christmas to you too. And then he said, Thank you, but I’m Muslim. I don’t celebrate Christmas. And so I say, I’m Jewish, I don’t either. And we both started laughing. And you? How was your holiday?”

			“Good, thank you. I’m not one hundred percent sure Zoe understood the whole Santa thing, but she was all-in on presents being handed to her left and right. And she really liked having the tree with all the lights. She didn’t remember it from last year.”

			The small talk out of the way, Dina segued to the matter at hand. “So, you ready for what awaits this year?”

			“I think so,” Vanessa said.

			Dina laughed again. “When you were pregnant, did people ask you that question too? Are you ready for motherhood?”

			“Yeah,” Vanessa said with a smile, knowing where Dina was heading.

			“I can’t speak with any experience about that, but did motherhood turn out to be anything like you expected?”

			“Nope.”

			“I can speak from experience that the year you’re up for partner won’t either. When I came up, I thought it would be much like the year before, but everything felt so much weightier. Like if I made a single mistake, my life was over. And it’s hard to function like that for a full year. That’s what makes it so different.”

			Dina looked at her computer screen. “You billed 2,658 hours last year. That’s very solid. But trust me on this, every single one of those hours is going to be harder this year.”

			The quick math Vanessa provided to her friends and family was that fifty billable hours a week amounted to 2,500 for the year, allotting for two weeks of vacation. (Associates were permitted four weeks of vacation, but no one hoping to become partner ever took more than two.) She spent at least another ten hours a week on non-billable work, such as administrative matters, the bimonthly litigation department lunches, fulfilling her continuing education obligations, and the occasional bar committee meeting. Then there was her hour-long commute, each way. In total, she spent at least seventy hours a week away from home.

			“Understood,” Vanessa said. “I’m ready for it, whether I have any idea or not. Just like motherhood.”

			“Well, that’s a good attitude. Of course, the Rawls Ryan partnership is not genetically predisposed to love you unconditionally as your daughter was, so that might be a little different for you.”

			“I hope there are other differences between the partners and a newborn.”

			“Not as many as you might think. They both suck the life out of you.” Vanessa laughed at the joke, but Dina’s expression hardly changed. “All kidding aside, one of the things that happens at the January 1 meeting, aside from the partnership vote, is that we discuss the next crop of candidates. From your class, it’s you, Thomas Dorratto, and Louis Rafinski.”

			Vanessa didn’t consider Dorratto or Rafinski to be worthy competitors. She was surprised that Rafinski had survived at the firm for as long as he had given his reputation for being low on candlepower, even if he was a workhorse. Dorratto, on the other hand, was smart enough, but lazy. He had once bragged to Vanessa that he had only cracked two thousand billable hours once, and that was in his second year.

			“Obviously, every partner cannot evaluate every candidate. The corporate partners have no idea what candidates are coming up in our department, just like I have no idea about the strengths and weaknesses of the candidates coming up in corporate. So, what happens is that there are really two votes that occur. The first is the departmental vote—are we putting you up for consideration for the entire partnership or not? That happens at the midyear meeting on July 1. But there’s being put up and being put up, if you know what I mean.”

			Vanessa did. Matt had explained this part to her in great depth.

			“We’re definitely going to put you up. On that, I have no doubt. But that’s just half the battle. Not even. Whether you actually make it depends almost entirely on whether the big swinging dick in our group is going to say to the big swinging dicks in the other departments that he expects their support for you. If that’s a yes, then the associate always makes it. Always. And if he doesn’t, then being put up is a hollow gesture because there’s no way.”

			Vanessa didn’t need Dina to identify the big swinging dick in question. Richard Lowell ran the litigation group with an iron fist.

			“Richard used all his capital for Matt Brooks, and he made it,” Dina continued. “Kloppenberg could have demanded that Underwood make it in return for his support for Matt, but he decided instead that he’d rather hold that chit in favor of Todd Paulson next year. So, if you’re following what I’m saying, you can congratulate Todd now because, short of him . . . I don’t know, committing a felony this year, he’s going to make it.”

			“Okay, so where does that leave me?” she asked.

			“It leaves you needing Richard Lowell to back you the way he did Matt Brooks.”

			It was not an ideal place for her to be left. Vanessa had believed her work thus far would carry her through the finish line. Apparently, her faith in the merit system had been naïve. It was always more about who you know than what you’d done.

			The problem was that Vanessa didn’t know Richard Lowell. Or more accurately, he didn’t know her.

			“I worked with Richard a few years ago, but I’m not sure he remembers me from that.”

			“He doesn’t. Which is why I’ve gotten you assigned to Carbone. Are you familiar with the matter?”

			Aside from her own cases, there was none she knew better. Needless to say, she didn’t admit to her partner-mentor that her secret lover was working on it, and in the course of their affair, he had shared with her everything there was to know about the case.

			“A little bit. Financial crime thing, right?”
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			Since their affair had begun, Vanessa and Matt had made a point not to visit each other’s offices, a prophylactic measure to reduce the likelihood of anyone gossiping about them. But there she stood, just outside the threshold to Matt’s new digs.

			“You have a sec?” she asked.

			His eyes were asking why she was here; hers didn’t provide any answer.

			“Oh . . . sure. Come in and take a seat,” he said.

			Vanessa lowered herself into the guest chair farthest from the window. Matt decided now was as good as ever for him to try out the view behind his new desk.

			“First, congratulations, Matt. Very well-deserved.”

			He wondered for whom she was giving this performance. Without any clue, he had little choice but to play along.

			“Thank you. This is your year, isn’t it?”

			“Indeed it is.”

			“So, with any luck, I’ll be congratulating you one year from today.”

			She smiled awkwardly. “Did you have a nice holiday?”

			This was becoming surreal.

			“Yes. You know, with the partnership vote and all going my way.”

			“Right,” she said with a nervous laugh.

			“And you?”

			“Very nice. Nothing like Christmas when you’ve got a three-year-old.”

			For the life of him, Matt could not come up with any explanation why Vanessa was sitting in his office making inane small talk. That’s when he saw a switch flip in Vanessa’s brain.

			“Did Richard not tell you?” she said.

			“Tell me what?”

			Vanessa laughed. “Okay, so that’s why you’re looking at me like Why is this associate sitting in my brand-new partner office?”

			“I confess that the thought did occur to me.”

			“The reason is that I just came from Dina Weinstock’s office. She said that I should see you because I was being put on the Carbone case.”

			Matt’s first thought was that Vanessa must be joking. But it wasn’t funny. Vanessa, more than anyone other than him, knew that. Which meant it must be true.

			His mind was moving in a million different directions. How could this have happened?

			But of course it did. He should have seen it coming, in fact.

			Matt had been so wrapped up with his own ascension to the partnership that he hadn’t given a second thought to what would happen after he’d made it. The firm had moved onto the next crop of candidates. As part of that process, Dina Weinstock had managed to get Vanessa on the Carbone team to boost her chances.

			“No, Richard did not tell me that.”

			“Sorry to ambush you, then,” Vanessa said. “If you’d prefer, you can brief me later about what’s going on in the case and what you want me to be doing.”

			“Yeah . . . maybe that would be better. It’ll be more productive for us to talk after I speak to Richard, so he can tell me what he wants your role to be.”

			“Sure. Just . . . call me whenever.”

			Their business concluded, in the normal course, Vanessa would have gotten up to leave. She didn’t move, however. Instead, she shrugged, and Matt nodded.

			They had promised each other it would never take this turn. Yet here they were.

			 

			Of all the gin joints, Matt thought to himself as Richard corroborated everything that Vanessa had told him. He still couldn’t believe it. His very first day as a partner at Rawls Ryan and he was already engaging in practically the only thing that could get him fired—supervising an associate with whom he was engaged in a sexual relationship.

			“You can work with her, right?” Richard asked.

			“Yeah, of course,” Matt replied.

			“Good. Because she’s going to be your direct report on this. Also, just so you know, she’s coming up this year.”

			“Yeah, she mentioned that.”

			 

			Vanessa had never failed at anything. At least not anything that tested her intelligence and her determination to succeed. She had never really thought that ascension to the partnership at Rawls Ryan would be any different. But it turned out that her abilities—and the years she’d spent demonstrating those skills—didn’t matter much in the end. Her partnership hinged entirely on Richard Lowell’s opinion and nothing more.

			She cursed the unfairness of it all. If it was so important that she work with Richard Lowell, the firm should have made sure she had contact with him before now. But then she realized that it was only her relationship with Matt that made this unfair. If it hadn’t been for that, being assigned to Carbone right before it went to trial would have been a godsend.

			Still, she considered whether she could bow out of Carbone and earn Richard’s blessing through another case. Just as quickly, she realized that wasn’t a possibility. The Carbone trial was set for early April, but trial dates were often adjourned. If that happened, Richard might not even devote significant time on another case until after the department nominated its slate of candidates on July 1. Even without an adjournment, a month or two on another case that was in its early stages wouldn’t be enough for her to win over Richard’s support. She needed to work with him every day in a pressured situation—like on the Carbone trial.

			The more she considered her predicament, the more she felt its injustice. Why should she be denied her dream because the firm didn’t want Matt supervising her? She and Matt were grown-ups, after all. And if they wanted to have sex while working together, why should Rawls Ryan care? And even if the firm did care, did that mean that its parochial interest should be paramount to her career?

			If Vanessa had not been sleeping with Matt, she would have joined the Carbone team without a second thought. She saw no reason that her relationship with him should result in her making a different decision.

			 

			Matt went home early. He had made plans with Vanessa for her to join him after work. In the meantime, he hoped that being outside Rawls Ryan might give him some clarity for what to say when she did.

			It hadn’t. Instead, he spent the last hour playing out scenarios that he’d considered a million times before, albeit always in the abstract, and without ever seizing upon an acceptable path forward. The reality of their predicament didn’t change that conclusion. No matter what they chose, it invariably led to an unacceptable outcome.

			Vanessa arrived a few minutes after six. She had come prepared to talk first, but Matt suggested they reverse that agenda with a “pleasure before business” joke.

			Afterward, they lay naked in bed, Vanessa’s head resting atop of Matt’s chest. When enough time had passed, Vanessa said, “Is it time for business?”

			“Sadly, yes,” Matt said.

			“So, what do you suggest we do?”

			“I’ve given this a lot of thought since this morning, and I think there are three options,” Matt said, while stroking the small of her back. “First, you could say no, and not join the Carbone team. Make up some excuse. Maybe about Zoe needing you or something. Second, you could join the team and we could break up. I don’t want that. I’m hoping you don’t either. And from my perspective, at least, that’s the worst of all worlds, working together and not being together. Or last, you could join the team and we could continue on, in violation of firm policy.”

			Vanessa shifted, lifting herself off him. “You forgot one. You could leave the Carbone team, and I could stay,” she said without a smile.

			Matt hadn’t forgotten that possibility. He simply didn’t see it as a viable option. And truth be told, it wasn’t. The firm would never let him quit the Carbone case, not after the client had invested millions of dollars in his knowledge of every document.

			“There’s another option too,” he said.

			“Yeah, what’s that?”

			“We could just come clean. Tell them that we’re in love, and therefore we can’t work together.”

			“You know that’s not an option,” she said.

			“Why not?”

			“Play it out. We come clean. What happens next? Richard takes me off the case so you’re not in violation of the firm’s sexual harassment policies, right? Then, fast forward to the partnership vote. Richard doesn’t know me from Adam. Which leads to Dina telling me, ‘I’m so, so sorry, Vanessa. I told you that without Richard’s support, nobody makes it.’ ”

			“It sounds like you don’t want anything to change, then,” he said.

			“The least bad of the alternatives, don’t you think?”

		

	
		
			Direct Examination 
of Vanessa Lyons

			“How long did Matt Brooks engage in an inappropriate sexual relationship with you?”

			The first time I answered that question, during one of J.R. and my initial prep sessions, I provided the exact dates—August 8, 2015, until May 24, 2016. J.R. said that precision suggested more intimacy than he wanted to project.

			So, on the stand, under oath, I said, “It began in the summer of 2015. I’m not sure exactly when it ended, but it was after the Carbone trial, so May of 2016.”

			“After Mr. Brooks had sex with you that first time, what, if anything, happened next?”

			It was a wildly open-ended question, but J.R. and I had gone over my responses so many times that answering was akin to delivering scripted lines. I delivered my part right on cue.

			“The following day, Matt suggested we talk about what had happened . . . at his place.” My pregnant pause, as well as my skeptical facial expression, both of which had been practiced in front of the mirror, made it clear to all that he was inviting me over for more sex.

			“Did he now? A return to the scene of the crime, was it?”

			J.R.’s quip gave rise to a defense objection. The judge’s ruling was an eye roll, which was enough for J.R. to withdraw the question—a meaningless concession, as his statement would not be withdrawn from the jurors’ minds.

			“What did you say in response to Mr. Brooks’s suggestion that the two of you meet in his home—where you had met to have sex only the night before—supposedly to talk?”

			“I told him I didn’t want to do that.”

			The through line of my case was to declare at every turn that I had no choice in the matter. It was always Matt—my boss—forcing me to do what he wanted.

			I’d made clear to J.R., on more than one occasion, that it was not true. Each time, J.R. told me that the truth was a fluid concept as far as my direct testimony was concerned.

			“On direct, you’re not supposed to tell the whole truth, but instead you only need to offer the best version of the truth for our case,” he’d said. “It’s up to the defense, on cross-examination, to get you to admit the best version of the truth for their side. If you said everything there was to say, warts and all, on direct, there’d be no need for cross, right?”

			Rawls Ryan’s lawyers conveyed a similar sentiment when preparing witnesses. As the witness charged with carrying out this advice, however, it seemed less innocuous than it had when I proffered it as a lawyer.

			“What did Mr. Brooks say in response to you telling him that you did not want to meet with him at his apartment to . . . talk.”

			J.R.’s inflection made the word talk sound like have sex. Dirtier even, like fuck.

			“Matt insisted. I think he mentioned that we needed to talk if we were going to be able to work together again.”

			He had said that, but I’m certain he didn’t mean the way it sounded in my retelling, as if he was threatening to fire me if I didn’t agree to meet with him. For one thing, he didn’t have that kind of power. He wasn’t even my boss; we were both associates. What he was trying to say was that he didn’t want things at work to be weird between us, and that’s why he wanted to talk.

			Of course, J.R. made sure to hammer home to the jury the truth that was best for my case. “To be clear, Mr. Brooks referenced the fact that you had a working relationship in connection to the need for you to . . . talk?”

			“Yes.”

			“Did you ultimately agree to his demand that you meet at his apartment?”

			“Yes.”

			“What did he say once you were in his apartment?”

			“I don’t recall his exact words, but he said that he liked me and wanted to see more of me.”

			“In other words, he wanted to continue to have sex with you?”

			“Yes.”

			“What did you say in response?”

			“I told him that I was married. That I had made a mistake the night before.”

			This was again true. I did say that. And again, it wasn’t really true because I didn’t mean it. The previous evening had been one of the best of my life and practically all I could think about since then was doing it again.

			“After you told Mr. Brooks that you were married and didn’t want to have sex with him, what did he say or do next?”

			“He kissed me.”

			J.R.’s silence let my answer take hold. The jurors, no doubt, construed Matt’s act as aggressive, even coercive. In fact, it was neither. By kissing me, he was giving me exactly what I wanted.

		

	
		
			Cross-Examination 
of Matthew Brooks

			“Did there come a time when someone at Rawls Ryan asked whether you were engaged in an inappropriate sexual relationship with your subordinate in violation of firm policies?”

			It was quite a mouthful. Robertson nevertheless managed to say it like that nearly every time, always hitting all four points—my relationship with Vanessa was sexual, it was inappropriate, it was with a subordinate, and it violated firm policies.

			“Yes.”

			“And what did you say?”

			“I said it was not true.”

			“So you lied?”

			“Yes.”

			“You lied to your partners, to whom you had a fiduciary duty to tell the truth, not all that different from your duty in this courtroom to tell the truth?”

			Erica objected. Lying to your work colleagues is not perjury.

			After the judge sustained the objection, Robertson repeated the question, this time omitting the fiduciary duty to one’s partners and the legal requirement not to commit perjury.

			I expected Erica to make an asked and answered objection. When she didn’t, I answered the question for a second time.

			“I did not tell Richard Lowell and HR the truth.”

			“Why did you lie?”

			It is a truism of cross-examination never to ask a Why question. The questioner should always be leading the witness in order to maintain control. That plays out by making declarative statements and then adding at the end, Isn’t that right ?

			The exception to that rule arises in a checkmate situation. When no possible answer will prove helpful for the witness. In that case, a good lawyer gives the witness as much rope as he needs to hang himself.

			I heard Erica’s warnings in my head, about how this part of the testimony would be quicksand for me. Unfortunately, there was no turning back.

			“Vanessa believed that if the firm found out about our affair, it would jeopardize both her prospect of making partner and her marriage.”

			Robertson looked like a boxer who had his opponent on the ropes. He moved a step closer, undoubtedly hoping to deliver a knockout blow.

			“Let me get this straight. Your testimony—your sworn testimony—is that you selflessly did it all for Ms. Lyons? Without a concern in the world for protecting your own partnership at Rawls Ryan?”

			I began to explain that was not what I’d just said, but Robertson spoke over me.

			“Isn’t it a fact, Mr. Brooks, that you lied to your partners because you were worried that you—not Ms. Lyons, but you, Matthew Brooks—would be fired for engaging in an improper sexual relationship with an associate whom you were supervising? Isn’t that the only reason you lied?”

			“I cannot say that the possible impact on my career never entered my mind. I can say, and have testified, that the reason I lied to the firm was to protect Vanessa.”

			“So you lied to protect the woman you loved, is that it?”

			His words dripped with sarcasm. As if my stated motivation could not possibly have been true.

			“Yes. I loved Vanessa and I lied to protect her.”

			“I take it that means that you’d lie to this jury too, if it meant protecting . . . something else you loved. Like yourself.”

			It was one of the things that goes on in a courtroom that didn’t have much currency in real life. The idea that if you lie about anything, you lie about everything. As if the only people who can ever be believed are those who have never uttered a falsehood. Or, in other words, no one.

			And yet in this instance, Robertson’s point was correct. I would definitely lie to protect myself. Who wouldn’t?

			“My testimony is the truth,” I said, which was a lie.
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			The Carbone trial lasted nearly a month. Matt and Vanessa worked nonstop for every day of it, often under extremely pressurized conditions.

			It was the best time of Vanessa’s life. Matt’s too, he said.

			Rawls Ryan had put Vanessa up, Sunday through Thursday, at the Marriott across the street from the office. The expectation was that she would work past midnight every night, and if the firm could squeeze even another billable hour or two out of her by eliminating her commuting time, it more than covered the nightly cost of the hotel room.

			Matt spent every night, Sunday through Thursday, with her.

			The first night they woke up together, Vanessa would have sworn that they’d held each other the whole time. Even hearing Matt snore was music to her ears, although Bradley’s snoring annoyed her to no end.

			“I don’t want this to ever end,” Matt said one night.

			“I’m not sure our client feels the same way,” Vanessa replied with a smile.

			“No, I’m serious. I always knew that being together all the time would . . . would be like this, actually. How can you not live this way if you have the opportunity?”

			“You can’t,” she said.

			Vanessa missed Zoe terribly while she was away and tried to assuage her guilt by doting on her daughter on the weekend. But every Monday when she returned to Matt, she realized that the life she wanted was with him, not Bradley.

			 

			After a three-week trial, Carbone was convicted on all counts. Immediately after the verdict, Carbone’s bail was revoked. The guards took him from the courthouse straight to jail. Sentencing would follow in a month. If the judge showed him leniency, he’d serve no more than two years. The other end of the spectrum would be ten years, or more, of incarceration.

			Vanessa sometimes thought her sentence was just as bad. With the case over, she had to go back to her old life.

			The only saving grace was that it would end soon. She was determined to leave Bradley. She’d wait until after the Carbone trial ended. Maybe a little more than that, just to spend some time with Zoe before upending her daughter’s world. But it was going to happen. It was only a matter of when.

			 

			A few days after the verdict, Richard Lowell called Vanessa into his office. Usually she met with Richard with the other members of the team, or at least Matt, but this time no one else was present. She had been alone with Richard a few times before, and in each of those instances she had felt uneasy. Like walking alone down a dark alley. He possessed the trifecta of masculine red flags: a sexual predation, a hair-trigger temper, and a charm that could make you forget the first two.

			“Ever lose one before?” he asked.

			“Not a criminal case, no.”

			“It’s hard to see your client taken away in handcuffs, right?” Then with a chuckle, he added, “Even if he’s guilty. The fact that there wasn’t anything we could have done to get a different result doesn’t make it any easier.”

			In point of fact, Vanessa thought a different strategy might have brought about an acquittal. Her biggest bone of contention was Richard’s decision to keep their client off the stand. But like everyone else at Rawls Ryan, Vanessa knew that Richard Lowell didn’t take kindly to being second-guessed. Especially by associates. Or women, for that matter. So, she said, “That’s what I’ve been telling myself too. We couldn’t have tried a better case. The facts . . . they just were too much to overcome.”

			Richard smiled at her confirmation that he bore no responsibility for their client’s conviction. She was certain that if they had won an acquittal, Richard would be crowing that it was all because of his brilliance.

			“I imagine you’re wondering why I asked you up to my office?”

			“Not going to lie, the thought did cross my mind.”

			“I’m sure you know that the reason you were put on Carbone was to boost your partnership chances. Dina said you were among the very best associates she had ever worked with, and that I needed to experience the Vanessa Lyons magic firsthand.”

			It seemed like a ham-handed come-on. Vanessa knew better than to bite that hand, however.

			“And did you?”

			“Yes, I did. If anything, Dina was underselling it.”

			Vanessa broke into a Cheshire Cat–sized grin. Richard’s endorsement was the last piece of her partnership puzzle.

			Then it got even better. He said the words that every associate dreamt of hearing.

			“I want you to rest assured that, our client’s guilty verdict notwithstanding, you have my complete and total support for when you come up for partner. I rarely, in fact, I don’t think I’ve ever said this to an associate before but, Vanessa Lyons, you are a lock to make partner.”

			She could scarcely believe her ears. Did he just say that she was a lock? That meant he was not only going to support her candidacy but throw all his weight behind it. Maybe Richard had even already brokered an agreement with the other big swinging dicks Dina had mentioned to ensure her election.

			“Thank you so much, Richard.”

			“I’m very much looking forward also to having the pleasure of our being partners.”

			The devil’s grin upon claiming a soul couldn’t have been any more disconcerting than the smile that flashed across Richard Lowell’s face when he said the word pleasure.

			 

			Matt clicked on a just received email from Vanessa. It consisted solely of an emoji of a coffee cup.

			That was their Bat Signal—a flair that she needed to see him right away.

			The protocol required that he drop what he was doing (if possible) and immediately proceed to the Starbucks closest to the office, which Matt did without delay. Once there, he breathed a sigh of relief that the place was empty, other than for Vanessa.

			She was beaming.

			“What?” he said.

			“I just left Richard Lowell’s office. He told me that I was—and here I quote—a lock to make partner.”

			“This is . . . truly major. I think the closest thing he ever said to me was that he’d do his best, but no promises. So, if he went out on a limb to pledge his full support to you, which it sounds like he did, and then some, all I can say is Wow! I’m so happy for you, Vanessa.”

			“For us, Matt,” she corrected. “For us.”

			 

			Vanessa could usually hear whatever was going on in the upstairs bedrooms as soon as she set foot inside the foyer. That evening the house was silent, however.

			In a half-whisper, half-shout, Vanessa called, “Bradley?”

			She was about to do it again when she heard Bradley’s footsteps coming down the stairs.

			“I just put Zoe down,” he said. “I was trying to keep her awake for you, but that little girl was out on her feet.”

			It wasn’t unprecedented for Zoe to announce she was sleepy, but it was hardly the norm. On top of which, Zoe was always excited to see her mother, the mere thought of Vanessa’s imminent arrival being the three-year-old equivalent of a Red Bull. All of which made Vanessa somewhat suspicious that Zoe had willingly gone to bed early.

			“Silver lining is that we can have some alone grown-up time tonight for a change,” he added.

			Vanessa feared that grown-up time was code for sex. That thought was confirmed when Bradley said he had a bottle of chardonnay chilling in the fridge and asked Alexa to play Adele.

			“Yeah, some wine sounds good,” she said. “I’m kind of out on my feet too, though. It might put me right to sleep.”

			She followed Bradley into their kitchen, taking a seat around the grand marble island. He opened their Sub-Zero, retrieved the wine, and poured them each a glass.

			“I got some very good news at work today,” she said.

			“Tell me.”

			“Richard Lowell said that I’m a lock to make partner. I asked Dina if that’s something he says to everybody, and she said definitely not.”

			“That is very good news.”

			His tone was at odds with the statement. Vanessa wondered if it was her imagination. After all, Bradley knew better than anyone how important it was for their finances that she make partner. Ever since he was fired, they’d been living off credit cards, and now were two months behind on their mortgage. They’d be able to stay afloat until January, at which time her partnership draw would allow them to pay down their debts and proceed with the lifestyle that Bradley thought was indispensable to his existence.

			“You know how much I love you, right?” Bradley said.

			This time Bradley’s words and cadence matched. Melancholy through and through.

			“Why would you ask me such a thing?”

			“Because I really don’t think you really do. And it breaks my heart.”
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			The next day, Matt’s alarm woke him at eight. He showered, shaved, and dressed, and was out the door by 8:45. He bought a Starbucks Venti on his way, and made chitchat with Keisha, his usual barista.

			Entering the lobby of the Rawls Ryan building, Matt tapped his ID at the podium. In the elevator he said a general hello to his coworkers. He got off on the forty-sixth floor, walked to his office, put his suit jacket in the closet, sat behind his desk, and typed his password into the computer. When his desktop screen loaded, he clicked on the email icon.

			Matt had last checked his emails at Starbucks to find that there was nothing requiring his immediate attention. But that was more than five minutes ago, an eternity in early morning lawyer time.

			Sure enough, a message from Richard had since arrived. The subject line: Call me when you get in. There was nothing in the body of the email.

			If Matt had a nickel for every time he got an email from Richard telling him to call as soon as he arrived at the office, he’d be on the Forbes list by now. Sometimes he thought Call me when you get in was Richard’s default email setting.

			Of course, Matt still called without delay.

			“Richard, what’s up?”

			“Can you come on up for a minute?”

			Richard liked talking face-to-face. Matt wasn’t sure why, exactly, although he sometimes thought it was because it looked better on the bill. In-person meetings were recorded as office conferences, whereas emails and phone calls seemed less weighty. On top of which, to impart the same information, meetings invariably lasted at least twice as long as a phone call and probably five times as long as it took to send an email. Rawls Ryan charged five hundred dollars for every six minutes Richard consulted with another lawyer, so that sort of distinction meaningfully goosed the bottom line.

			Matt knocked lightly on Richard’s closed door. He expected to hear the familiar sound of Richard bellowing Enter, but he didn’t.

			Instead, a moment later, Suzanne Sollinger opened the door. Suzanne was the head of HR. Aside from receiving blast emails from her whenever the firm hired a new lawyer or the one time a year that it updated its office manual, Matt hadn’t communicated with her in years.

			“Come in, Matt,” she said.

			Stepping inside, Matt saw Richard situated behind his desk. Suzanne settled into one of the two chairs opposite Richard, and Matt took a seat in the other. Out of his peripheral vision, he thought he saw Suzanne nod to Richard.

			“Matt, we have a bit of a problem here,” Richard said.

			That’s when Matt knew it was about Vanessa. He found it odd that he hadn’t realized it sooner. But their affair had been going on for so long by now—without anyone being the wiser—that even the presence of HR in Richard’s office hadn’t caused him to think that he’d been summoned about his violation of firm policy.

			“Okay,” Matt said, thinking that was what someone who didn’t know what this was about would say.

			“I’m just going to get right to it and ask you point-blank. But before I do, I want to be crystal clear that honesty really matters. You’ve heard us advise a million clients about this. Whatever happened, that won’t change. But if you lie about it now, you make it a thousand times worse.”

			Richard’s preamble was backward. Rawls Ryan didn’t advise clients not to lie to their employers. To the contrary, they often advised that it was telling the truth that made it a thousand times worse because it locked the client into a story.

			“Are you engaged in any type of sexual or romantic relationship with Vanessa Lyons?”

			Matt knew that Vanessa was being asked this very question at precisely this moment. If he told the truth, he wasn’t sure that they’d fire him, but he knew for a fact that if he came clean and Vanessa lied, she’d be fired. The partners often looked the other way when there was a consensual relationship involved; indeed, at least three of the partners were married to former staff. But Rawls Ryan had a zero tolerance policy when it came to associates lying to partners.

			Vanessa had always been unwavering that she would lie about their affair to protect Matt, however. That meant he had to lie now to protect her.

			“No, of course not. We’re friends. Who said that there was anything more than that?”

			Matt hoped he conveyed the right mix of concern about the seriousness of the allegation and bemusement that someone would make such an outlandish claim. Richard’s nod told him that he was satisfied.

			“So, it’s a complete and utter denial, then?” Suzanne said, clearly not as easily convinced. “No nuance here at all?”

			“I don’t know what you mean by nuance,” Matt said, and immediately regretted it. He should have simply said That’s right.

			“I mean that at no time in the past have you ever had any physical contact with Vanessa that . . . well, that you wouldn’t do with any other person at this firm, male or female,” Suzanne said. “No kissing, touching, or anything else—ever—between the two of you?”

			Matt put on his most serious face. It was time to be offended, he thought.

			“No.”

			Neither Richard nor Suzanne said anything. Matt took advantage of the momentary silence.

			“Can you tell me what this is about?”

			He asked the question of Suzanne. The answer came from Richard.

			“As you likely have surmised by now, someone has told us otherwise.”

			 

			Dina Weinstock coming to the forty-second floor was not unprecedented, but it was hardly the norm. She might drop by if she had a meeting nearby, but it was far more often the case that Vanessa was summoned to Dina’s office if they had something to discuss.

			But there Dina was, without so much as a piece of paper in hand, standing in Vanessa’s doorframe. Vanessa’s first thought was that it had to do with Richard Lowell. That he had changed his mind.

			But that couldn’t be it. She hadn’t done anything to cause any about-face. It had just been twenty-four hours, after all.

			And then it hit her. Like a freight train.

			“There’s something rather serious I need to talk to you about,” Dina said.

			She entered the office, shut the door behind her, and took a seat, all without saying anything further. Vanessa got the clear impression that Dina was considering her words carefully, as if this was a court argument.

			“You’re scaring me a little bit, Dina. What’s up?”

			“We have been informed that you and Matt Brooks have been engaged in a . . . an unprofessional relationship, let’s just say.”

			“That’s not true.”

			She lied out of reflex, which pleased her. Like finding out you were brave enough to run into a burning building to save a loved one. To her ear, it sounded sincere too. Clear and emphatic.

			Her denial had apparently failed to convince Dina, however. Disappointment was written all over her mentor’s face.

			“The firm has very clear rules on this matter,” Dina said. “Our policies are directed against the supervisor in the relationship. In this case, they apply to Matt. He is required not to engage in a relationship with you. There is no penalty for you engaging in a relationship with him.”

			“I didn’t—did someone tell you that?”

			Vanessa realized a beat too late that Dina had led with that. We have been informed . . . What did that mean? Had someone seen her and Matt together at the Marriott? Entering Matt’s apartment building?

			Dina didn’t answer Vanessa’s question. Instead, she went back to what Vanessa by now assumed was a rehearsed speech.

			“Vanessa, please. Be honest with me here. There will be absolutely no adverse employment consequences to you if you tell me the truth. I one hundred percent promise you that.”

			Vanessa had done enough internal investigations for clients to know that lying to your boss was always grounds for termination. That meant the choice Dina was presenting couldn’t be starker: come clean about her affair and destroy Matt’s career or continue to lie and maybe destroy her own.

			 

			Vanessa had been in his apartment countless times, but Matt couldn’t recall another instance when they hadn’t immediately adjourned to the bedroom. This time they were sitting on opposite ends of his sofa, asking each other the same questions.

			How did the firm find out?

			What do we do next?

			Matt had a theory about the first and a plan about the second.

			“I think it was Bradley,” he said.

			Vanessa shook her head in disagreement. “Why would he do that? It doesn’t make any sense. If he thought I was cheating—which I’m sure he doesn’t—he would have confronted me, not tattled to the firm. Bradley needs me to make partner to fund his life. He knows that.”

			Matt could see the world through Bradley’s eyes, however. To him, it made perfect sense for Bradley to have placed an anonymous call to the firm’s sexual harassment hotline. The way a wild animal chews off his own leg to escape a trap.

			“I think he’s known about us for a while, Vanessa. And he could see that if you had made partner, you’d eventually leave him to be with me. So he figured the only way to stop that was . . . I guess to push us apart this way. He must have thought only I’d get fired, after which, I’d blame you. Which if you think about it, is pretty win-win for him.”

			Vanessa didn’t respond, which confirmed to Matt that she now concurred.

			 

			As much as Vanessa hated to admit it, Matt’s theory about Bradley dropping the dime made total sense. If anyone from the firm had seen her with Matt in a compromising situation, they’d have no incentive to tattle. Whereas Bradley had everything to gain by destroying Matt’s career. And, as much as it pained her to admit it, her husband was never very good at seeing the collateral consequences of his actions, such as the fact that Bradley would also be imperiling her future.

			Although Matt saw the two questions before them—How’d they find out? and Now what?—as separate inquiries, for Vanessa they were hopelessly intertwined. Once Bradley thought his anonymous call had failed to cause the firm to take any action, he’d collect proof of some sort and send it to the firm, at which time they’d both be fired.

			Vanessa knew that the only way to stop that from happening would be if she stopped seeing Matt. Not for forever. But at least until the partnership vote.

			“No,” Matt said after Vanessa voiced that position. “We’ve come so far, Vanessa. You said you were on the verge of telling Bradley you wanted a divorce. I love you. I want a life with you. Please, don’t . . . don’t push me away now.”

			“Matt, we need to just let things settle down a little bit. Let’s just . . . lay low until after the partnership vote. My thinking is that after the summer, when Zoe starts preschool, I’ll separate from Bradley. Then by January, after the partnership vote, maybe we wait . . . I don’t know, a month or two, tops, and then we can tell everyone that we were friends, that I’d recently left my husband and now that I was single, I realized that I’d always had stronger feelings about you than I’d previously let myself act upon . . . and the rest is history. If you think about it, it’s pretty much the truth, just that the timing when it all happened will be pushed up a year.”

			“That’s a nice plan, Vanessa, but the partnership vote is seven months from now. A lot can happen in seven months.”

			“You can’t wait seven months for a lifetime of us being together?”

			Vanessa was upset that Matt’s commitment was so fragile. But then she realized that she’d misunderstood his apprehension. It wasn’t his commitment he worried would waiver if they were apart, but hers.

			“It’s not that,” he said. “It’s . . . I’m afraid that if we wait, it won’t happen. That’s why I think we should go in tomorrow, and you’ll say to Dina, and I’ll say to Richard, Hey, about yesterday, you caught us by surprise. But it’s true. We’re in love.”

			She liked his plan better too, but only to the extent it meant that they could be together sooner. As far as her career prospects went, not so much.

			“You can’t really believe that the truth is our ally here. Matt, admitting we were having an affair during the Carbone case is career suicide. For you, definitely. For me, probably.”

			“No, it actually works. We tell them that . . . I don’t know, it started like the last week of the trial. We were going to disclose but with the trial and everything, we just didn’t know if it was a one-off kind of thing, and with you being married, it was complicated. Then we say that obviously when they confronted us we should have come clean, and we’re really sorry about that, but it’s only been twenty-four hours of deception, so no harm, no foul.”

			“What if it goes the other way? What if they say, thanks so much, you’re both fired for lying to us, and Matt, you’re doubly fired for violating the firm’s policy? Then what?”

			“That won’t happen. Richard . . . he’s not going to let them fire me.”

			“I don’t have that confidence about Dina’s love for me. Nor does she have that kind of juice even if she was inclined to protect me. Besides, I don’t have to be fired. They can pass me over and make me leave that way. And let’s be real here. There’s just no way that they’re going to make me partner after I confess that I straight out lied to them.”

			The smile receded from Matt’s face, his tacit recognition that she was right. He would be protected, but he could not promise that coming clean would end well for her.

			“I take it that this isn’t one of those things where we both have to agree, right?” he said.

			“I wish you would, but no, you don’t have to. But please, trust me on this, Matt. It’s all going to work out in the end. I promise.”

			“I hope so, Vanessa. I swear to God that I do. But I . . . I don’t think our being apart is the answer. I just don’t think everything’s going to turn out the way you want it to if we’re not together.”

		

	
		
			Direct Examination 
of Vanessa Lyons

			“Why did Mr. Brooks’s sexual affair with you come to an end?”

			In a different setting, I might have answered that things ended because I didn’t trust Rawls Ryan to do the right thing. Or that I was concerned about Matt’s career. Or, perhaps most truthful of all, that I thought it was temporary, and by imposing this hiatus, I could have my cake and eat it too—making partner at Rawls Ryan and keeping Matt.

			But in a court of law where lying is a crime, I provided the least honest answer, albeit a true one. “I ended it.”

			That’s what J.R. wanted me to say, and he rewarded me with a smile. Sometimes I think that every time I accept J.R.’s way, a part of Matt’s place in my heart dies, until soon enough, there’ll be no Matt left.

			“Was Mr. Brooks upset by you ending the sexual relationship?”

			“Objection,” the defense lawyer shouted. “The witness isn’t a mind reader.”

			Before the judge could rule, J.R. said, “How did Mr. Brooks react when you ended the sexual relationship he was having with you?”

			“He reacted . . . like he was very upset.”

			The truth. And not.

			He was very upset. But so was I.

			“What, if anything, did he say to you about your chances of making partner at Rawls Ryan after you ended this sexual affair?”

			What did he say? That he loved me, of course. That he wanted a life with me. That he would never stop loving me, no matter what. That if this was the way I wanted it, there was nothing he could do but accept it.

			None of those things furthered my cause, as J.R. pointed out.

			“He said that if we broke up, he didn’t think that everything would work out the way I wanted it to,” I said.

			He had said that. It wasn’t a lie. At least not technically.

			J.R. smiled, first at me, then at the jury. His way of telling me that I’d done well and to convey to them that there was a threat behind Matt’s words, such that my testimony was akin to a smoking gun. Several of the jurors smiled back, telling us both that the message J.R. wanted them to get had been received.

		

	
		
			Cross-Examination 
of Matthew Brooks

			“The sexual relationship between you and your subordinate, Ms. Lyons, came to an end because Ms. Lyons ended it, isn’t that right?”

			“No. It was a mutual decision.”

			“No, it was not, Mr. Brooks,” Robertson snapped back, as if he knew better than I did about it. “Ms. Lyons said she was done with you, and you were furious at her for ending things. Isn’t that true?”

			As calmly as I could, I said, “No, that is untrue. We decided we would . . . take a break until she was elected to the partnership. After she made partner, we would not be in violation of the firm’s sexual harassment policies, because there is no prohibition against relationships between partners.”

			“You meant you, don’t you, Mr. Brooks?”

			I didn’t know what Robertson meant. By his cadence, however, I knew it was a trap.

			“Can you rephrase your question, please?”

			“You said that we would not be in violation of the firm’s sexual harassment policies. But in point of fact, there was never a we. You, and you alone, were the only person violating that policy by your affair with Ms. Lyons.”

			There was no point fighting a battle I could not win. “That’s right. It was just me.”

			“During this . . . break, as you call it, you claim that you were still in love with Ms. Lyons, do we have that right?”

			“Yes.”

			“Were you still in love with Ms. Lyons when she left Rawls Ryan?”

			This is a death by a thousand cuts. Every time I express my love for Vanessa, I bolster the case against me. Yet, I long ago concluded that claiming otherwise—that there came a time when I had turned against Vanessa—would be worse. Which meant that I had little choice but to continue down this path, despite my concerns of where it would lead.

			“Yes. I was.”

			Robertson gave me a victory smile. Of course it was his triumph, not mine, that he was celebrating.

			“So, you loved Ms. Lyons when you were engaged in a sexual affair with her. You loved her still when your sexual relationship ended. And you loved her on the day she left Rawls Ryan too. Do I have that right?”

			“Yes.”

			I knew exactly what was coming next. That didn’t mean I was ready for it, though.

			“Tell us, then, did you still love Vanessa Lyons when she got you fired, Mr. Brooks? When she ended your career at Rawls Ryan & Gold? When she cost you millions, no, tens of millions of dollars, did you still love her then, sir?”
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			On July 1, the partners held their annual retreat. The summer meeting was spent evaluating the firm’s midyear financial performance, after which each department officially nominated the candidates to be voted upon for partner six months hence, at the New Year’s Day meeting.

			The event was held off-site, in a midtown hotel that boasted a rooftop pool that had been reserved that day solely for the equity holders of Rawls Ryan to enjoy after their business was concluded. In the evening, the partners dined on filet mignon and lobster tails in a private dining room, where the wine bill alone would be in the five figures.

			Harold Gold called the meeting to order at ten o’clock on the dot. Even in casual wear, Gold looked like a Beau Brummell: bright red pants with a lobster print, a dark blue polo, and white saddle shoes. If he had sported an ascot, he couldn’t have looked more like a caricature than he already did.

			“I am proud to say that 2016 is shaping up to be the very best year in the history of Rawls Ryan & Gold,” he began. “Across every department, our billable hours are up. Our collections remain in the mid-eighty percent, which as you all know, foreshadows a year-end collection rate about ten points higher. With the required caveat that past performance is not indicative of future results, I can proudly report that we are predicting a twenty-plus point gain over our 2015 profits.”

			A more detailed analysis of the firm’s financial position followed, complete with PowerPoint slides full of charts. Some of the partners seemed acutely interested in the minutiae of the firm’s finances, but Matt wasn’t one of them. He started to zone out as soon as the word amortization was bandied about.

			A little before noon, the morning session ended. The partners were directed to their breakout rooms to hold their departmental meetings.

			“Ready for the main event?” asked Ike Rasmussen, an older partner known by the associates as a good guy to work for, which might have been part of the reason he had never become a force at the firm or within the bar.

			“Kind of looking forward to it,” Matt replied. “First time and all . . .”

			Ike laughed in a way that embarrassed Matt because it was so disconnected to the comment that had elicited it. “You have no earthly idea, my friend. None at all,” Ike said.

			 

			The back of the room was arrayed with chafing dishes containing a high-end buffet. Lots of shellfish, along with the usual salads and baby lamb chops.

			Matt was still a few people away from reaching the food when Richard Lowell began addressing the room. He stood tall behind a lectern that had been placed on the table in front of him. In his all-black ensemble, Richard resembled a movie hit man, in stark contrast to the rest of the partners who looked like they’d just stepped off a golf course.

			“I’ve learned two lessons about these meetings from long experience,” Richard said. “The first is that if I wait until everyone gets their food, there won’t be enough time to finish what we need to discuss before we lose valuable swimming pool time. And the second is that nobody listens to anything until we get to the candidates anyway, so I might as well get through the boring stuff even if I don’t have your undivided attention.”

			With that, Richard launched into a presentation that sounded an awful lot like Harold Gold’s an hour earlier, except this time the focus was on the litigation department, rather than the firm at large. He was still going on about work in progress, partner to associate ratios, and hours billed, when Matt took his seat between two of the more senior partners. Neither acknowledged his presence, the old-timers seeming uninterested in anything beyond their lunch.

			“Okay, so that concludes the financial portion of today’s presentation,” Richard said a few minutes before one. “Now for the moment we’ve all been waiting for. We have three associates to consider: Vanessa Lyons, Thomas Dorratto, and Louis Rafinski. We’ll begin with Dina Weinstock, who is going to speak on Vanessa Lyons’s behalf. Dina, come on up.”

			Matt had worked with Dina on a case years ago, but he barely remembered any interactions they had, if they even had any, which was doubtful because, at the time, he was a junior associate and she was already a partner. That was not to say that he didn’t feel like he knew her well. Vanessa talked almost as much about Dina as he did about Richard.

			“Thank you, Richard,” Dina said. “And good afternoon to all of my fellow partners in the litigation group. I hope you each have had the opportunity to, if not work with, at least get to know Vanessa Lyons. For those of you who have, I’m sure that you will completely understand why I am honored to give my complete and most enthusiastic endorsement that she be nominated by our department for election to the partnership. Vanessa Lyons is the type of candidate we only see every few years: smart as a whip, graceful under pressure, and as hard a worker as anyone in this firm. In addition to all of Vanessa’s merits, I feel the need to emphasize to all of you what should be obvious: she is a woman in a department, and a firm, that has a definite gender diversity problem. If we do not start electing women to the partnership, the most talented young women out of law school will avoid Rawls Ryan, and that will put us in something of a death spiral in which our women are less accomplished than the men at the hiring stage, which, in turn, leads to their making partner less frequently, if at all. Rinse and repeat.”

			“Is that what we’ve become? Is partnership at Rawls Ryan & Gold now just an affirmative-action-type prize?”

			The interruption was courtesy of Alan Crenshaw. He was a Neanderthal in most of his views and apparently remained on-brand regarding gender equality.

			“No, Alan,” Dina said curtly. “In fact, quite the opposite. Vanessa Lyons deserves her place in the partnership solely on merit. The fact that she doesn’t have a penis just means our firm will be better able to recruit other exceptional lawyers who also lack this totally unnecessary appendage for purposes of representing our clients. But my point is that if having a penis somehow becomes the rule for partners here, as it seemingly has in years past, and as I fear that the women looking in at our process from the outside will conclude, the firm will suffer greatly because we will not be able to attract fifty percent of the best and brightest who are penis-less.”

			“Dina, I think you’re laying this part on a little thick,” Jared Schwartzman said.

			His joke landed well with this audience. It wasn’t lost on Matt that Dina wasn’t laughing.

			“I’ve been the law school hiring partner for the past two years,” Crenshaw chimed back in. “Both years, our incoming classes have been at least fifty percent women. And I can report to all of you that I haven’t seen any disparity regarding the academic credentials of the men and women. Now, it’s a fact that after they join the firm, the women leave in much larger numbers, but that has nothing to do with us. They simply feel a greater desire than the men to be home with their children, or not to work the crushing hours it takes to make partner here. That’s the reason we have fewer qualified women to consider for partnership. Not because we’re discriminating, but because most of the women opt out of the process before they arrive for consideration at this meeting. They go in-house to less demanding positions, or to smaller firms, or simply become stay-at-home moms. To use a cliché, it’s not us, it’s them.”

			“All the more reason that when we come across a woman who breaks the mold, a woman like Vanessa Lyons, who has outworked her male colleagues for nine years, we must reward her,” Dina replied. “Believe me, the more junior women at our firm are looking closely at how we vote on Vanessa’s nomination. If she doesn’t make it, what message does it send to Stephanie Wellfleet or Amanda Connors, who are coming up next year? Or to any of the women more junior to them who are weighing whether it’s worth it to sacrifice everything for a shot at the brass ring? Or, for that matter, the hundreds of women in law school who are deciding whether to sign up for an interview to join our firm next year? I can tell you exactly the message they’re going to get: Rawls Ryan doesn’t make women partners, so why even bother?”

			Watching this back-and-forth, Matt tried to imagine what Vanessa would make of it. She had often made the exact same points as Dina, but he had no doubt she’d be horrified to hear that after nearly a decade of slaving away, her worth to the firm had been reduced to her gender.

			“Let me bring this debate back to Vanessa,” Richard said. “Which is, of course, not to say that anything Dina just said, and the opposing views, should not be considered as well. But first and foremost, this is about Vanessa’s qualifications. If we think she is worthy of our support, then the question is settled. If not, then I can see Dina’s argument that we should nominate her anyway because we will reap benefits down the line with our recruitment efforts and morale, but that’s a different argument. Now, I had the most recent significant contact with Vanessa, and it was in the highly pressurized situation of the Carbone trial. As a result, my views on her candidacy might hold special weight for some of you.”

			Matt stifled a laugh. Richard’s views on a candidate held special weight for everyone. Not because of his recent experience with Vanessa, but because the other litigation partners rarely bucked him on anything.

			“For all the reasons Dina just so clearly articulated, I wanted so much to be an enthusiastic supporter of Vanessa’s. I truly did. But, I’m sorry to say, I’m voting no on Vanessa’s nomination.”

			Matt couldn’t believe his ears. How could Richard have gone from Vanessa being a lock for election to a no-vote for nomination in the space of a month? They hadn’t worked together in that time. For all Matt knew, they hadn’t even spoken.

			If something happened with Richard, Matt was certain that Vanessa would have broken their silence. Maybe even more likely, Richard would have told Matt about it.

			It led Matt to only one, inescapable conclusion: this had nothing to do with Vanessa’s merit and everything to do with the fact that Richard had never believed their denials that he and Vanessa were merely friends. But if that was true, and it had to be, why was Richard punishing Vanessa and not him?

			“She’s a hard worker, no doubt about that,” Richard continued. “And she’s smart. I’m not going to say otherwise. Let’s be honest, you don’t make law review at a top-five law school or clerk on the federal court if you’re not very smart and willing to work hard, and you don’t get to work at Rawls Ryan if you haven’t done those things. And you certainly don’t make it all the way to the nomination process without billing a lot of hours and getting positive feedback along the way. But this firm has always prided itself on considering those credentials the minimum to simply be an associate at the firm, not to nominate someone to become our partner for life.” He waited a beat and then said, “I’m as disappointed as anyone when I tell you that my experience with Vanessa was that she didn’t have that extra, undefinable quality that makes her Rawls Ryan partner material.”

			A heavy silence permeated the room. The other partners looked like children having just been scolded by a stern parent, their eyes downcast, afraid to be singled out for punishment.

			“What is that undefinable quality, Richard?” Dina finally said.

			Matt was surprised she’d said anything. The fact that she had phrased it as a question didn’t change the fact that she was clearly posing a challenge.

			“It’s rather simple,” Richard said with maximum condescension. “Would I trust her to have first chair responsibilities for one of my clients? To advise them in my absence when everything is on the line? And my answer with respect to Vanessa is, no, I would not.”

			That was a death blow. Then he drove the stake through Vanessa’s already non-beating heart.

			“Now, I’ve told you why I’m going to vote no on partnership for Vanessa. For the diversity reasons that Dina rightly articulated, which I think are very important, I propose we do the following: nominate Vanessa to be Of Counsel and commit right now to putting all our efforts into making both Stephanie Wellfleet and Amanda Connors partner next year. There’s no way we can make Vanessa this year and both of them next year; so, either way, we would be put in the position of denying a woman who worked hard to get there. I’d much rather that denied woman be Vanessa than either Stephanie or Amanda.”

			Dina locked eyes with Matt. She was urging him to say something. Anything.

			He remained mute. What could he say?

			She wasn’t going to let Matt’s silence stand, however. “Richard, while I respect your views on the matter, before we vote, I would like to hear directly from Matt Brooks about Vanessa’s work on Carbone, given that he was her primary partner contact on the case. Matt, why don’t you tell us how you come out on Vanessa’s candidacy.”

			Matt could feel all eyes upon him. Everyone was waiting for him to say his piece.
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			Even though it was not yet the weekend, the beach was still crowded. An umbrella protected Zoe as she dug a hole at Vanessa’s feet, but the shade didn’t cover Vanessa, who squinted into blinding midday sun. Bradley had half-heartedly tried to teach their daughter how to make a castle with plastic molds, but quickly gave up and allowed Zoe to content herself by going deeper into the sand.

			It was the first vacation day Vanessa had taken all year. She had convinced herself she wouldn’t be missed at work because the partners were on their retreat and Monday was the Fourth of July. All of which meant there couldn’t be any real work emergencies until Tuesday, and that was four days away.

			Vanessa had wanted to go away for the long weekend. To the Cape or Martha’s Vineyard if she’d had her druthers, but she’d have settled for any change of scenery. Bradley was adamant, however, that they not buck the holiday traffic.

			“It’s one of the reasons we decided to move to Rye, right?” Bradley said. “Because you wanted to live near the ocean. So, why would you want to go to some other beach when ours is ten minutes away?”

			Rye wasn’t on the ocean. It was on the Long Island Sound.

			And the reason they moved had nothing to do with Vanessa’s desire to live near the water. It was because Bradley insisted on owning a castle. One that they could only afford to keep if she made partner.

			“Stop when you get to China,” Bradley said to his daughter. “And bring me back some egg rolls.”

			Vanessa rolled her eyes behind her sunglasses. She was about to tell Bradley that he should try to be more politically correct around their three-year-old but stopped short. She had to pick her battles.

			During the Carbone case, she and Matt had once discussed the maximum length of a prison term to which they’d consider pleading guilty if they ever committed a crime, rather than risk a longer sentence if convicted at trial. Matt had said five years.

			“I think I could be in a Russian gulag for five years, if I knew I was getting out at the end.”

			If Matt could last five years in the gulag, they certainly should be able to survive being apart until January. Still, the separation had been agony for her. Every day she felt the impulse to reach out, to tell him that she had made a terrible mistake, that she needed him back in her life.

			“Everything okay?” Bradley asked.

			Vanessa hadn’t been discreet enough with her eye roll, apparently. She instinctively touched her sunglasses, just to make sure they were on her face.

			“Yeah. Why wouldn’t it be?”

			“No reason. You just seem . . . preoccupied.”

			She hadn’t told Bradley that, at that very moment, the partners at Rawls Ryan were deciding her professional fate. There was no point. He would only add to her stress.

			“Sorry. I’m just thinking about some work stuff.”

			Vanessa had expected by now to have received at least an email from Dina with good news. She kept telling herself that everything was on track, but each passing minute without word made Vanessa feel as if she was whistling past the graveyard.

			“It’s a beautiful day and you’re at the beach with your family,” Bradley said as he leaned back in his chair, pointing his face toward the sun. “Put work out of your mind.”

			“I hadn’t thought of that. But now that you say it, it really is that simple. Thanks so much.”

			“Wow, you really are on edge. I was just trying to help. Forget I said anything.”

			Bradley seemed particularly bruised by her sarcasm. Perhaps he was right to feel so. Not that she had said anything untrue, of course, but it served no purpose to be angry at him for not being the man she wanted.

			“Mommy, Mommy, the sand is all black now,” Zoe said.

			Zoe was elbow deep into her hole, but she’d somehow managed to get more sand on her bikini bottoms than she had displaced.

			“That’s amazing, baby,” Vanessa said.

			Zoe returned to her excavation project, oblivious to the tension between her parents. Vanessa could not so easily block out her rising anger, however.

			“Why don’t you help your daughter dig to get some egg rolls,” she said. “I’m going to cool off for a minute.”

			Vanessa sprung out of her beach chair and headed toward the surf. The sand was warm underfoot, but once her toes touched the water, a shiver went through her body. Even so, it would have needed to be subarctic to make her turn around now. She waded in, slowly approaching the breaking waves.

			As soon as the water had reached her hips, Vanessa crashed headlong into an incoming wave, emerging on the other side exhilarated. Another wave formed in the distance, and Vanessa swam toward it. This time, rather than go under, she bobbed higher when it approached, allowing it to pass her by before unleashing its full fury on those less daring swimmers closer to shore.

			She slipped below the surface for a second, and when she reemerged back into the sun, she smoothed her hair off her forehead. The noise from the beach, so loud when she left it, was silenced, overtaken now by the rhythm of the waves.

			Another swell approached. Vanessa rose as it rolled around her, and then she watched it break on the other side.

			She considered swimming out toward the horizon, where all was peaceful, and not stopping until her body gave out and the ocean consumed her. She allowed herself to envision Matt’s tears at hearing the news that she had been lost at sea. Would he blame himself? It was her fantasy, so why not go all the way? She imagined Matt inconsolable, sobbing at her grave site, touching her tombstone with his hand, caressing it as if it were her body.

			She was still enjoying this mental image when a new wave took shape in the distance. It was larger than the last few, the kind that might knock down the smaller children who stood waist-deep in the distance.

			Which, of course, made her think of Zoe. The mental image of Matt’s grief at losing his great love was replaced with one of Zoe, motherless, which brought with it a rush of shame that she had indulged in the escape fantasy.

			Today would turn out fine, she told herself. After that, everything would fall into place. She’d make partner, she’d leave Bradley, and happily ever after would be found with Matt. Just like she told him it would that last time they made love.

			Rather than challenge the oncoming wave, Vanessa swam away from it as fast as she could. She knew that she could not outpace it. Instead, she’d use the force of nature to push her back toward dry land.

			Back toward her life.
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			For a split second, Matt heard himself deliver a truthful speech. In it, he said that the litigation partners should absolutely, one hundred percent nominate Vanessa to be partner because she was a highly talented lawyer who they’d be lucky to have join their ranks.

			He kept such thoughts to himself, however. Nothing he said could help Vanessa now. Her nomination was dead on arrival. She was not going to be a partner at Rawls Ryan. The only thing his contradicting Richard would accomplish was earning his mentor’s wrath. And now that it was clear that Richard knew Matt had not only violated the firm’s sexual harassment policy but lied to his face, Matt was on very shaky ground. Anything other than an unqualified support of Richard’s opposition could very well result in Matt’s own days at the firm being numbered.

			“Vanessa’s performance on the Carbone case was very strong, no doubt about that,” he said, his voice shaky. “She worked hard, always produced assignments on time, and her work product was top-notch. So, that’s the positive side.”

			Matt came to a full stop, if only to catch his breath. In his mind’s eye, he saw Vanessa’s face and offered a silent apology.

			“On the other hand, I fully understand Richard’s point of view. There were times during the case where . . . I don’t know how to say this exactly, but . . . let’s just say that . . . there were moments Vanessa seemed a bit over her head. And our client, who was definitely difficult, did express some concerns about Vanessa.”

			Both those things were true.

			And yet they weren’t.

			Yes, there were times Vanessa seemed to be on the verge of panic, but there were other times that Matt panicked too. Besides, the only reason Matt knew about Vanessa’s insecurities was because she confided in him, and she only did that because they were in love. She kept a much better poker face with everyone else, including Richard, who Matt was certain never saw a hint of self-doubt from Vanessa. As for Carbone’s criticism, the guy was a grade A asshole and misogynist who complained about everyone and everything, including having choice words about Richard, whom he fired after the verdict, and nobody thought Richard Lowell lacked the undefinable quality that marked a Rawls Ryan partner.

			Out of the corner of Matt’s eye he saw Dina’s disgust. She apparently was not ready to surrender.

			“Can we take a short break?” Dina said. “I would like to discuss a matter with some of my colleagues offline.”

			No one had to ask twice for the partners to stretch their legs, get more food, or relieve themselves. Dina, however, immediately made a beeline for Richard. On her way, she pointed to Matt and curled her fingers toward him, directing him to join them.

			“Richard, what the hell?” Dina kept her voice low, so as not to be overheard by the others. “A few weeks ago, you were all-in on Vanessa. You told her she was a lock, for God’s sake. Then we learned that she’s having an affair with Matt.”

			Matt startled at the accusation, which wasn’t even that anymore. Dina had left no room for doubt. She referred to Matt and Vanessa having an affair as if it had been an undisputed fact, not merely a rumor they’d both denied.

			“Now all of a sudden she lacks that undefinable quality that you value above all else for a partner. And you,” Dina said staring at Matt, “you should be ashamed of yourself.”

			“There’s no call for that,” Richard said sharply.

			His words reminded Dina where she stood in the Rawls Ryan pecking order, and the fight drained from her face. No matter how much affection Dina held for Vanessa, she wasn’t going to take on Richard Lowell.

			“I want your solemn promise, Richard, that you’re going to back both Stephanie and Amanda to the fullest next year,” Dina said.

			“You have my word,” Richard replied.

			Matt wondered the value of Richard’s word. He had already given it to Vanessa, and her reliance on it hadn’t turned out too well.

			It was apparently enough for Dina, however. Having extracted something to save face, Dina turned on her heels and walked out of the room.

			 

			Later that night, the Rawls Ryan partnership dined in black tie, as tradition required. No expense was spared. Caviar appetizers, lobster and filet mignon, and cases of Châteauneuf-du-Pape.

			Matt wore a brave face, but he still couldn’t believe what had gone down earlier. Like reliving a car accident, it had all happened so fast. How could nine years of a person’s life be reduced to nothing in minutes? How could the others have moved on so quickly? Now they were drinking and laughing, as if they hadn’t left Vanessa’s corpse on the side of the road.

			After the entrées had been cleared, but before the dessert course arrived, Richard tapped Matt on the shoulder. “Can I have a moment? There’s something I need to discuss with you.”

			They exited the hotel altogether and stepped outside into the summer humidity, which Matt found uncomfortable in his formal wear, although Richard was the kind of guy who looked like he didn’t even sweat while playing basketball.

			“I’m sorry about blindsiding you earlier today,” Richard said. “I just didn’t want to give Dina any opportunity to mobilize support in advance of the meeting. I appreciate you having my back. It won’t be forgotten.”

			That Richard thought Matt had a choice in the matter only made Matt feel worse about his decision to help throw Vanessa under the bus. “I don’t understand why you changed your mind about her, Richard.”

			He chuckled. “Of course you do, Matt.”

			And he did. Still Matt looked at Richard as if he didn’t.

			“You know how many people have left the Rawls Ryan partnership for another law firm in the last twenty years?” Richard asked.

			Matt truly did not. He suspected it wasn’t many, though.

			Richard answered his own question. “None. Zero. Nada. That’s for a lot of reasons, I suppose one could say. Money being chief among them. But I like to think it’s out of loyalty too. Not to the firm, which is just the names of three long-dead guys on a letterhead, but to each other. As partners of Rawls Ryan & Gold, we’re bound by a fiduciary duty to look out for one another.”

			For Richard Lowell, the world was split in two: Rawls Ryan partners and everyone else. That was why he had sided with Matt over Vanessa. That and the fact that he knew all too well the difficulties that arose after a relationship with a subordinate had run its course. The second Mrs. Lowell (of three, so far) had been a paralegal at Rawls Ryan, and it was an open secret that she was not the first (or the last) firm employee Richard had bedded.

			“You’re a young guy, Matt, with your entire future ahead of you. The future, smoking hot Mrs. Matt Brooks is not going to want to hear that you were once banging one of your partners, and now you’re working on a case with her in Hawaii for the next two months. And the current Rawls Ryan partners do not want the headache of Vanessa Lyons complaining that you and she can’t work together because you have history. So, to answer your question more directly. I did it for you and I did it for the firm.”

			For a moment Matt considered offering an explanation, or at least an apology for his conduct, but it was too late for any of that. So instead, he said, “Thank you, Richard.”

			 

			Vanessa must have checked her email a million times over the weekend, but it was complete radio silence. She composed a dozen messages to Dina asking for an update, and then deleted them all before pressing send. The only thing worse than bad news was being desperate to receive bad news.

			All the while, Vanessa kept reminding herself that there might not have been anything to report. “A lot of the time we table the discussion on nominations until the third quarter meeting,” Dina had said.

			But try as she might to convince herself otherwise, Vanessa knew the silence was damning. Something had gone seriously wrong. The only explanation for Dina suddenly becoming incommunicado was that she hadn’t made it.
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			At ten o’clock on Tuesday morning, Dina finally reached out to Vanessa. Not by phone, but email.

			“My morning is packed. I’ll call when I have a chance,” she wrote.

			A few minutes before noon, Dina made good on that promise. “I’ve got ten minutes, not even,” she said. “Come on up.”

			At least Dina didn’t make her wait. She ushered Vanessa right into her office.

			“Someone looks like she got some sun this weekend,” Dina said.

			Vanessa usually didn’t mind some small talk about the weekend, but today she was in no mood for it. “Yeah, my family spent a day at Rye Beach.”

			She didn’t offer any details, or ask about Dina’s weekend, for fear that it would require another back and forth before they got to the matter at hand. Fortunately, Dina also recognized the urgency of getting right to it.

			“Well, as I told you I would, I’m here to report on the partners’ midyear retreat.”

			Dina paused. That split second of hesitation was all it took to confirm to Vanessa that her worst fears had been realized. Her career at Rawls Ryan was over.

			“The department has decided to put you up for Of Counsel.” Dina tried to smile her way through the next part. “I know that’s a disappointment for you. It doesn’t have to be, however. For a lot of other associates, this would be unqualified good news. Our Of Counsels average about two thousand billable hours, so for you that would be like having two months’ vacation, right? And you’ll make more than partners do at most other firms while being able to live a manageable life.”

			Vanessa would not be placated so easily. She was not a lot of other associates.

			“How could it be that I wasn’t even nominated?”

			“There are a lot of things that go into this decision, Vanessa. Litigation isn’t putting up anyone this year. So it’s not the case that we thought Tom Dorratto or Louis Rafinski were better candidates. Neither of them were even offered Of Counsel.”

			Vanessa’s misery didn’t seek their company. She wanted—no, she needed—for Dina to tell her the truth.

			“Dina, Richard told me that I was a lock—and that wasn’t just to be nominated. He said I was lock to make partner. Then someone told you that I was having an affair with Matt Brooks and now I’m not even being put up. You can see why the two seem very connected, right?”

			Dina shifted nervously in her chair. Vanessa got the sense she was debating whether to come clean about what had actually happened at the meeting or continue to spout the party line.

			“Vanessa, I told you to tell the truth about your affair with Matt. But you stood by your man. I’m sorry to tell you, he didn’t feel a similar loyalty to you.”

			The charge took Vanessa’s breath away. She had been fully prepared to hear that Richard turned on her, but Dina was saying that it had actually been Matt who had done her dirty.

			It didn’t make sense. He’d never do that to her. He loved her.

			“I don’t understand. Are you saying that Matt voted against me?”

			The expression on Dina’s face left no doubt that was precisely what had occurred.

			“Richard voiced opposition, no doubt to protect Matt, although he didn’t say that was the reason, of course,” Dina began to explain. “He said that you lacked some undefinable quality, whatever the hell that is for someone like Richard Lowell. I said that I wanted to hear directly from Matt about how he came out on your nomination. And Matt said he agreed with Richard that you were in over your head on the Carbone case.”

			Vanessa prided herself on never crying in anyone’s presence at work. She wasn’t going to end that streak now, but that was only possible if she hightailed it out of there. So, without even so much as a goodbye, Vanessa raced out of Dina’s office, as if she’d suddenly had to vomit, which Vanessa thought might actually be the case.

			Waiting for the elevator would have allowed someone to see her in this state, so Vanessa took the stairs, passing only one other person on the way, and he was fortunately reading something and therefore oblivious to her distress. Once Vanessa reached the forty-second floor, she literally ran the rest of the way to her office.

			She didn’t even make it to her chair. Instead, with her back against her closed door, Vanessa sobbed into her hands.

			Even after Richard told her she was a lock, Vanessa knew that things could change, and that Richard Lowell was not the type of man it was safe to place your trust in. But she hadn’t expected that Matt would speak out against her.

			The only thing she could imagine that would have caused Matt’s turnaround was that he’d come clean with Richard, and they had devised this plan together. In fact, that explained Richard’s about-face too.

			 

			Matt was on the phone with Lily Isaacson. She was the Chief Financial Officer of a private equity fund client that was caught in the middle of a nasty battle between its two founding partners. The call had something to do with a dispute involving the use of private jets. Matt was struggling to keep up with the facts because Lily could go a mile a minute when she got on a roll.

			“You can’t compare hours to hours in this kind of a thing, because a three thousand-mile cross-country flight that takes seven hours is a helluva lot less expensive than seven one-hour flights that go that same distance,” Lily said.

			“I know, but the issue is . . .”

			Matt stopped short. Vanessa was standing outside his office. Without warning, she entered, shutting the door behind her, the bang causing Matt to startle for a second time.

			Matt’s client had said something, but he hadn’t heard a word of it.

			“I’m going to have to call you back, Lily.”

			Vanessa was a sight for sore eyes. He thought about embracing her, but then his senses returned to him. She was not here for a loving reunion. He was about to be on the receiving end of whatever she could summon to hit him with.

			“I’m so sorry, Vanessa. I wanted to call you right after, but—”

			“Dina just told me that you not only let them do this to me, but you stuck in the knife and then twisted it.”

			Matt wondered if that’s what it appeared like to Dina. Did she—or even Vanessa for that matter—really think that there would have been a different outcome if he’d voiced his unqualified support after Richard had declared he was a no vote? Standing with Richard helped saved Matt’s career, but it hadn’t hurt Vanessa’s. Hers was already over before Matt had said a word.

			“There was nothing I could have done, Vanessa. I swear. Richard . . . he thought it was best for the firm if you and I weren’t together . . . I mean, as partners here.”

			“I just can’t believe you betrayed me that way, Matt. You said you loved me. That you wanted a life with me.”

			“I do love you . . . and I do want a life with you. I feel terrible about what happened, but it’s just work. You can find another job. Or you can decide to take the Of Counsel spot, and we’ll do exactly what we were going to do if you’d made partner. This doesn’t have to change our plans. We can still be together.”

			“How can you say that after what you did to me?”

			“I didn’t do anything to you, Vanessa. Richard did. He knew about us, and he thought it was a bad idea for us both being partners. Once I realized that he knew we’d lied to him, and that nothing I said would matter to the rest of the partners if Richard was voting no on your nomination, there was nothing I could do to help you. So I decided not to make an impossible situation even worse by getting myself fired. Think about it. If I had spoken against Richard at the meeting, if I had said he was wrong and you were the best associate in the history of the world, do you think for a second you would have made it?”

			She didn’t immediately reply. A tacit admission that she knew he was right.

			But then she said, “Matt, I loved you. I trusted you.”

			She said it with as much heartbreak as Matt could imagine. Behind her sadness, however, he heard the accusation loud and clear. This was all his fault and she’d never forgive him.

			And just like when Richard had made up his mind, Matt knew that nothing he said or did now would make any difference. Then it had been Vanessa’s career he’d been powerless to save. Now it was their relationship.
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			Vanessa couldn’t fathom how she would explain to Bradley that she was not even going to be put up for partner. She flashed back to how he’d told her about his dismissal from Garfield. Bradley had come home and matter-of-factly said, “Something funny happened at work today.”

			She knew just from that preface that a sea change had occurred in their lives. Not only because nothing funny, or even remotely humorous, ever happened at Garfield Partners. It was the way Bradley said it. As if he were already dead inside.

			It was a job, she’d told Bradley then. It wasn’t his life. His life was her and Zoe. He told her she didn’t understand, and she’d bristled at his dismissiveness.

			But he’d been right. Her failure at work was not limited to the hallways of Rawls Ryan. It cut to her very core of her identity. She had never failed at anything, and now she had come up short in the thing all those other successes had been designed to assure. It wasn’t a defeat as much as a death. She wasn’t disappointed as much as she was grieving.

			Vanessa was determined to keep her failure from Bradley until she was in the right frame of mind to assess it for herself. But the moment she entered the foyer, Zoe ran toward her, exclaiming, “Mama, Mama,” and try as she might, Vanessa couldn’t summon a smile. All of her energy was focused on not breaking down right then and there.

			Although Bradley could be as unobservant a man as ever lived, even he recognized his wife’s distress. “Did something happen at work?” he asked.

			Vanessa couldn’t form the words. The tears were already on their way.

			“Later. I’ll tell you later. Right now, I need some time alone.”

			As Vanessa walked up the stairs, she heard Zoe say, “Why is Mommy sad?”

			 

			Vanessa rallied enough to put Zoe down for bed. The usual suspects were arranged for bedtime reading. She and Zoe got through all of them, right through saying goodnight to the noises everywhere.

			Vanessa kissed her daughter’s soft hair. “I love you, little bunny.”

			“I love you too, Mama. I’m sorry you’re sad.”

			She considered disabusing her daughter of this thought but decided that she could only lie to one family member tonight. “Sometimes people get sad, right?”

			“Even mommies?”

			Especially mommies, Vanessa thought. But instead of voicing that bit of self-pity, she said, “Yes. But their babies always make them happy.”

			Vanessa believed that to be true. More today than ever before, in fact. Even with her professional life imploding, and her marriage bordering on unbearable, she still had Zoe.

			Zoe smiled at her mother, which caused Vanessa to smile back. Hers faded as soon as her thoughts turned to Bradley, whom she could no longer avoid this evening.

			 

			Bradley was sitting up in bed, watching television. The moment Vanessa entered the bedroom, he pressed the mute button.

			Vanessa didn’t want to have this discussion lying beside her husband in bed. She sat in the armchair that usually served as a way station for unfolded laundry. She hoped that putting some distance between them would help her say what she had to say.

			“A funny thing happened to me at work today . . .”

			She left it there for a moment, wondering if Bradley would remember the reference. There was no hint of recognition on his face, though he seemed to grasp that nothing funny had actually happened.

			“I’m being put up for Of Counsel, but not for partner.”

			Bradley offered the slightest of nods. It conveyed only that he understood the words she had spoken but that he was not ready to engage her regarding their import. She hated that he was prolonging this; yet she knew that was his way. Not to say anything until he had thought through the angles.

			After a few seconds, he said, “I’m sorry.”

			After so much consideration, he might have come up with something better. Still, she was thankful that her news was finally out there, and this discussion was mercifully over.

			Then it wasn’t.

			“Did they tell you why?”

			She had two choices. Admit her affair and explain that it had led to the firm rejecting her nomination for partner or pretend she had failed on the merits.

			And then a third path occurred to her, and she leapt at it.

			“They never do. Code of silence behind the partnership curtain.”

			“What about your friend, Matt? He didn’t tell you anything about the reason?”

			The turn in the conversation sent a shudder through Vanessa. It wasn’t only Bradley’s invocation of Matt’s name after so many months of it not being uttered, but the look in his eye that suggested he knew everything.

			“I didn’t talk to him about it. We’re not really friends. I worked on a couple of cases with him. That’s different.”

			Bradley gave her the slow nod again. “Oh. I was under the impression that you two were very close. Did you have a falling out?”

			It was as if the pressure that had been accumulating in her marriage over the last two years could no longer be held at bay. “I’m sorry, Bradley. I’m so, so sorry.”

			He didn’t ask about what, which only proved that he already knew. He clearly had for some time.

			“It’s over. It’s been over for a while now. I could explain how I was feeling, why it happened, and I’ll do that. But right now, I just can’t.”

			Bradley didn’t even look angry, which was the most frightening part of all. “Just answer this one question,” he said.

			She didn’t feel much like bargaining, but she was hardly in the position to dictate terms. “Okay.”

			“Is the reason you’re not being put up for partner because of him?”

			She thought herself lucky that he wasn’t probing her about the affair. She had imagined that would be his primary area of interest. How many times? Ever in our bed? Was he better than me? Was his penis bigger? The stupid stuff men asked about to avoid having to deal with the fact that their wives were so lonely that even the lying and self-loathing seemed worth it to experience the fleeting moments of human connection.

			“Yeah,” she said, defeated.

			Bradley didn’t offer any further comment or ask another question. Instead, he let the weight of her confession take hold, pulling them both down.

			It was clear to Vanessa that Bradley had known for some time. So much so that her admission of infidelity was akin to the death of a very old, very sick person. Sad, but not at all surprising.

			 

			Vanessa said that she couldn’t sleep. They had turned off the lights only a few minutes earlier, but now she was getting out of bed.

			“I’m going to go downstairs to read,” she said.

			Vanessa wasn’t going to their living room to read, though. She was going there to cry.

			An hour later, Bradley joined her in the living room, much to her dismay. His eyes scanned over the closed book on the coffee table, which revealed that Vanessa hadn’t done much reading.

			“I couldn’t sleep either,” he said.

			She nodded but didn’t invite him to join her. Bradley nonetheless sat down beside her.

			“I was thinking,” he said. “Maybe you should sue those bastards.”

			“Rawls Ryan?”

			“Yes.”

			“For what?”

			“You’re the lawyer, not me, but isn’t what they did to you illegal?”

			She scrunched up her face, as if she had just smelled something foul. The exaggerated expression was for her husband’s benefit. This was not the first time Vanessa had considered a legal option. She was a lawyer, after all.

			“I . . . just couldn’t,” she said, deliberately not answering Bradley’s question about the legality of Rawls Ryan’s actions.

			“Why not?”

			“Because it would be terrible. Our friends and family would know that I had an affair. Rawls Ryan will claim that I didn’t make partner because I just wasn’t good enough. Then they’ll dredge up every brief I ever filed with a typo as proof.”

			That was only part of the reason, however. The truth was that Vanessa didn’t think of herself as a victim. She was an adulterer, who had lied to her employer. Maybe Rawls Ryan had been right to pass her over.

			Bradley shook his head in disagreement. “It won’t be easy, but I suspect that, in time, I can forgive you, and we can get past what you did. I know that I have to, for Zoe’s sake. But what I cannot live with, what is too much for you to ask of me, is to stay with you while you’re still in love with him.”

			After so long of fantasizing about leaving her marriage, Vanessa was struck by the sudden realization that she didn’t want Bradley to ask for a divorce. Not now, when her life was in such turmoil.

			“I’m not,” she said. “I swear.”

			She was telling the truth. At that moment, at least, she did not love Matt. Not after what he’d just done to her.

			But she also understood how fickle love could be, and how she had vowed many times before not to love him—and even thought that a day or two went by when she didn’t—only to realize that she had not fully extricated herself. This time would be different, she said to herself, even as she was far from certain that it was.

			Bradley looked at her hard. She got the sense that he was trying to ascertain if she was lying. For so long she had thought he couldn’t recognize her deceit, but now she realized that she had been deluding herself about that.

			“Then you should do it,” he said. “It’ll prove to me that you don’t still love him. But most importantly, you should do it for yourself, Vanessa. To tell them that they fucked with the wrong person.”

			She winced at his profanity, recognizing the double meaning. She wasn’t sure if Bradley had meant it that way or that was her own guilt.

			“I’ll think about it,” she said.

			And she would. But not for the reasons he’d just articulated. Rather, she thought that suing might be the only way to break Matt’s hold over her.
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			Two days later, Vanessa and Bradley sat side by side at a conference room table in J.R.’s office. J.R. was facing them, leaving the head of the table unoccupied.

			Without any further discussion from the one they had the night Vanessa had come clean about Matt, Bradley had reached out to J.R. and scheduled this meeting. Vanessa made it crystal clear that she thought it was a colossally bad idea.

			“Don’t you think that having J.R. as my lawyer is . . . I don’t know, a bit incestuous?”

			Bradley laughed. “No. We want someone who’s not only good, but for whom this isn’t just another case to be pawned off on someone more junior to handle.”

			Vanessa wasn’t going to quibble about J.R. being among the best in his field. He had made a name for himself a few years back representing a woman who accused the governor of sexual harassment, and since then, J.R. had become the man to see for women wronged in the workplace. It was equally true that he’d taken a personal interest in the matter. Still, he was Bradley’s friend, which gave rise to the uneasy feeling that J.R. wouldn’t be representing her interests as much as doing her husband’s bidding. Then again, that was what she was doing too.

			“Before we get into the details, some ground rules,” J.R. said.

			For someone that Vanessa had only seen in social situations, usually when he was a few drinks in, J.R. now looked disturbingly professional. Dark suit, clearly designer, with peaked lapels, a crisp white shirt, and perfectly dimpled tie. In fact, he reminded her of a younger version of Richard Lowell. And while that might have set off alarm bells, Vanessa found it oddly comforting that she would be represented by such a man. As the saying goes, you don’t bring a knife to a gunfight.

			“If you choose to retain me, I will be representing Vanessa. Not you, Bradley. The fact that we go back to college, and I’ve only thought of Vanessa until now as that woman you somehow talked into marrying you, makes no difference the moment I’m retained to be her lawyer.”

			He emphasized the word while looking only at Bradley, which somewhat blunted the sentiment that his main concern would always be Vanessa. Still, she was pleased he’d addressed the elephant in the room.

			“I understand,” Bradley said.

			“It’s easy to say you understand, but it may get more difficult in practice,” J.R. said. “I don’t know if this is true in your situation, but many times the reason a client comes to see me is because her husband demanded it. It’s a bit of a revenge fantasy for them. I get it. I do. But it’s also the reason that I’m going to say this as clearly and emphatically as I can: Bradley, this is not about you in any way, shape, or form.”

			Vanessa couldn’t stifle her smile. She’d said the same thing a dozen different ways in the last twenty-four hours.

			“Point taken,” Bradley said.

			“Good. Remember, your communications are subject to the spousal privilege, which means that neither of you can be compelled to testify about anything the other says to you. Likewise, my communications with Vanessa are subject to the attorney-client privilege. But, Bradley, what you say to me, or me to you, isn’t covered by privilege. So, although it’s a bit cumbersome, our communications will be me to Vanessa and then Vanessa to Bradley, and then Vanessa to me about what Bradley had to say. That way, it’s all privileged all the time.”

			“What about this meeting?” Vanessa asked.

			“I was about to ask Bradley to cool his jets in the reception area for about thirty minutes for just that reason. That’ll give Vanessa and me some time to go over the facts. After we’re done, Bradley can rejoin us and hear my general impressions of the case. Sound good?”

			“It does to me,” Vanessa said. “Bradley?”

			“You’ll know where to find me,” he said, taking his leave.

			 

			“So, here we are,” J.R. said to Vanessa when they were alone.

			“Indeed, we are here,” Vanessa replied. “I’ve spent my entire career advising people like me, and now . . . I’m a person like me, I guess.”

			“I can understand it’s all a bit disorienting. You can take some comfort in the fact that I’ve represented a lot of other lawyers in the past. They’re always the best clients. Makes my job so much easier, not having to explain every nuance, being able to resort to shorthand. But, full disclosure, you being married to a friend, that’s a new one for me. Combine my relationship with Bradley with the fact that this is very personal stuff for you, and you’re going to have to forgive me in advance for what I’m about to say, or any implication it leaves—but before we go any further, I need an answer to the most important question to any representation.”

			He stopped, as if for dramatic effect, but Vanessa had already filled in the rest. His soon-to-be-asked query was the only one that mattered between a lawyer and a client.

			“Am I going to get your complete honesty?”

			Vanessa was wondering the same thing. While she trusted that J.R. would adhere to his ethical obligations and not share anything he learned within the sanctity of the attorney-client privilege, even to Bradley, she was equally certain that he’d never look at Bradley, or her, the same way after he knew her secrets.

			When the silence revealed Vanessa’s uncertainty regarding her ability to be truthful, J.R. said, “Although right now I’m Bradley’s friend, I guarantee you that by the time your case is over, you and I are going to be a million times closer than Bradley and I have ever been. You know how it is when you’re getting a case ready for trial. We’re talking lots of meetings. Lots of late nights over greasy takeout. And there’ll be more between us than a typical attorney-client relationship because I’m going to rely on you for legal judgment too. Think about how much time you spend with the legal team prepping a case for trial. Then add to that the time the lawyer spends with the client. Combine the two and that’s what it’s going to be like for you and me.”

			“Yeah. I know how that is. Bradley does too. Although given that my time away from home working on the Carbone case—that’s the last big case I had at Rawls—was obviously . . . well, he’s understandably distrustful of the late nights I spend away from home.”

			J.R. smiled that he understood. “Well, maybe that makes the fact that he and I are friends a plus rather than a minus. But I can’t represent you—I won’t represent you—if you’re not completely honest with me. And I mean about everything.”

			“I can do that,” she said, answering the question that only moments earlier had stymied her. There was something about J.R. she found comforting. She felt like she would be in good hands with him.

			 

			When they all reassembled, J.R. asked for their indulgence so he could explain the legal landscape they would be traversing. He warned that it would be an uphill climb.

			“The law in New York is that it is illegal to subject someone to an adverse employment action due to ending a sexual relationship or refusing to start such a relationship. The adverse consequence is the easy part. Obviously, not being put up for partner is a huge adverse employment consequence. The more difficult hurdle, however, is always proving that the primary reason for that adverse consequence is the ending of the sexual relationship.”

			“That’s exactly what happened here,” Bradley said.

			“Yes, that’s our version of events, to be sure. What are they going to say, though?”

			Vanessa answered. “That the firm didn’t know about the relationship. That I didn’t make partner because I wasn’t good enough to make partner. End of story.”

			“Right. That’s what the firm always says,” J.R. confirmed. “To win, we need to prove two things. First, that the firm knew.”

			“They knew,” Bradley said.

			Vanessa had already confronted Bradley about whether he was the anonymous caller that alerted Rawls Ryan about her relationship with Matt. Predictably, he denied it. He even swore on Zoe’s life that it wasn’t him. She didn’t believe him, however. And now hearing the certainty in Bradley’s voice that the firm knew, Vanessa was even more convinced that it had been her husband who’d set everything in motion. The irony was not lost on her that Bradley was adamant that she sue Rawls Ryan for depriving her of a partnership when, in reality, he bore the blame.

			“Unfortunately, reality is less important than what we can prove,” J.R. said. “We have to assume that Rawls Ryan will present a unified front that they didn’t know. Which means that there are going to be a lot of people on the other side saying that Vanessa failed on the merits and that the firm didn’t have the first clue that she had anything other than a professional relationship with Matt Brooks. So, what proof do you have about the affair, Vanessa?”

			She considered the question and wondered if it was a test to see if she’d tell the truth. “I’m not sure I have any, to be honest. I mean, there are emails between us, and more than you’d think between work colleagues, but I’m not sure any one of them suggests we’re anything other than friends. But . . . Matt won’t lie, not under oath.”

			Bradley snorted at the thought that Matt would admit what he’d done. Before J.R. could share his opinion on the matter, Bradley said, “Can I cut to the bottom line, here? If we win, what are we looking at by way of money?”

			“We’ll ask for a jury award equal to the lost pay for the life of Vanessa’s working career, discounted to present value, plus pain and suffering,” J.R. said. “In other words, the amount Vanessa would have earned as a partner at Rawls Ryan over the next thirty, maybe forty years, minus how much anticipated income she would receive as Of Counsel, discounted to today’s dollars.”

			“That’s going to be a very big number for us,” Bradley said with an oversized grin.

			Vanessa blanched at the plural. She’d be the one suing. The lawsuit caption would say only Vanessa R. Lyons v. . . . No one else’s name or reputation was on the line. Just hers.

			 

			They drove home in relative silence. Bradley put his music through the car speakers, which was some eighties mix comprised of songs that were popular when Vanessa still listened exclusively to music made by Disney.

			“Did you hear what I just said?” Bradley asked without taking his eyes off the road.

			“I’m sorry, no. I was in my own head for a second.”

			He let out a big sigh. Bradley hated to be ignored.

			“I said that I liked the part J.R. said about us all being partners in this. That he’s the junior partner because he gets paid thirty-five percent, but only if we win. And sixty-five percent of . . . I mean even if it’s only $10 million, that’s still going to be a nice payday for us.”

			There was that use of the plural again.

			“It’s not going to be $10 million. You need to be realistic.”

			“Why not? J.R. said we’d be suing for at least $20 million.”

			“Because . . . it doesn’t matter, maybe we will get $20 million. Maybe even more.”

			She’d said it sarcastically, which Bradley had apparently picked up on, as he’d now taken his eyes off the road. “What?” he said.

			“I’m still not sure about any of this,” she said.

			“I’m sure,” he said.

			“As sure as you are that Rawls Ryan knew about Matt and me?”

			“This again? How many times do I have to say it? I’m not the one who told them, Vanessa. Why would I?”

			A range of answers occurred to her. Because you’re an idiot. Because you couldn’t see through what it would mean for me. Because you were so blinded about hurting Matt that you didn’t care about anything or anyone else.

			She didn’t say any of those things, however. Instead, she changed the subject.

			“Do you mind if we listen to music that was released after I was born, please?”

			He laughed at that. “I’m not that old, Vanessa.” Then he told Siri to play Justin Bieber and laughed again.
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			Matt’s stomach lurched at the sight of an email from Vanessa atop his inbox. He had no earthly idea why, after nearly two months of silence, she’d send him a message.

			The subject read: Farewell.

			He clicked it open with a panic that Vanessa had sent him a suicide note.

			It was her departure email. It had been sent in a blast to every Rawls Ryan employee.

			The first line read: Today is my last day at Rawls Ryan & Gold, my home away from home since even before I had a smartphone. He scanned the email quickly, looking for his name or the word sex or affair, or anything that might indicate that this was not the normal Thank you for all you’ve taught me and I’ll miss my friends and let’s stay in touch that characterized these emails.

			There was nothing to worry about, at least not on his skimmed read. Matt went back up to the top and read it again, this time word-for-word.

			It was only after he reached the end for the second time that its import fully registered. Vanessa was leaving Rawls Ryan. According to the email, she would be joining a place called Peikes Schwartz & Miller.

			Matt had never heard of them. He didn’t even know if it was a law firm, in fact.

			He googled it. Less than ten lawyers. The firm claimed to do first-rate trial advocacy and specialized in creative problem-solving for its clients.

			Richard had predicted this outcome, and most people passed over for partner left the firm. Yet it happened far sooner than Matt had imagined.

			 

			Vanessa’s last day at Rawls Ryan & Gold was marked by a steady stream of well-wishers. The only piece of business she still had to do was to meet with Max Harrison about a securities fraud case that was entering its second year of discovery with no end in sight. All of her other cases had already been reassigned. Max had been on vacation the week before, which was the only reason Vanessa hadn’t yet done the handoff.

			“Congratulations,” Vanessa said, although she couldn’t hide a laugh at the end.

			“Is it really going to be that bad?” Max asked.

			“No, I’m just messing with you,” she said, which was a lie. Max would find out soon enough that his new case was a sinkhole. “All of the docs are on the system. There’s something like four million pages, but we’ve culled those to about ten thousand, which are contained in a folder called hot docs. If you’re a Luddite, like me, you can take my binders, which have each one of them tabbed.”

			She stretched out her arm, like a game show model, pointing to about forty black loose-leaf binders that were arrayed on her bookshelf. They were the last of her work papers. Everything else had already gone to other associates or the shredder.

			“Lovely,” Max said. “I’ll call somebody to pick these up.”

			Their business concluded, Vanessa escorted Max out of her office. When she reached the threshold, Matt was standing there.

			“Hi, Vanessa,” he said.

			She could scarcely believe her eyes. They hadn’t said a word to each other in the last two months, not since their very unpleasant encounter right after she was denied nomination to the partnership.

			She gave a fleeting thought to turning him away. But her curiosity won out.

			“Come in,” she said.

			Matt shut the door behind them. It was something he had never done when he visited her office, stretching back to when they were merely friends.

			“I’m not sure why I’m here exactly,” he said. “After our last . . . discussion, I got the clear message that you wanted me to stay away from you. But I just thought . . . I don’t know . . . that . . . I didn’t want you to leave without saying a proper goodbye.”

			Matt was doing that thing he did sometimes, biting slightly on his lower lip. It was a tell that he was nervous.

			“I would have thought you didn’t want me to leave without you offering a proper apology.”

			“That too. Vanessa . . . I wish everything had turned out differently.”

			“I don’t understand what you mean, exactly,” she said, although her tone conveyed that she understood all too well. “What do you wish was different? Be specific, please.”

			He didn’t answer, at least not quickly enough for Vanessa to give up the floor. “I’ll tell you what I wish. Do you want to know?”

			“I do,” he said, his eyes suggesting he meant it.

			“I wish . . . that I had loved you less. Or that you had loved me more. Either one.”

			“I don’t think I could have loved you more, Vanessa.”

			His words hurt. Not only because she didn’t believe him, but because there was no point in his saying them, even if they were true. Not anymore.

			“Where would we be right now if we’d never met?” Vanessa asked.

			He didn’t respond to their old game. She hadn’t truly expected him to. But she had her own answer at the ready.

			“It isn’t too hard to see, Matt. Not if you want to, anyway. You’d be exactly where you are now. A partner of Rawls Ryan & Gold. You’d be doing whatever it is that you did last night, or tonight or tomorrow night, just the same as if we had never been in love. But not me. My life would be completely different. My marriage wouldn’t be dangling by a string. Bradley checks my phone constantly now to see who’s called or texted. Even my work email. Do you know how humiliating that is? But I know, that’s on me. I cheated, and I deserve what I get from Bradley. What I didn’t deserve, is what you did to me.”

			She could see in Matt’s face that this had not unfolded the way he’d expected. Good, she thought.

			“I can only say I’m sorry so many times,” he said, sounding more combative now. “We both knew that this outcome was possible. If the firm fired me, it wouldn’t be fair for me to blame you. I knew the risk and accepted it. So did you.”

			She’d had this discussion with herself, too many times to count. It was true that she’d always known she was working a high-wire act by being involved with Matt—both regarding her marriage and her career. But like she had just said, if Bradley had found out and divorced her over it, she would have had no one else to blame but herself. Work was different. She had no choice but to stay on the Carbone case or kiss her career goodbye. The mistake she’d made was not realizing that Matt would throw her to the curb to protect himself. To Vanessa’s way of thinking, that meant he deserved everything that was coming his way.

			He tried to say something, but she cut him off. “We’re done here. I need to finish packing.”
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			Like most large law firms, Rawls Ryan had a dedicated group to accept receipt of subpoenas and court filings. They were located on the second floor, along with many of the back-office functions, such as accounting, word processing, PR, and special events. Lobby security was instructed to send anyone serving papers to that floor, but every so often there was a newbie on the front desk who directed the process server to the lawyer involved in the case because his or her name was on the envelope.

			Which was why Matt didn’t think twice when the receptionist on his floor told him that someone was there to serve papers. He would have sent his admin to retrieve them, but she wasn’t at her desk.

			The man standing in front of the receptionist looked the part. Under thirty, dressed in jeans and a hoodie, long hair, full beard. No doubt serving legal process was a side hustle and he fancied himself a poet or a stand-up comedian.

			“Are you Matthew H. Brooks?” he asked.

			“Yeah, I’ll take those.”

			“Cool beans,” the man said.

			The envelope had no return address. No markings of any kind, in fact. Process service had rules like that.

			It wasn’t until Matt was back in his office that he opened the envelope.

			 

			Richard Lowell’s admin told Matt that he was in the middle of a meeting. Matt explained as calmly as he could that it concerned a matter that couldn’t wait, which caused her to finally reveal the conference room on fifty where Richard could be found. Once there, Matt apologized to the others and asked Richard if he could step out for a moment.

			“It’s important,” Matt added.

			He led Richard into the neighboring conference room. Behind closed doors, Matt handed over the complaint he’d just received.

			“Vanessa Lyons has filed suit against the firm for sexual harassment and wrongful termination,” he said.

			Richard’s reaction was a one-word expletive. It hung in the air for a few seconds, at which time Richard put his lawyer hat back on.

			“You haven’t spoken to her about this, have you?” Richard asked.

			“No.”

			“Good. Don’t. Until we have a plan, you know the drill. Same thing we tell clients when they get sued. No discussion with anyone. No emails. No text messages. The last thing anyone should do is create evidence that we’ll end up turning over to her in discovery.”

			“I know,” Matt said. “That’s why I came up here as soon as I got served.”

			“She didn’t waste any fucking time, did she?” Richard said.

			 

			For the next several hours, Matt heard nothing. He had called Richard a few times, only to have Richard’s admin tell him that her boss was in a meeting behind closed doors and had left instructions not to be disturbed.

			Matt knew that Richard was caucusing with Gold. They were undoubtedly discussing whether Matt should be fired.

			The usual corporate playbook was to cut the wrongdoer loose. Matt didn’t see any reason why that would not be Rawls Ryan’s path forward.

			 

			At four o’clock, Matt finally heard from Harold Gold. The chairman’s admin, more accurately. She told Matt to come to Gold’s office immediately.

			Gold occupied the premier office at the firm, a double-sized corner on the 49th floor. His grand battleship of a desk must have been assembled inside the office because it was far too wide to have made it through the doorway.

			When Matt arrived, he saw that it was a full house. Gold was out from behind his desk, sitting in one of the armchairs in the office’s seating area. Richard Lowell sat in the other chair, and the firm’s general counsel, an older partner named Sandy Rader, leaned against one end of the sofa.

			The presence of the firm’s general counsel confirmed Matt’s worst fears. He was going to be canned.

			“Sit down, Matthew,” Harold said. “This is going to be short.”

			Matt did as directed, taking the corner of the sofa not occupied by Rader.

			“We’ve all read through the complaint, which I’m sure you have too,” Rader began. “Vanessa Lyons is claiming that she was denied the opportunity to come up for a partnership vote due to the fact that she had been engaged in a sexual relationship with you.”

			Matt wondered if Rader wanted him to verify that her claim was true. Rader didn’t seem to be interested in anything Matt had to say, however. He kept right on talking.

			“The firm, of course, categorically denies all wrongdoing. The decision not to put Vanessa up for partner was based solely on the merits. This is proven by the fact that, at the time of the nomination vote, no one in the department was aware that there was any relationship between you and Vanessa. There had been a rumor, but that had been forcefully denied by each of you.”

			Matt felt compelled to defend having lied to the firm. But before he could get a word out, Richard cut him off. “Let me stop you right there. You’re to keep quiet right now, Matt. Let Sandy say what he needs to say.”

			“Okay,” Matt said.

			“Thank you, Richard,” Rader said. “What I was about to say, Matt, is that, in her complaint, Vanessa claims that despite your mutual denials, the firm nonetheless knew about the affair. That Richard, in particular, knew about it. Now, if that were true, it would make the firm’s defense . . . if not untenable, at least much more difficult. Which is why we are confident that, when the time comes, you will testify that the firm did not know about the affair because you never told the truth to Richard or anyone else, and that you had no reason to believe that anyone, most importantly, Richard, knew what was going on.”

			“What Sandy is trying to say,” Richard interjected, “is that you shouldn’t worry about anything. We’re all in this together and we’re all going to get through it just fine in the end.”

		

	
		
			Direct Examination 
of Vanessa Lyons

			“Did there come a time when someone at Rawls Ryan asked if Mr. Brooks was involved in a sexual affair with you?”

			“Yes. Dina Weinstock asked me that question.”

			“What did you tell Ms. Weinstock?”

			“I denied it. But my denial was untrue.”

			“Please tell the jury why you told Ms. Weinstock that Mr. Brooks was not engaged in an improper sexual relationship with you, when, in fact, he was.”

			There is a prewritten script in sexual harassment cases—the woman as victim, the man as perpetrator. The man is often married, the woman is almost always younger. When all is revealed, the man denies any misconduct to protect himself. He calls the woman a liar (or worse) for speaking the truth.

			None of that dynamic was at play in my case. Matt and I were in love. We did the things that people in love do—which included not only having sex, but protecting each other from harm, even if that required lying to others.

			Needless to say, J.R. didn’t think I’d be putting forth my best truth by testifying I had lied to protect Matt. “It cuts against the narrative we’re presenting,” he said. “Our whole case is that Matt was in control and when you finally said no to him, the firm retaliated against you.”

			Which was why, under oath, I said, “I knew that if I admitted the affair, the firm would not make me partner.”

			J.R.’s smile buoyed me, as it usually did when I was feeling doubt about the path I was on. “Mrs. Lyons, as a lawyer, didn’t you know that it was illegal for Rawls Ryan to take adverse employment action against you based on the fact that you were engaged in a sexual relationship with your boss?”

			It was a leading question, which is improper during direct examination. For whatever reason, there was no objection, leaving me free to respond.

			“That is the law, in theory, but not in practice. At least not at a place like Rawls Ryan.”

			My editorializing elicited an objection. After a pained grimace, the judge said, “I’m going to let the question and answer stand.”

			J.R. took that as a go-ahead to gild the lily. “Explain that answer, please. It’s important that the members of the jury understand why you feared retribution if you had told the truth that Mr. Brooks, your supervisor, was engaged in an inappropriate sexual relationship with you.”

			“You have to remember that they’re all lawyers at Rawls Ryan. Very, very good lawyers. I knew they’d be smart enough not to admit the reason behind them voting me down was Mr. Brooks’s sexual relationship with me. Instead, they’d come up with some pretext. They’d claim that the reason I didn’t make partner was because I wasn’t good enough.”

			I paused for emphasis. Then I delivered the line that J.R. had crafted.

			“Exactly like they did when they passed me over. Exactly like they’re doing right now in this lawsuit.”

			J.R. flashed a supportive smile. I was almost done, he was saying. The finish line to my direct testimony was within reach.

			“One last question, Mrs. Lyons. Please tell the jurors how you know for certain that the reason you were not put up for partner was due to the fact that you ended your sexual relationship with your supervisor, Mr. Brooks?”

			Up until that moment, I had avoided eye contact with Matt, but now I looked him straight in the face. He seemed to be waiting to hear the answer along with everyone else. As if there was a possibility that I wasn’t going to deliver a shot right between his eyes.

		

	
		
			Cross-Examination 
of Matthew Brooks

			“Mr. Brooks, you claim that you were still in love with Ms. Lyons when you lied to Rawls Ryan about your affair with her. You also claim that you were still in love with Ms. Lyons when the relationship ended. That you were still in love with Ms. Lyons when she left the firm. And you were still in love with Ms. Lyons when she sued you. So let me ask you this, how did you feel about Ms. Lyons when she got you fired from Rawls Ryan?”

			“I understood why Vanessa felt the need to do what she did,” I said.

			Robertson laughed that mocking cackle of his. I’d always thought it sounded misplaced when he’d used it previously. This time, however, it was fitting, given the extent to which I was underplaying the worst thing that had ever happened to me.

			Up until that point, at least.

			“So, the most descriptive word you can think of to describe your emotional state after Ms. Lyons demanded that you be fired, which ended a multimillion dollar career that you had worked tirelessly to achieve for more than a decade, is understanding? Do I have that right?”

			I knew I’d have to do better. A swath of synonyms filled my brain: disappointed, displeased, infuriated, incensed, fuming, raging, wrathful.

			“I was upset.”

			“Upset,” Robertson repeated as if he were weighing whether that was enough to fulfill his purpose. “I get upset when my steak is overcooked, Mr. Brooks. I suspect you were a bit more than upset by your former lover ending your career.”

			Erica saw that I needed a lifeline. She jumped to her feet and said, “Is the question pending whether it is correct that Mr. Robertson gets upset if someone gives him a well-done steak?”

			A few of the jurors, and even the judge, smiled. The break in Robertson’s attack allowed me a moment to collect my thoughts for the onslaught that I knew was still to come.

			“This is no laughing matter,” Robertson said. Not the best strategy, perhaps, to shame the jury and the judge, but it put the focus back on why we were all there, which was anything but humorous. “Please, Mr. Brooks, we all want to hear exactly how you felt toward Vanessa Lyons after she got you fired.”

			“Asked and answered,” Erica said.

			“One more time, with feeling,” the judge said, peering down at me.

			“As I just said, I was upset,” I said softly.

			“Isn’t it a fact that you were enraged?”

			The answer was a resounding Yes.

			“No. I was not enraged.” I said.

			“For you, being a Rawls Ryan partner wasn’t just a job. It was your identity. Isn’t that true?”

			There might not have been a truer statement in the entire trial.

			“No, that is not true,” I said.

			“That’s the reason you threatened Vanessa Lyons only minutes after the case ended, isn’t it?”

			“Objection,” Erica said. “Facts not in evidence.”

			She meant that we disputed any such threat had been made, but His Honor didn’t see it that way, probably because Bradley’s testimony had put those facts in evidence. “Overruled.”

			“I didn’t threaten Vanessa,” I said.

			“You do not deny, do you, that you followed Vanessa and her husband into the hallway of the courthouse after the case ended? You did that, right?”

			“Yes, I did go out into the corridor.”

			“And once you were there, you began shouting at them, correct?”

			“I was not shouting.”

			“Let’s make sure we’re all on the same page. Your testimony is that, at some point in this very quiet, very calm, discussion in the courthouse hallway, only moments after Ms. Lyons caused you to be fired from a partnership worth millions of dollars, in your normal voice, without shouting, you said to Ms. Lyons, in substance, that you were a very dangerous man, and this wasn’t over, and you’d get even with her. Do I have that right?”

			In a calm voice like the one he just mocked, I said, “No, you do not. I never said anything like that.”

			“I see,” Robertson said. “But you admit you were upset, so let me ask you this, Mr. Brooks: What did you do with this feeling of upset you admit you experienced right after you were fired from Rawls Ryan at Ms. Lyons’s insistence? Did you punch a wall or break a plate or even kick a dog?”

			“I didn’t do any of those things,” I said with an even keel, as if his list was all-inclusive.

			“No, you did something so much worse.”
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			It took more than a year from the date Vanessa filed her lawsuit until jury selection.

			“Getting sued is a cost of doing business,” Richard said whenever Matt and he discussed the case during the pretrial skirmishing. “So long as we stick together, we’ll all be fine in the end.”

			To help him focus on something else, Richard assigned Matt to a new case that was getting national attention involving the criminal prosecution of a former NBA executive who had been fired for receiving kickbacks in exchange for granting licensing contracts with the league. Their client was looking down the barrel of five to seven years if he was convicted. During working hours, it kept Matt focused on somebody else’s troubles.

			The nights were a different matter.

			Matt had begun swiping right with a vengeance almost from the moment he left Harold Gold’s office the day that Vanessa filed suit, as if he was trying to fuck Vanessa out of his heart. It hadn’t worked. Few of these dates progressed to a second. Only once did he see anyone a third time.

			The woman who held that distinction met all the criteria Matt had been looking for in a partner: smart, accomplished, attractive, and kind. When he told her on their third date that he didn’t think it was going to work out between them, she hardly seemed surprised.

			“I’m actually kind of shocked you asked me out again,” she said. “You didn’t seem to be very into me. When I explained to my sister how you acted on our last date, she said it sounded like you were married. Are you?”

			“No,” Matt said with a light chuckle. “I’m not married. I’m just . . . I guess I’m not in the right frame of mind for a real relationship. I recently went through a very bad breakup. I thought I was ready, but it seems pretty obvious that I’m not.”

			“That woman from work you mentioned?”

			“Yeah.”

			“That was what . . . six months ago?”

			“Something like that,” Matt said.

			Matt didn’t even know the actual date it had ended, as pathetic as that was. He might have counted from the evening they decided to take a seven-month break, in which case they’d been broken up nine months and twenty-two days. But if the clock began to run after she came to Matt’s office to blame him for her not being nominated for partner, it was seven months and seventeen days.

			“Are you still in love with her?”

			It was a good question, and one that Matt had asked himself quite often, always without a satisfactory answer. But the mere fact that he knew how long it had been since they’d been together with such precision answered another question quite emphatically: he had still not gotten over her.

			 

			Every morning, Vanessa took the LIRR to Manhattan as she had for years, but instead of her destination being the Rawls Ryan building at Park and 55th, she entered the skyscraper on the southwest corner of 51st and Lexington. Her presence in this foreign world never ceased to conjure some type of dreamlike feeling that her current existence was not truly her life.

			Vanessa saw quickly enough that despite all the things Rawls Ryan preached about it being special, there were more similarities between it and Peikes Schwartz & Miller than she would have imagined. She was still doing legal work, writing briefs, mired in endless pretrial discovery. The main difference between her old firm and her new one was that her cases no longer made the front page, her office no longer had a helicopter view of the city, and her paycheck was half what it had previously been. On the plus side of that ledger, she also didn’t work nearly every waking hour.

			It wasn’t what she had wanted, of course. If given the choice, she’d have made partner at Rawls Ryan, even with its crushing hours. And not for the outsized paycheck, which had never really mattered to her much, but for the validation that she’d made it to the top, which had so long been the oxygen that sustained her. Still, Vanessa couldn’t say that it was her change in employment that she found the most troublesome part of her new life.

			Not by a long shot.

			She wondered how Matt was coping with her absence from his life. She hadn’t expected Rawls Ryan to fire him when she sued. The cliché that it was preferable to have someone pissing out of the tent than pissing into it was never truer than in litigation. Which meant Matt’s daily existence had likely not changed. She doubted he even missed her. Of course, that made sense after what she’d done.

			Vanessa had always been of the school that the best way to get over someone was to get under someone else, and with that spirit, she’d tried to reset with Bradley. Before the trial prep began in earnest, Vanessa dutifully came straight home from work each day. Once there, they’d eat as a family, after which she’d bathe Zoe, and then put her to bed. Several nights a week, she and Bradley had sex to cap off the evening.

			It was a nice existence, she told herself. Lots of women would be grateful to have it. But the truth was undeniable: Vanessa felt alone with Bradley. Worse than that, even. Dead inside.

			 

			Rawls Ryan retained Olliver & Gilbert, a peer firm that was widely known for this type of work, to defend it from Vanessa’s charges of sexual harassment. The old adage about a fool for a client applied even when that client was an international law firm.

			The lead lawyer was Roger Templeton, the head of Olliver’s labor and employment group. He looked the part of a man who defended other men from accusations that they had wronged women, combining a paternalistic air with a killer instinct just below the surface.

			Templeton was assisted by Erica Sanders. Among her responsibilities, Erica was tasked with conducting Matt’s direct examination, which also meant she had to do the objecting during cross, as trial rules dictated that the same lawyer had to handle the witness from start to finish.

			It seemed obvious to Matt that Erica’s assignment had been made with an eye toward optics. The unspoken dialogue went that Erica Sanders, a woman, and a Black woman at that, knew what real discrimination looked like, and here she was standing in support of Matt Brooks and Rawls Ryan.

			Erica’s background was primarily in criminal defense. She had served as a Manhattan Assistant DA for a few years, prosecuting sex crimes. It was common for former prosecutors to become defense lawyers, but they usually specialized in white collar financial crimes, not sexual harassment litigation.

			“It actually isn’t all that different,” Erica explained when Matt first asked about her transition to employment law. “In both, there’s a lot of emotion involved. Somebody is accused of doing something that he—and it’s almost always a he, even though I know that, theoretically, it could be a she too—knows is wrong, but he does it anyway. Usually that’s because he doesn’t think he’s going to get caught, or he doesn’t appreciate just how serious it will be if he does. Or he has some other rationale that he told himself to justify his actions.” Erica smiled. “Sound like any fact pattern you’re familiar with?”

			 

			The night before the trial was to begin, Bradley asked Vanessa if she was ready. Vanessa could scarcely hold back a smile.

			“No,” she said. “Are you?”

			“I am, actually.”

			“At least one of us is, then. I’m terrified.”

			“I’ll be there every day.”

			Vanessa didn’t kid herself that Bradley’s presence was intended to comfort her. J.R. had told them that he needed to be there. “Bradley’s forgiveness gives the jury permission to forgive Vanessa,” was the way he’d phrased it.

			Vanessa didn’t think Bradley had absolved her, however. More to the point, she knew herself to be unworthy of his absolution. It was a fact that J.R. knew too, now that he knew all of her secrets.
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			Vanessa had hoped Matt would look different. She wasn’t exactly sure what changes she had expected, but had assumed there would be something to differentiate the man in the courtroom from the one who had shared her bed.

			To her dismay, however, there wasn’t. Everything about him was the same—right down to the fact that she recognized the suit and tie combination.

			She wondered if he’d reach the same conclusion about her. She likely also didn’t look any different, but she was no longer the same person he’d loved.

			“You’re a better one,” J.R. told her once when she’d voiced these concerns to him.

			She didn’t think that was right, though. In fact, quite the opposite. She was heading down the wrong path. And yet, she kept going in that direction nonetheless.

			As if he could intuit her distress, J.R. put his hand on her shoulder. “You okay?”

			“Yeah,” she said.

			“I can only imagine how hard it is for you to see him after all this time.”

			Sometimes she enjoyed how well J.R. had come to know her, but at others, like in that moment, it made her uncomfortable. As if he could discern things she wanted to keep from him.

			“No, it isn’t that,” she said. “It’s . . . I’m just nervous, I guess.”

			“Have some water,” Melissa said.

			She was J.R.’s number two. It was the role Vanessa usually played in her cases. Assisting the partner, comforting the client.

			Melissa had graduated from Yale law two years after Vanessa, and as a result, they knew some people in common. Vanessa suspected those people thought she and Melissa were alike. The superficialities were all there: they were both attractive, smart, and ambitious.

			When Vanessa first met Melissa, she wondered if she and J.R. were then, or had ever been, involved. She ultimately asked J.R., at which time he assured her that his relationship with Melissa had always been strictly professional. Vanessa believed him. Not because she put it past J.R., who gave off the vibe that every woman was a potential sexual partner, but Vanessa assumed that Melissa, at least, was smart enough not to get involved with her boss.

			 

			Matt wished it hadn’t been the case, but Vanessa looked better than he remembered. For the past year, she’d been relegated to his mind’s eye, which had ill-prepared him for the hold she still had over him when they occupied the same space.

			She was flanked by her husband and her lawyers, as if they were secret service agents protecting her. He remembered Vanessa mentioning J.R. once or twice—her husband’s friend who was a muckety-muck in sexual harassment litigation. The guy who looked like J.R. Ewing.

			“Remember what we talked about,” Erica whispered in his ear. “No matter what happens, you need to keep your cool. You don’t want anyone thinking that she has any effect on you.”

			“I know,” he said, but it was too late for that. She had already gotten to him, and based on Erica’s comment, it undoubtedly showed.

			 

			Jury selection took a full day. Each side striking or accepting the random assortment of teachers and mechanics and millennials and geriatrics who were unable to get out of jury duty until twelve remained.

			The trial began in earnest the next day, with each side presenting their opening statements. As he was instructed to do, Matt impassively listened to Vanessa’s lawyer tell the jury that his client was punished for breaking off a relationship with a man who wouldn’t accept no for an answer.

			“Richard Lowell—the most powerful partner at Rawls Ryan & Gold—told Vanessa Lyons that she was a lock to make partner. A lock. Then Mr. Lowell learned that another partner, Matthew Brooks, was having sex with Ms. Lyons. What did Rawls Ryan do next? Did they fire Mr. Brooks for violating their sexual harassment policies that prohibited a partner from having sex with a subordinate? No, they did not. Did they tell Mr. Brooks he had to end the relationship? No, again. Here’s what they did: they ended Ms. Lyons’s career at the firm by passing her over for partner.

			“Now they may come up with various reasons that Ms. Lyons failed to be nominated. But c’mon, ladies and gentlemen, she was told she was a lock in late May and voted down on July 1. The only reason for that was because Ms. Lyons told Mr. Brooks that she no longer wanted to have sex with him.”

			Matt wondered if it was possible that Vanessa believed what her lawyer had just told the jury, but he quickly concluded that she remembered what happened between them just as vividly as he did. Every moment of their interaction. Every word they shared. Every promise that they made to each other.

			She was just a goddamn liar. And it made him furious.

			It also allowed Matt to assuage his own guilt about what he would say when the time came. To Matt’s way of thinking, he was engaging in a form of self-defense. It wasn’t murder to shoot someone dead if you feared they were going to do the same to you. Lying shouldn’t be held to any lesser standard.

			 

			Vanessa thought Roger Templeton might be ill when he took his position behind the lectern to deliver his opening statement. He was tall, rail thin, and had bony fingers that curled over the corner of the podium.

			“Vanessa Lyons did not get a promotion that she wanted. I hope, ladies and gentlemen, that has never happened to you, but I suspect we’ve all suffered setbacks at work. And I bet that, if you have, you probably thought it was unfair. We deserved that promotion. We earned that raise. For Vanessa Lyons, the setback was even more severe because, you see, she has lived a very charmed life. Best schools, best jobs, everyone always patting her on the head and saying, well done, Vanessa. Well done. So when Rawls Ryan & Gold told her that she’d come up a little short, she couldn’t believe she had failed on the merits. It didn’t matter that no one at the firm made partner that year. Vanessa Lyons simply couldn’t accept that she, for once in her life, hadn’t made the grade. That for the first time in her life, she was being told she wasn’t quite good enough. There was only one way for Ms. Lyons to maintain her self-image as someone who had always previously not only been good enough, but the best, someone who never failed at anything, and that was if it wasn’t her fault at all, if someone else was to blame for her failure to make partner. Her relationship with Matt had ended a few months earlier; so, in Ms. Lyons’s mind, the two things had to be connected. What other option could there possibly be? That she had just not been good enough? For Vanessa Lyons, that wasn’t even a possibility in her mind.

			“And let me now say a word about Matt Brooks. Because in the story according to Vanessa Lyons, he’s the villain. She—a woman who was cheating on her husband and lied to her bosses—she’s the hero. I guess that makes some sense because everyone is the hero in their own story, right? But Matt Brooks is not a villain, ladies and gentlemen. He loved Vanessa Lyons. They mutually ended their relationship because they were afraid that the firm would fire them if it found out. A few months later, Ms. Lyons wasn’t nominated for partner. But those two things—the ending of the relationship and her not being nominated for partner—had nothing to do with one another. Not a thing.”

			It hurt Vanessa to hear a stranger talk about her relationship with Matt as if he actually knew what had transpired between them. She wondered how Matt had imparted it. Did he tell Roger Templeton about those long talks they had in between their lovemaking? Or did he boil it all down to sex, as if the love she and Matt had shared was nothing of the sort?

			She caught herself, wondering if she’d been any better. If she truly was being honest, she wouldn’t be the least bit surprised if J.R. had a similar view of her relationship with Matt as did Roger Templeton.
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			“Plaintiff calls Vanessa Lyons,” J.R said in a loud voice to begin the next day’s session. Then, sotto voce, for her ears only, “Don’t worry. We’ll start slowly, and I’ll be very gentle.”

			Through J.R.’s gentle questioning, Vanessa recited her impressive academic credentials and then her decade of stellar performance reviews at Rawls Ryan, which were littered with the words superstar and brilliant and on track. He asked her to recount how her relationship with Matt had begun, with the insinuation front and center that Vanessa was a victim of her superior’s demands. J.R.’s questions allowed her to hammer home that she had ended it, over Matt’s objection.

			After four-plus hours, J.R. got to the critical issue—the reason Rawls Ryan had not nominated Vanessa to the partnership. Vanessa recounted Richard Lowell telling her that she was a lock, as well as Dina’s and Matt’s confirmation that Richard’s support was all she needed. It made for a jarring segue when J.R. asked Vanessa to provide Dina’s rationale for why the firm had denied her the nomination, and she testified that Dina said it was all because of her affair with Matt.

			For the closing crescendo of her direct, J.R. asked Vanessa to describe her last two conversations with Matt—the one right after she was denied a nomination and the one on her final day at the firm. She provided that testimony as rehearsed, right down to the inflection J.R. said was best for her case.

			“Please tell the jurors how you know for certain that the reason you were not put up for partner was due to the fact that you ended your sexual relationship with your supervisor, Mr. Brooks?”

			“Only a few months before, Richard Lowell had told me that I was lock to make it—a lock, that was the exact word he used. But the day he voted against me, Mr. Lowell told Mr. Brooks that it was better for the firm if I didn’t make partner because of Mr. Brooks’s sexual relationship with me.”

			“How do you know that Mr. Lowell admitted that to Mr. Brooks?”

			“Matt told me.”

			“No further questions,” J.R. said, and then smiled at Vanessa.

			She took that smile into her, like a deep, cleansing breath. Even she had to admit that she’d done very well in presenting the best truth for her case.

			 

			After a short recess, Vanessa braced for impact when Roger Templeton assumed the podium. Everyone was a star on direct examination. It was on cross-examination, however, where a witness’s mettle was put to the test.

			“You’re not a mind reader, are you, Mrs. Lyons?” was Templeton’s very first question. “I don’t recall that being mentioned in any of your performance reviews. The ability to read another’s thoughts.”

			Despite his frail appearance, Templeton’s demeanor was of a man completely in charge. His voice was stern, like the most disappointed father.

			Without waiting for Vanessa to deny that she was clairvoyant, Templeton said, “Have you ever been to a funeral, Mrs. Lyons?”

			Vanessa was momentarily confused. “Yes,” she said tentatively.

			“Ever tell the grieving widow that you were sorry for her loss?”

			Vanessa shook her head in disgust. “That’s not how Matt meant it when he said he was sorry.”

			“Isn’t it possible that Mr. Brooks was simply expressing his condolences for your failure to make partner, just like telling a widow that you’re sorry for her loss doesn’t mean you killed her husband. Mr. Brooks was not in any way, shape, or form suggesting your consensual affair with him was the reason that you failed to make partner. That’s possible, isn’t it, Mrs. Lyons?”

			Vanessa looked Templeton dead-on. “No. It is not possible. I was there. You were not. He was apologizing for what the firm did to me. He made very clear that Richard Lowell knew about our affair and that was the reason—the only reason.”

			She instinctively looked over at the defense side of the courtroom. Matt looked angry enough to spit.

			 

			After Vanessa’s testimony, J.R. announced that the plaintiff rested.

			Vanessa watched the jurors depart in their single file way. When the jury box was empty, the judge gaveled the day’s proceedings to a close.

			Bradley immediately joined his wife at counsel table and embraced her. “Our girl did great, didn’t she?” he said to J.R.

			Vanessa stifled the impulse to recoil at her husband’s touch. He was just trying to be supportive, but she felt uneasy with the show of affection in front of another man whom she believed loved her.

			Matt was looking right at her. He had seemed angry when she testified, but now he appeared utterly disgusted by Bradley’s display of marital affection.

			 

			Eunice had been their nanny almost since Zoe’s birth. She had come to them through an agency but had quickly become one of their family. Zoe spoke constantly about her. Eunice says that you’re not allowed to eat breakfast for dinner. Eunice says that she loves cats more than dogs, but dogs love you more than cats. Eunice says that God can see your dreams.

			Eunice never asked about the trial. Instead, every day when they came home from court, she told Bradley and Vanessa about Zoe’s day. That evening they learned that Zoe had eaten mac and cheese for dinner, she had already been bathed, but they had not yet begun the bedtime ritual. Eunice said this last part with contrition, but it was music to Vanessa’s ears.

			“I’ll do it,” Vanessa said.

			“You sure?” Bradley asked. “You had a rough day.”

			“No, I want to. It’ll be good for me to clear my head.”

			Vanessa didn’t think Bradley understood the energy it took for her to go from her time in the courtroom to being alone with him. The intensity of feeling as if she was the worst person on earth and then returning home to be the loving wife often seemed too much to bear.

			Yet she did it. Every single night.

			 

			Sparks was Richard Lowell’s favorite restaurant, which was hardly a surprise to Matt. A high-end steakhouse with a mafia connection was completely on brand for him.

			The invitation for them to dine was also classic Richard. It didn’t take much reading between the lines for Matt to discern that Richard wanted to break bread so he could make sure there’d be no surprises when Matt testified the next day.

			Matt and Richard made small talk while they waited for the delivery of the wine Richard had selected. After Richard took a taste and confirmed it was worthy to be poured, the waiter filled their glasses.

			Richard raised his glass in toast. “To the women we love and the pain they cause us.”

			Matt hesitated for a moment, wondering if this was a test. But then he touched his glass to Richard’s and they both drank.

			“I’m going to give you some free advice, Matt. And you know how much clients pay for my advice, so I suggest you listen.”

			Matt sat up straighter. He leaned in to further show he was fully engaged.

			“What Templeton said about Vanessa in his opening—how she went to the best schools, got the best jobs, has no real vices, etcetera—that describes most of us who breathe the rarefied air of Rawls Ryan & Gold. We’re smart and we’re risk-averse. If it weren’t for that second part we’d be working on Wall Street making ten times as much, like those idiots we represent. Sure, some of us develop vices along the way—alcohol and gambling, the occasional drug user, maybe—but most of us are too careful to do anything that might result in everything we’ve worked so hard to achieve to come crashing down.”

			Matt wasn’t at all sure where this was going. It was hardly revelatory that Rawls Ryan partners were smart and rule followers. They were lawyers, after all.

			“But I hope you now realize that the greatest threat to getting what you want out of this life is falling for the wrong woman. I’m sorry to say it, but it’s the God’s honest truth, my friend. And if I know you the way I think I do, you’re one of those guys who truly believes that love conquers all. I’m here to tell you that it doesn’t. Love is every bit a vice as drugs or alcohol or whatever other human foible you avoid like the plague because you think it’ll be your undoing in the end. I’m not saying that you need to completely abstain from them. I mean, here we are drinking a very fine Cabernet. But you have to recognize that being in love is dangerous too, and if you’re not careful about how deep you’re getting into it, you can lose everything.”

			 

			Vanessa and Bradley hadn’t had sex since the trial began. Truth be told, it had been sometime before that, even. But Vanessa knew by the look Bradley gave her when he emerged from the bathroom that he’d decided that their celibacy streak was about to end.

			During her affair with Matt, Vanessa had hated, absolutely hated, having sex with Bradley. After Matt was out of her life, she had hoped to enjoy sex with Bradley again, but it hadn’t turned out that way. For a while the absence of guilt made being with Bradley more bearable, but that had been short-lived.

			Her playacting that evening included being receptive to her husband’s advances. She even made the noises that indicated she was enjoying herself.

			In her own mind, however, she was full of self-loathing. How had she ever let things come to this?
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			On Thursday, Matt hewed to his normal routine of reading the news on his phone at the Starbucks before heading downtown to the courthouse. The Times had a story about Harvey Weinstein sexually harassing actresses.

			“Has nothing to do with us,” Templeton said as if it settled the matter, when Matt mentioned the Weinstein story. “You know, if anything, it’s a positive. It hammers home what real sexual harassment looks like. Sleep with me or you don’t get the part; don’t sleep with me and I’ll ruin your career. It’s not, My adulterous affair ended and now I want $20 million.”

			“What do you think?” Matt asked Erica a few minutes later when they were alone.

			“I think you need to put it out of your mind and focus on our case right now,” she said.

			 

			The defense’s first witness was Charles McMurray, a partner who had worked with Vanessa on her first big case. Back then, he had given Vanessa a rave performance review, and now he was being called to the stand to throw shade on Vanessa’s work.

			“I give every junior associate the highest marks,” McMurray said. “You have to understand, we work young lawyers at Rawls Ryan very hard. To keep them engaged, we give them lots of positive reinforcement. We do that in the form of bonuses and over-the-top praise. It’s only the worst associates who get negative reviews, and the truth is that’s our way of firing them. They’re told that once they have a ding like that on their record, they’re never going to make partner, and so they leave the firm. But for all the others, including Vanessa, it’s in the firm’s interest to make them think they’re going to make partner so they continue burning the midnight oil. To accomplish that we use words like superstar or brilliant on the review forms with regard to what actually amounts to only average performance.”

			Two other partners who supervised Vanessa took the stand after McMurray, providing almost identical testimony. How she had done serviceable work, but they had described it in hyperbolic terms on her performance reviews to squeeze more billable hours out of her.

			The Rawls Ryan witness list contained every partner Vanessa had worked with, each one of them prepared to spout the company line—that despite their unqualified praise of her abilities in her performance review, her work was average, at best. The judge thought three witnesses was enough to make that point, and instructed the jury that he had limited the testimony but that they could consider that other partners at Rawls Ryan would provide similar testimony.

			 

			James Underwood, the associate who had been denied the prize in favor of Matt, testified next. After giving his name for the record, Underwood proudly told the jury that he was currently employed in the position Of Counsel at Rawls Ryan, after nine years of being an associate.

			“What reason were you given when the firm decided not to elect you to the partnership?” Templeton asked.

			“They said that it was obviously a very difficult process, very competitive, and I simply did not have enough votes to make it. They were clear that the fact they were offering me an Of Counsel position meant that they considered me to be a first-rate lawyer. So there was nothing I had done wrong. No mistake I had made. It was simply that only the very best make partner, and I came up a little short.”

			“Did you sue the firm?” Templeton asked.

			“No.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because there was nothing to sue them about. I had worked as hard as I could. I’d done as well as I could. But I didn’t make it. Sometimes you don’t get everything you want. Even if you think you deserve it. I’m not going to say I wasn’t really disappointed. I was. But I’m also not going to pretend I’m some kind of victim when I’m not. Besides, I do very well as Of Counsel at Rawls Ryan. I love the firm and I love my job.”

			 

			Matt was up next. The witness chair gave him a new perspective, one in which Vanessa and her team were front and center in his line of sight.

			His testimony went well, or at least that’s what everyone told him when he got off the stand. He admitted to the affair, but his time as a truth-teller was short-lived. Matt perjured himself when he said that, to his knowledge, no one at Rawls Ryan, including Richard Lowell, knew that they were engaged in an affair, and he denied ever telling Vanessa otherwise.

			 

			The defense’s last witness was Richard Lowell. His oratorical gifts as a litigator transferred effortlessly to his role as witness.

			“I completely understand how disappointing the news of not making partner was for Ms. Lyons,” Richard said with a calm demeanor. “Unfortunately, every year we disappoint a handful of young lawyers in that same way. For many of them, it’s the first professional setback they’ve ever experienced. We hired sixty-two people when we originally hired Vanessa . . . Ms. Lyons. Just getting a job at Rawls Ryan is a huge accomplishment, offered to only a handful of graduates of the top law schools in the country. Of those sixty-two best of the best, she was the best litigator. Which was why Vanessa was the only one we offered an Of Counsel position.”

			“Did you vote against Ms. Lyons becoming a partner?” Templeton asked.

			“I did.”

			“Why?”

			“I cannot in good faith support someone to make partner unless I am certain that our clients would be well-served to put their professional lives in that person’s hands. Although Vanessa is very smart and a very talented lawyer, I did not think she had that, admittedly, very subjective quality.”

			“That’s a very high standard.”

			“For the amount we charge our clients, for the faith they put in us, for the importance of the issues we handle for them—what is sometimes called in our profession bet-the-company litigation, because everything is on the line—our clients expect nothing less than the very best.”

			“Did any other criteria enter your mind? And let me be specific here. Did the fact that Ms. Lyons had engaged in a sexual relationship with Mr. Brooks play any factor in your decision not to support her candidacy for partner?”

			“Absolutely not. I didn’t think she was engaged in such a relationship.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because she and Mr. Brooks both said they weren’t, that’s why. I had no reason not to believe them.”

			 

			“How you holding up?” J.R. asked, placing a comforting hand on Vanessa’s shoulder.

			The defense had just rested. The parties were on a short recess before each side delivered its closing argument. After that, the judge would instruct them on the law to be applied, and then the jury would adjourn to begin their deliberations.

			“I’m not even sure how to answer that anymore,” Vanessa replied. “Still here, is the best I can come up with.”

			“It’ll be over soon,” he said. “This time Monday night, we’ll be celebrating.”

			She knew that J.R. was trying to lift her spirits, but she also knew that everything he’d just said was wrong. First, she doubted they’d have a verdict that quickly. But more importantly, even after the jury rendered its judgment, it still would not be over. Far from it, in fact. Everything that had made Vanessa’s life untenable still remained.

			 

			Closing arguments were held on Monday.

			J.R. asked the jury to award Vanessa sufficient damages not only to compensate her for what would now be a far less lucrative career, but also to send a message to Rawls Ryan, and other places like it, that sexual harassment in the workplace would not be tolerated. He calculated that magic number to be $20.3 million.

			“This case is about answering one question, and one question only,” J.R. told the jurors. “Should a woman be punished in the workplace for not wanting to sleep with her boss? I would hope that in the year 2017, we know the answer to that. But there are apparently people out there—powerful people, lawyers even—who seem either not to know or not to care. Ladies and gentlemen, you can make Rawls Ryan care. You can tell them that what they did is unacceptable. And by telling them, you tell the world.”

			Templeton’s closing told the jury that Vanessa Lyons wasn’t entitled to a dime.

			“She didn’t get a promotion she wanted. That’s disappointing. But we’ve all been there. The difference is that when Vanessa Lyons was told that she wasn’t going to make partner at Rawls Ryan, which was only a few months after her relationship with Matt Brooks ended, Vanessa Lyons wrongly reached the conclusion that the two things were connected, even though they most certainly were not. Then she did what lawyers do and filed this lawsuit. And now she’s asking you to award her more than $20 million. Not because anything illegal occurred. No, because she didn’t get a promotion that ninety-nine percent of the lawyers at Rawls Ryan don’t get either.”

			 

			While waiting for the verdict, the parties were each assigned a spare room in the courthouse. The defense’s space was furnished with a round wooden table surrounded by four mismatched chairs.

			“Sixty–forty, us,” Templeton declared. “Especially after we got the instruction we wanted. Maybe seventy–thirty.”

			The judge had instructed the jurors that they could only rule in Vanessa’s favor if they concluded three things by a preponderance of the evidence: first, that Vanessa ended the relationship; second, that her failure to be nominated to the Rawls Ryan partnership was primarily motivated by the firm retaliating against her for breaking off that relationship; and finally, that she would have made partner had it not been for that retaliation.

			Juries didn’t always follow the judge’s instructions on the law, however. Matt worried that this would be one of those times. The fact that the firm’s decision to pass Vanessa over wasn’t primarily motivated by punishing her, but instead was an act of its own self-protection, hardly mattered in the end. Indeed, even he had difficulty justifying that Vanessa had been denied her greatest professional goal while he had suffered no consequence.

			 

			Vanessa could see the relief in the faces of her legal team. Their work was done, even if the conclusion was still in doubt.

			“J.R., you were amazing.”

			She wanted to say more but caught herself. Bradley’s expression told her that it was premature for congratulations.

			“What’s your best guess?” Bradley asked.

			J.R. shrugged. “It’s hard to say. The testimony and evidence came in as well as we could have hoped. Vanessa hit it out of the park. And our experts were strong on damages. But I’m not going to lie to you, the judge’s instructions hurt.”

			Melissa didn’t respond to her boss’s analysis. She was uncharacteristically engrossed in her phone.

			“Anything you want to share with the rest of the class?” J.R. asked.

			“Oh, sorry,” Melissa said. “There’s this thing happening on social media.”

			Melissa scrolled a second longer. Then she looked up at them.

			“Every woman I’m friends with has just posted Me Too, and then nothing else.”
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			On Tuesday, fall had finally arrived in New York City. It was a cliché—autumn in New York—for a reason. The crisp, cool air, the bursting of colors in the trees. Matt recalled the Billie Holliday song about the promise of new love, mingled with pain, and thought the lyrics might have been composed precisely for this moment in his life.

			The defense’s breakout room was empty when Matt arrived at the courthouse. But sooner than he had expected, Erica entered. She had the frenzied sense about her that usually didn’t take hold until later in the day.

			“Crazy, right?” she said.

			“What is?”

			“I take it you’re not on Facebook?”

			“No. I’m not.”

			“There’s this thing going on . . . it’s in response to the Weinstein stuff. Pretty much every woman on earth is putting Me Too in her status to say that she’s been victimized by sexual harassment.” Before Matt could respond, Erica said, “We’re talking settlement now. I only stepped out for a second because I needed to get a hard copy of Vanessa’s damages demand.”

			Rawls Ryan previously had been steadfast in its refusal to settle. The firm’s change of heart, coupled with the fact that settlement discussions were taking place without him, caused alarm bells to ring in Matt’s brain.

			“Stepped out of where?” he asked.

			“I was told to tell you to stay here. Vanessa and her husband are sitting in on the negotiations, and it’s best if you stay clear for a little while.”

			Erica had retrieved what she’d come for and was starting to make her way back out of the room. Matt realized he could only delay her for another minute, at most.

			He used it to ask a question to which he already knew the answer.

			“Why does this Facebook thing have anything to do with the firm all of a sudden being open to a settlement? It doesn’t make any sense.”

			“It does, actually. Make sense, I mean. A lot of sense. The men on this defense team have just realized that every single woman on the jury, as well as the daughters and wives and mothers of the men, and yours truly too, in case you’re wondering, has endured some type of sexual harassment, oftentimes at work. It’s rarely Weinstein-level stuff, but it’s pervasive and horrible all the same.”

			 

			It reminded Vanessa of an auction for high-priced works of art. The numbers kept going up, and there didn’t seem to be any limit on how high.

			Less than a month ago, Rawls Ryan had refused to offer any amount to settle. That morning, they opened the negotiations at $1.5 million. By eleven, they were at $2 million. At noon, they had moved up to $3 million.

			The four of them—Vanessa, Bradley, J.R., and Melissa—were in their breakout room to consider their response.

			“I think we go to $5 million,” J.R. said. “My guess is that they then counter at $3.3 million, or thereabouts, and Templeton will give us the song and dance that they’re almost out of runway. We then go to $4 million. He’ll tell us $3.5 million is his last offer, take it or leave it. Then I’ll tell him that we’ll do it at $3.75 million, and that’ll be the number.” J.R. looked at Vanessa. “At least that’s the plan.”

			“No,” Bradley said too loudly. “$3.75 million isn’t enough. Not after you take your pound of flesh. I say you go down no lower than . . . $5.75 million for our next bid.”

			Every time Bradley used the plural—our—which he did more often than not, Vanessa died a little inside. Still, she held her tongue, fearful of stoking her husband’s anger about a topic so dear to his heart—money.

			“You’ll get more by offering less,” J.R. said. “A small counter after their big one signals that we’re not going to take less than $4 million.”

			“That’s the message I want them to get,” Bradley said.

			“It won’t get us to four, Bradley. If our next demand is more than $5 million, I guarantee you that they’re going to anchor at $3 million.”

			The two men stared at each other for a moment. Then they both turned to Vanessa, tacitly asking her to choose between them.

			“I trust your judgment, J.R.,” Vanessa said.

			The lawyers didn’t have to be told twice. J.R. and Melissa immediately headed out the door.

			 

			As soon as they were alone, Bradley said, “Just once, Vanessa, I wish you’d take my side.” He shook his head in disgust to punctuate his disappointment in her. “What about the other thing?”

			Bradley had never wavered about this final condition. They had fought about it once, with Vanessa telling him that it was bad karma to be so vindictive.

			“It’s not that,” Bradley had said.

			“Then what is it?”

			“When I was in the fourth grade, we all had to do oral reports about famous explorers. The names the kids actually knew—Columbus, Neil Armstrong, Lewis and Clark, Magellan—were taken quickly. The rest of the explorers were assigned by pulling names out of a hat. And I got stuck with Hernán Cortés. Do you know who he is?”

			Vanessa did not. She also didn’t see the relevance of what Bradley was telling her.

			“He conquered the Aztecs. But before he did, his crew was threatening to mutiny and return back to . . . wherever the hell he was from. To stop them, Cortés burned his ships, leaving them no avenue to escape.”

			“What does any of that have to do with what we’re talking about?”

			“Something’s still going on between you and Brooks, I know it.”

			“It’s not, Bradley. I swear.”

			“Funny how trusting you on that is not something I’m inclined to do,” he said.

			“And this is your solution?”

			“He may forgive you for suing him, but he’ll never forgive you for getting him fired. Consider this me burning the ship so you can never go back to him.”

			 

			The defense team returned en masse from the settlement discussions. Without saying a word to Matt, Richard pulled out his phone to call Harold Gold.

			“Harold, it’s done at $3.75 million.”

			Templeton began calling out the list of nonfinancial terms from the other side of the room. Richard turned the phone in his direction so the firm’s chairman could hear him.

			“No admission, full general releases of all claims, known and unknown, thirty percent emotional distress, confidentiality, no disparagement, no press, New York law, joint statement.”

			Almost the exact moment Richard’s call with Gold ended, there was a knock on the door. Matt first thought it was the court clerk informing them that the jury had reached a verdict.

			But the person who pushed open the door wasn’t the clerk. It was Vanessa’s lawyer.

			“You got a quick second, Roger?”

			Templeton seemed annoyed at the interruption, but he couldn’t say no to the request. He stepped out of the room and closed the door behind him.

			Not two minutes after he left, Templeton reappeared, but only long enough to ask Richard to join him in the hallway. Less than a minute later, Richard returned.

			“Their last demand, which they say is a deal breaker, is that the firm cut ties with you, Matt,” he said in a matter-of-fact tone.

			Matt felt his knees buckle, as if he’d been punched hard in the midsection. His career was going to be tossed into the settlement, like a player to be named later in a baseball trade.

			Worse, there was not a goddamn thing he could do about it. Rawls Ryan could agree to any terms it wanted to get Vanessa to dismiss the claims against them.

			“Richard,” he said, still in shock.

			“I’m sorry, Matt. I have to do what’s in the best interest of the firm.” Richard pulled out his phone and pressed a button. “Me again. Tell Gold it’s important.” Five seconds later he said, “Harold, one last ask by them.”

			 

			Vanessa kept waiting for something to go wrong. She was near certain that there would be some last-second hitch, like an objector at a wedding who would not forever hold his peace.

			They were in the judge’s chambers, outside of the eyes and ears of the press because it was all confidential. Matt was not among them, already jettisoned from the Rawls Ryan team.

			J.R. put the terms on the record, and they were exactly what had been agreed upon. Payment of $3.75 million, termination of Matthew Brooks from Rawls Ryan & Gold, and a lot of boilerplate stuff that was always included in settlements.

			“Okay, then,” the judge said, “let’s all go out there and tell the jury the good news.”

			When they reentered the courtroom, Vanessa saw Matt sitting alone at the defense table; his eyes were downcast, the very epitome of an abandoned man.

			The judge told the jurors what had transpired, after which they exited the courtroom for the last time. His Honor thanked the lawyers for their professionalism before gaveling the case to a close, at which time he exited the bench through a back door to his chambers.

			J.R. leaned next to Vanessa, putting his lips so close to her ear that she could feel his breath. “I told you that I would make it all happen for you.”

			 

			Erica put her hand on Matt’s shoulder. It shook him out of his trance but provided little comfort.

			“Are you okay?” she asked.

			He didn’t answer. He just couldn’t form the words.

			“Matt?”

			Out of his peripheral vision, he spied Vanessa’s team. They were not even attempting to mute their celebration. Bradley was smiling like the cat that swallowed the canary. Vanessa’s lawyer looked as if he was nibbling on her ear.

			Then he met Vanessa’s eyes. She averted her gaze, but after a moment, she looked back again. Her second glance lasted only slightly longer than their prior one, but in that moment, Matt felt as if Vanessa was looking right through him.

			 

			Vanessa and Bradley were midway down the courthouse corridor when a loud voice caused them to freeze in place. As Vanessa turned around, Bradley’s hand released from hers.

			“I hope you’re happy with what you’ve done!” Matt shouted.

			The hallway was empty. It was just the three of them.

			Matt was twenty feet away. He had the demeanor of a man possessed.

			“Get the fuck out of here,” Bradley snarled.

			Matt laughed, but it was a cruel sound. After a week of stifling his anger, a feral rage had taken hold.

			“You’re pathetic, Bradley. Do you have any idea how many times Vanessa told me that she wished she’d never married you, that sex with you was an utter joke?”

			Vanessa took hold of Bradley’s arm for fear that he’d rush toward Matt. She could feel his bicep tense, a fight-or-flight impulse that was heading in the wrong direction.

			“Matt,” she heard herself say. “Please go back inside.”

			“First answer this one question for me, Vanessa.” He took a beat. “Where would we be right now if we’d never met?”

			“Matt, I’m sorry,” she said.

			“Don’t apologize to this asshole,” Bradley snapped. “He’s not worth a second more of our time.” Then, to Matt: “It’s over. We won. You lost. So, if you’ll excuse us, Vanessa and I are going home to celebrate. We have everything—each other, a beautiful daughter, and 3.75 million bucks. While you have absolutely nothing, you piece of shit.”

			Matt closed the gap between them. “Think about that for a second, Bradley. What’s more terrifying than a guy who has nothing, hell-bent on revenge? So, no, Bradley. Sorry to break it to you, but this isn’t over. Far fucking from it.”

			Vanessa feared the situation was going to escalate even further. She looked as hard as she could into Matt’s face and said, simply, “Please.”

			He didn’t budge, at least not at first. And then, without uttering another word, Matt turned his back on them and walked back into the courtroom.
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			Matt awoke the next morning hoping that the last twenty-four hours had been a nightmare. It didn’t take long for him to realize that his present circumstances were all too real.

			He had spent years of his life investing everything he had in his career, finding fulfillment and even love at Rawls Ryan. And what had that gotten him? Not a goddamn thing.

			A lifetime devoted to avoiding the mistakes his father had made, and yet Matt had now suffered an even more disastrous reversal. He was alone and unemployed, with the prospect of another firm touching him remote, at best.

			How had things gone so wrong? he asked himself. But he knew how. All too well, in fact.

			His unemployment and his solitude traced back to a single source: Vanessa.

			 

			Matt realized that his plan might not work. For one thing, Vanessa might not even be in the office. Maybe she took the week off after the trial, or decided that now she was $3.75 million richer, she didn’t need to work at all. But the Vanessa Matt knew wouldn’t give up her career, and with all the days she’d missed from work in the last few weeks to attend the trial, he assumed that she’d be eager to get back to it.

			The stakeout began at noon. Matt leaned against the wall of a Starbucks on the corner directly across from Vanessa’s building and watched the revolving doors with the intensity of a sniper. A few times he thought he saw Vanessa emerge, but each was a false sighting.

			By a quarter of two, he was ready to abort the mission. The traffic in and out of the building was thinning and he was getting cold.

			Then Vanessa stepped clear of the revolving door.

			She was alone and began walking south down Lexington, on the east side of the avenue. He did likewise on the western side. When the light on 54th turned red, forcing southern-going pedestrians to stop, Matt crossed the street.

			“Oh my God,” she said when he stopped in front of her.

			“I’m much calmer now, Vanessa,” he said quickly. “I was hoping you would talk to me.”

			He thought she might run. So he said, “Please,” in a way that sounded a lot like the way she’d said it the day before in the courthouse hallway.

			 

			Vanessa and J.R. had made this plan weeks ago. A promise that no matter which way the trial ended, the first working day that followed, they would have dinner at Daniel, a gourmet restaurant on the Upper East Side that boasted two Michelin stars. Vanessa assumed she was not the first woman J.R. had treated to its seven-course dinner. In fact, she wondered if it was something of a ritual with him and his female clients.

			The restaurant evoked a mini-Parthenon, with Greek columns encasing a dining room that pooled in a silver light. She had already been seated at a corner table for two when J.R. entered the restaurant, and she watched him purposely stride across the room to their table.

			An attentive waiter immediately asked if he could get them anything to begin their meal. J.R. ordered a bottle of champagne by name and year without so much as being offered the wine list.

			Vanessa had decided not to share anything about Matt’s surprise confrontation with Bradley. At least not yet. After weighing the pros and cons, she came to the conclusion that until she knew exactly what she was going to do about it, there was no point in saying anything.

			But telling J.R. was a different matter. She kept no secrets from him.

			He didn’t give her the chance, however. As soon as the waiter left to retrieve their champagne, J.R. said, “The settlement proceeds came by wire. Have you given any more thought to what we discussed on that front?”

			She had, but didn’t want to get into it with him now. “Let’s not talk business, okay?”

			“I thought that was pleasure,” he said with a self-satisfied grin.

			“Well, it’s law stuff, and that’s business.”

			“Fair enough. So what should we discuss? Theater? Movies? Current events?”

			“There’s actually something I need to tell you.”

			“I don’t like the sound of that.”

			He was smiling when he said it, though. As if there was nothing he could envision her saying that he’d find upsetting.

			“Today, when I went out for lunch, Matt Brooks . . . he was there.”

			“Jesus, Vanessa. Are you okay?”

			He had missed the point of what she was driving toward, but that stood to reason. After Matt’s hallway confrontation with her and Bradley, it was logical for J.R. to assume Matt had returned to threaten Vanessa, or worse.

			“He . . . he told me that he loved me,” she said.

			“What?”

			“I know.”

			“Okay, please tell me everything he said to you, and everything you said to him.”

			She felt a bit like she was being cross-examined. After so long relying on J.R. as her protector, this shift in their dynamic unsettled her.

			“Like I said, when I left my building for lunch, I walked a few blocks, and then all of a sudden, there he was. He scared the bejesus out of me. I can’t remember the back-and-forth of it all, probably because I was pretty shocked to see him. But I do remember that he said that, in spite of everything, he still loved me and wanted us to be together.”

			“You know he doesn’t actually still love you, right? He’s desperate. The guy’s lost everything. And lo and behold, you have $3.75 million. So of course he’s trying to get you back. You’re his only lifeline.”

			Vanessa was not naïve. The same thought had occurred to her too.

			“I know. Believe me I do. But . . . Matt was always about grand gestures. I swear, I think he fancied himself as a latter-day Jay Gatsby. Midwesterner makes good and love conquers all.”

			“But it doesn’t, Vanessa. Not in real life. Not even in fiction. Gatsby’s obsessive love for Daisy led to murder. Two murders and a suicide, if we’re counting.”

			“I don’t think Matt is going to murder me,” she said.

			J.R.’s scowl made it clear that he was less sure about that. “What did Bradley say?”

			“I haven’t told him . . . I’m not sure if I will.”

			“You know he’ll want you to get a restraining order against Brooks coming within fifteen feet of you?”

			“If that close,” Vanessa said with a forced smile. “Which is precisely why I haven’t told him.”

			“It’s no joke, Vanessa. Matt Brooks is very, very dangerous. Yesterday, he was hell-bent on revenge. Today, he professes his love for you. Tomorrow . . . who knows what he’ll do. A TRO makes a lot of sense.”

			J.R.’s take was hardly clear-eyed. Still, Vanessa also knew that what he was saying might well be right. Did the Matt Brooks she knew, the one she had been in love with for so long, did he even exist anymore?

			 

			Bradley was waiting up when Vanessa arrived home. She quickly excused herself to take a shower before bed.

			When she reemerged, Bradley said, “You forgot something.” Then he held out his palm.

			She handed over her phone for her husband’s nightly review.

			He punched in her passcode and scrolled through her messages from the day. When he was satisfied with what he had seen, he handed the phone back to her.

			“Did J.R. receive the settlement proceeds?” he asked.

			“Yeah.”

			“So why hasn’t he wired them over to us?”

			“I’ve been thinking a little more about the settlement money,” she said. “I might want to put it in a trust for Zoe.”

			Her husband’s eyes narrowed. Bradley was sophisticated enough about financial matters to know that trust was code for beyond his reach.

			“I suspect that Zoe would be better served by her parents being able to afford the mortgage on her home that’s five minutes away from being foreclosed on, than by having the funds to travel through Europe in five-star hotels when she turns twenty-one.”

			“I also think we need to sell this place,” Vanessa said.

			“Didn’t we agree to discuss that issue depending on the trial result?”

			“That’s what I’m doing now.”

			“It doesn’t sound like much of a discussion to me. Is this J.R.’s advice? Son of a bitch has always been jealous of me.”

			“I’m sorry I started this. It’s late, and I’m tired. We can discuss it tomorrow.”

			“No. I want to get everything out there now.”

			“Trust me, you don’t,” she said.

			“What’s that supposed to mean?”

			“It means that I don’t see a future for us, Bradley.”

			She had finally said it. It had taken a long time, but it felt good to have finally been honest with Bradley for once.

			 

			Vanessa left for work the following morning at the crack of dawn. She didn’t want to cross paths with Bradley, fearing his anger still hadn’t subsided from their battle royale the prior night.

			She spent the morning at her office parsing the language of a particularly dense purchase and sale agreement that was the central point of a litigation. It only served to distract her intermittently, however.

			Bradley called at ten. She was expecting him to still be angry, but he didn’t mention their prior evening’s blowup. Instead, he told Vanessa that Zoe hadn’t been feeling well enough to go to school that day.

			“I gave her some cough syrup, and she’s out cold. She’ll probably sleep until dinner time.”

			“Poor baby,” Vanessa said.

			Neither of them said anything else for a few seconds. Then Vanessa filled the silence.

			“Okay, then, I’m going to get back to it.”

			“Before you go, Vanessa . . . I . . . I just wanted to say that I’m sorry.”

			“I’m sorry too, Bradley. I really am.”

			It was only after hanging up that Vanessa considered how out of character it was for Bradley to apologize. In fact, she couldn’t recall him ever doing it previously. Did it mean that he had accepted it was over between them? Or was it the first step in his campaign to show he could change in the hope that she wouldn’t leave?

			 

			At lunchtime, Vanessa left her building. She wasn’t hungry, but she thought that getting some air would do her good, allowing her to focus on something beyond what she’d been obsessing about over the past twenty-four hours.

			The usual throng of tenants and visitors along with bicycle messengers and food delivery people clogged the plaza. To her eye, they blended into the cityscape, the way the brushstrokes in a Monet become indistinguishable from one another at a distance.

			Vanessa cut diagonally through the setback so that she reached the sidewalk at the corner. The light had just turned against her, and she waited for it to turn back again. A few intrepid pedestrians ran across the street against the signal, but Vanessa thought that they were risking their lives for the sake of a thirty-second head start.

			She watched the red hand commanding her and the others to halt, as she awaited the image of the white-lighted walker to appear. The red hand began blinking, which meant it would be only a few seconds more before its white counterpart appeared.

			Vanessa thought she heard her name but wasn’t sure. When she turned, she saw his face, but before she could form any words, she was overcome by a burning sensation the likes of which she’d never previously experienced or even believed possible. It was as if her stomach was on fire.

			It wasn’t until the second stab that she knew she was being attacked.
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			At a little after six, there was a knock on the front door. Through the window, Bradley spied an odd-looking couple—an older white man who looked like he’d been in his fair share of bar fights and a younger Black woman with the polish of an anchor on the evening news.

			As he registered their differences, Bradley clocked that they were both holding badges.

			“Are you Bradley Lyons?” the woman asked.

			“Yes,” he said.

			“I’m Detective Chioma. This is Detective Mutterelli. May we come in?”

			“What’s this about?” he asked.

			“There’s something we need to discuss with you.”

			It wasn’t an answer to his question. But he told them to come in because that’s what people like Bradley said when the police asked if they could enter.

			He led them to the living room. The male officer was surveying the room. Bradley got the sense that the woman was sizing him up.

			“Are you here alone?” she asked.

			Bradly had expected them to start by telling him why they were there. He knew better than to seem anything but helpful, however, so he answered the question.

			“No, my daughter is upstairs. My wife . . . she often works late, but I’m expecting her to be home shortly.”

			“Have you been here all day?”

			“Yes. Our nanny just went back to her family in Colombia, and my daughter, she’s four, was not feeling too well, so she was home from school. I stayed home with her.”

			“When did your nanny go . . . to Colombia did you say?”

			“Just yesterday. Is something wrong with Eunice?”

			The female detective sighed deeply. “I’m very sorry, Mr. Lyons, but your wife was murdered today.”

			She said it just like that. No different sounding than if she had said Your wife was wearing yellow today.

			“What?” he said, although he’d heard the words clearly.

			“I’m very sorry,” she repeated. “Your wife was stabbed outside of her office building.”

			Bradley shrieked, no less harrowing than if someone had stuck a knife into him. Then he placed his head in his hands and began to sob.

			 

			The detectives stayed for close to an hour, asking the same questions over and over again. When did he last speak to his wife? Could anyone verify he was in the house all day? Were there any problems in their marriage? With money?

			He answered them all, pointing an accusatory finger at Matt Brooks whenever the opportunity presented itself, and sometimes even when it didn’t.

			Bradley had expected he would need to identify Vanessa’s body or go to the police station for further questioning, or do whatever else husbands in TV dramas have to do when their wives are murdered. The detectives told him that none of that was necessary.

			“Your wife was identified through her work records,” the female detective said. “We do ask that you be available to us because we’re certain to have more questions in the coming days. And, of course, if anything occurs to you that you’ve forgotten to share with us that you think might be important, please call us.”

			She handed Bradley her card. Then they all shook hands, as if this was nothing more than a run-of-the-mill business meeting.

			 

			After they left, Bradley was forced to return to his life, which meant readying Zoe for bed. He had already decided not to tell her about her mother until morning. But even before they began the book selection ritual she said, “When is mommy coming home?”

			He simply couldn’t lie to her. Not about something of this magnitude.

			Zoe didn’t cry at first, the clearest evidence that she didn’t comprehend. Bradley thought it might be because he was not displaying sufficient emotion, and so he said it again, this time adding his own tears. That only served to scare his daughter, however.

			“You never cry, Daddy,” she said.

			“Well, this is the saddest thing that has ever happened to me.”

			“Mommy dying?” she asked, as if there might have been something else that made him sad.

			“Yes. Mommy dying.”

			That’s when Zoe started to cry too.

			He pulled her into an embrace and petted her hair. “It’s going to be okay, sweetheart. Mommy will always be there for you. She’s now an angel in heaven watching you.”

			“Is she watching you too, Daddy?”

			“Yes. She’s watching us both.”

			Bradley made a note to commit this moment to memory. He’d no doubt be called on to recount it someday in front of a jury.

			 

			The pounding on Matt’s door might just as well have been on his head for all the difference it made. Even so, it was not sufficient to wake him. At least not fully. Instead, he opened one eye, and with his cycloptic vision he surmised that he would be best served to close it quickly.

			His morning visitors had no sympathy for his plight. The banging persisted, followed by muffled words that were, if not shouted, then spoken with great urgency.

			Building protocol required all visitors to be announced by the doormen downstairs and let up only after the resident’s consent. Matt considered whether it was possible that, in his state, he hadn’t heard the house phone ring, but if that had been the case, the people outside his front door would have been turned away. The only people who ever actually knocked on his door without prior notice were children on Halloween.

			The pounding became relentless. Rapid-fire.

			Matt forced himself out of bed. Without so much as throwing on a robe to hide the clothing he had slept in, or dousing his face with cold water, or even stopping to pee, he lumbered to the door.

			Had he been in his right mind, he would have brushed his teeth and smoothed his hair. At the very least, he would have availed himself of the second or two required to make use of the peephole.

			“Please stop,” he said as much to the banging as to the person controlling the fist.

			The last thing Matt would have ever said about his hallway was that it was bright. Yet the low wattage fluorescent lighting caused a sharp pain to his brain. He had drawn all the curtains in his apartment when his drinking binge began, so even this modicum of illumination was excruciating in his current state.

			Shielding his eyes with his hand, Matt looked down at the shoes of his uninvited guests. A man and a woman. Pointy-toed boots and lace-ups. He couldn’t comment on the quality of the woman’s boots, but the man’s footwear was in desperate need of a shine.

			He slowly raised his eyes to scan their full figures. The woman was shorter but had the posture of someone in charge. The man read law enforcement front and center. Late thirties, sports jacket and slacks, no tie, close-cropped hair, mustache.

			“Can I help you?” Matt said, a croak at best.

			“Are you Matthew Brooks?” the woman asked.

			The first response that entered Matt’s hungover brain was sarcasm. I used to be, he almost said.

			“Yes.”

			“I’m Detective Chioma. This is Detective Mutterelli. May we come in?”

			Matt felt sick to his stomach. For a moment, he worried he might vomit on them. Then he became self-conscious about his appearance, his odor. This was not the first impression he wanted to make with anyone, least of all police officers.

			His lawyer training kicked back in. Rawls Ryan had one rule regarding talking to the police—Don’t.

			“No,” Matt said, perhaps too quickly.

			The male detective said, “I think you should reconsider that.”

			There was a challenge to his voice. Almost as if he was asking Matt  to step outside.

			“I have a constitutional right not to talk with law enforcement.”

			Matt had intended his words to push back on Detective Tough Guy, to let him know he knew the law. The moment his words came out, he realized he was screwing this up royally.

			“That’s an odd thing to say, don’t you think?” Detective Chioma said. “Police show up at your apartment. We have obviously woken you. We haven’t even told you why we’re here. And yet you immediately invoke your rights. We were told you were a smart guy, Mr. Brooks. That doesn’t sound too smart, though. You know what I mean?”

			Matt knew exactly what she meant. And she was right. But he also knew she was trying to trick him into making it worse.

			“I’m not feeling very well,” he said. “I’m sorry. If you give me your business cards, my lawyer will contact you.”

			“You already have a lawyer for this?” Detective Tough Guy said. “I guess you knew we’d be showing up to question you and so you lawyered up first thing?”

			“Sounds like what a guilty man does,” Detective Chioma said. “Like I said, not very smart.”

			That was enough for Matt to wish he could take back the last minute. He shut the door on them without even saying goodbye.

			From inside he said, “You can slide your cards under the door.”

			 

			Neither his shower nor his coffee was the antidote Matt had hoped would deliver him from his troubles. The little they did to clear his head only brought on more panic as he began to consider the direness of his circumstances.

			Vanessa’s murder was all over the internet. Every story referenced her sexual harassment lawsuit and that Matt had been fired only forty-eight hours earlier as part of its resolution. Even though Rawls Ryan had already scrubbed Matt from their website, the press had somehow managed to download his firm photo. It ran alongside virtually every story about Vanessa’s death. Sometimes it was juxtaposed with her firm photo, as if part of a wedding announcement. In others, his ran below hers, separated by the description of their affair and the lawsuit that followed.

			In none of the stories was Bradley’s picture used. Perhaps that was because his wasn’t as easily obtained, but Matt knew there was a more sinister reason at play.

			Vanessa had already become the poster girl for the Me Too movement by virtue of her multimillion-dollar settlement the day after the phrase had gone viral. That narrative was furthered by her not only being fired by the men who had wronged her, but then murdered by one of them.

			And now he couldn’t find his phone. Matt always placed it on his night table when he went to sleep, so it could charge overnight. But it wasn’t there. Nor was it anywhere to be seen in his bedroom. He searched his living room without success. It was not in the kitchen or either of the bathrooms. For a moment, he panicked that he might have lost it, but then, not sure if he was recounting a dream or an actual recollection, he pulled out his kitchen trash, and there it was.

			Well, kind of. The screen was shattered. His phone was now nothing more than a very expensive paperweight.

			Although he couldn’t remember why, he vaguely recalled taking a hammer to it. Sure enough, his ball-peen still sat atop the bistro table in his kitchen.

		

	
		
			24

			When the trial ended, Bradley had thought it would be a very long time before he returned to J.R.’s office. Yet three days after the settlement was reached—and the morning after Vanessa’s murder—there he was again.

			“I’m so sorry,” J.R. said when he greeted Bradley with a bear hug in the firm’s reception area.

			For all the times Bradley had been at the firm, he’d never seen J.R.’s office. The meetings Bradley attended were always held in conference rooms. J.R.’s private domain was not too different than Bradley had imagined it, though. It was large and outlined with high-end, sleek furniture, not unlike the kind that appointed Bradley’s old office at Garfield Partners.

			J.R. offered Bradley a seat on a sofa that was clearly selected based on style, not comfort. Once he was situated, J.R. joined him on the opposite end.

			“Let me say yet again, Bradley, how deeply sorry I am for your loss.”

			“Thank you. I . . . I can’t believe it.”

			“What did the police tell you?”

			“Not very much. Same stuff that you can find online.”

			“You told them about Brooks’s threat after court, right?”

			“Yeah. They said they were going to talk to him. They haven’t told me how that went, though. Whether he has an alibi or anything.”

			“My experience with law enforcement is that they rarely tell you anything. The information flow is always the other way.”

			“I guess that’s why I’m here, J.R. I don’t have any experience with the police and thought maybe I should get advice from someone who does.”

			J.R. looked as if he was not expecting this turn of events. Bradley found it odd that J.R. was actually surprised. Why else would he have traveled more than an hour each way on the day after his wife’s murder to see him?

			“Criminal law is not my area of expertise,” J.R. said. “If I’m understanding what you’re seeking, I mean.”

			“I’m not going to see a criminal defense lawyer. That just screams that I have something to hide. But I . . . I need to understand some things. Do I need to give you a dollar or something to make it official?”

			“Not unless we’re characters in a movie. In real life, the attorney-client privilege attaches the moment you think it attaches, which in this case, is the moment you called. But now that it has—and God forgive me for this Bradley—but I need to know. Did you . . . I can’t even say it.”

			Bradley knew this would be J.R.’s first question. Vanessa had told him that it was lawyer 101.

			“On TV they make it seem like lawyers don’t want to know whether their clients are guilty,” Vanessa told him once, when they were watching a television lawyer say precisely that. “But you can’t represent someone without knowing whether they claim to be innocent.”

			Despite knowing that J.R. was merely doing his job, Bradley made clear that he was angry at the insinuation. “No. Of course not. She was the mother of my daughter for Chrissakes!”

			“I know . . . I’m sorry I even suggested otherwise.”

			Bradley wondered if J.R. was truly convinced by his denial. Another thing he knew from Vanessa’s work stories was that clients lied to their lawyers all the time. J.R. probably expected nothing less from Bradley.

			“I just don’t understand how Brooks could have done this to Vanessa,” Bradley said, an effort to move J.R.’s suspicion onto someone else.

			“There’s nothing to understand. The guy just snapped. It really isn’t any more complicated than that. First, he threatened you both right after the case ended. Then, he went home and realized how royally screwed he was. No job. No prospects. No Vanessa. And that’s all it took for him to decide to exact some revenge.”

			Bradley was pleased that was J.R.’s take. He was hoping everyone would draw the same conclusion.

			“I answered all the questions the police asked, and they seemed satisfied, but I don’t have a real alibi. I was home with Zoe yesterday. She wasn’t feeling well, and so she didn’t go to school. It was just the two of us in the house.”

			J.R. considered this for a moment. “That’s a pretty solid alibi in my book. You’re not going to leave a sick four-year-old alone all day while you travel . . . three or four hours round trip to kill her mother, right?”

			Bradley didn’t answer. The talk of alibis was making him queasy. Besides, there was something else on his mind.

			“I’m kind of embarrassed to say this, but I think you knew Vanessa better than I did at the end. You certainly saw a lot more of Vanessa than I did in the last couple of months. I . . . I don’t even know how to ask this, so I’m just going to come right out and say it. Was she screwing around with him again?”

			“What makes you say that?” J.R. asked.

			“It’s just a feeling. In the last month or two, maybe a little longer, she was acting . . . I don’t know, like the way she did when they were together.”

			“Do you have any proof or anything that would support it? Because if you did, that would go a long way toward making him the prime suspect.”

			“I don’t, and I guess the fact that you’re asking the question means that you don’t either.”

			“Yeah, I’m sorry, Bradley. She certainly never told me she was seeing him, but I don’t think she would have even if it was true. It wasn’t the kind of thing that would help her case. I will say this, though. If Vanessa had started back up with Brooks, and then she got him fired, that would certainly explain why he went off the deep end.”

			 

			Erica Sanders had already left three messages.

			The first was a voicemail, delivered the previous evening. Right after the news of Vanessa’s murder broke, she asked Matt to call her as soon as possible, without referencing the reason. The second, a text, was sent before she went to bed, seeking confirmation that he’d received her earlier voicemail. The third, again by voice, was left as soon as she got to the office that morning, expressing concern that she hadn’t yet heard from him.

			Erica knew she shouldn’t be thinking about another woman’s murder through the lens of how it could work to her benefit. Especially under these circumstances, which had all the hallmarks of a revenge slaying at the hands of a man. After all, it had only been two days earlier that Erica had posted her Me Too alongside the others and, if called to account, she could go up against the best of them with her stories.

			She didn’t find it the least bit inconsistent that she also wanted to defend Matt Brooks, however. Second-seating Templeton in a big sexual harassment case was fine, and the firm paid her well for doing it, but she longed to be in the lead. For hers to be the name in bold as the lawyer to hire when you needed saving. The way you got to be that boldface name was by saving someone who needed saving, without regard to whether they deserved it.

			It was still unclear whether Matt Brooks needed saving, of course. Erica knew that he would instantly become a person of interest, but it took pretty compelling evidence to displace the husband as the most likely murderer of a wife.

			That was a far different thing than believing in Matt’s innocence. She would have liked to have had no doubt in that regard. To be certain that he could never in a million years have taken a life. But even though Erica had spent the better part of the last six months in Matt’s company, and probably knew him as well as anyone, she couldn’t in good faith stand by that declaration.

			On Erica’s last day in the DA’s office, her boss, Ella Broden, told her that the most painful operation is the badgectomy. “I know from whence I speak,” Ella said. “I didn’t last a year in private practice. You think switching sides is going to be fine. You’ll just be doing more or less what you’re doing now except you’ll get paid gobs of money for doing it. But you pay a price in your soul when you go from prosecuting the bad guys to defending them.”

			Erica had already lasted twice as long as her mentor defending the bad guys, but the success of her badgectomy still hadn’t been truly tested. Her criminal cases thus far had been petty ones—CEOs accused of DUIs, a client’s kid picked up in a small-scale drug deal, a domestic assault that was resolved by the husband entering anger management counseling. Now she was waiting by the phone to receive an assignment that would be a hardcore criminal case: representing a man who might be charged with murdering his ex-lover.

			Rather than fear what the opportunity would do to her soul, Erica was angry that Matt still hadn’t called. Then the phone rang.

			“Still no word?” Roger Templeton asked even before Erica said hello.

			“Nada.”

			“What do you think is going on with him?”

			She had asked herself that question too. If a woman Erica had just threatened in a court hallway was murdered, her first call would definitively have been to a criminal defense lawyer.

			So why hadn’t Matt called?

			“Might be that he’s in denial,” she told Templeton.

			Erica didn’t think that was it, however. She expected that Matt had, in fact, reached out to a criminal defense lawyer—only it wasn’t her. For all Erica knew, he might not have even remembered that she was a former Assistant District Attorney. Added to that, he hadn’t been pleased with the result of the civil trial, in which Erica stood idly by while Rawls Ryan threw him under the proverbial bus.

			“Keep trying him,” Templeton said.

			She would have said, Will do, but he had already ended the connection.

			She wasn’t going to call Matt again, however. Three times was enough.

			Instead, Erica decided her time was better spent hitting refresh on the news stories about Vanessa Lyons. The cycle was still unchanged from the last time she had checked. The same choppy footage of the crowded block filmed by some onlooker. It showed little more than the abject panic after the fact. Certainly, there was no way to identify the perpetrator from this snippet.

			The cops, of course, had access to cameras from the surrounding office buildings and businesses that undoubtedly captured the scene from a myriad of angles. And even if the killer was not caught on tape, there were an awful lot of witnesses. One of them might have seen his face.
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			Carlos was the doorman on duty that morning. He was a big guy with a goatee and a shaved head. In the summer his uniform allowed for short sleeves, and a hawk tattoo along his bicep peeked out.

			As soon as he saw Matt, he apologized for allowing the police up earlier. “They told me I couldn’t call first.”

			Carlos never struck Matt as the kind of guy who did what other people said. But even the biggest badass didn’t defy the police for the sake of a tenant who tipped a measly hundred bucks at Christmas.

			“No worries. It was just a misunderstanding.”

			Carlos offered a none-of-my-business smile. Through the building’s front door, Matt could already see what awaited him on the other side. TV trucks, cameras. The whole shebang of an out-an-out media feeding frenzy.

			As if he was reading Matt’s mind, Carlos said, “They’ve been here since I got on duty. Derek told me that they started getting here last night.”

			The moment Matt stepped through the front door, the flashbulbs started popping. He froze as the reporters shouted at him.

			“Why’d you kill Vanessa?”

			“Are you sorry you did it?”

			“Are you going to turn yourself in?”

			Matt gave a moment’s thought to doubling back inside, but even in his muddled brain he knew that would be an even greater mistake. Like the advice about removing a Band-Aid, it would be better to get it over with quickly.

			“I’m only going to say this once,” Matt said, facing the members of the fourth estate. “After I give you this statement, I will not have any further comment about Vanessa Lyons, and I ask that you all respect my privacy.”

			The reporters fell silent, awaiting their soundbite. Matt used that beat to compose in his head what he knew would go viral the moment he said it.

			“I am not guilty of killing Vanessa Lyons. I’m . . . saddened by her death and extend my best wishes to her family at this time of tragedy.”

			 

			Erica’s office was on the forty-second floor. In the thirty seconds or so it took for the elevator to rise to that height, Matt considered his circumstances. As dire as things stood only seventy-two hours earlier—when he was unemployed—he would have given anything to have gone back to that state. Now he was a suspect in a murder. Maybe the prime suspect.

			Erica was waiting for him at the elevator. The only thing she said was, “Follow me.”

			Matt had been in Erica’s office countless times over the past several months. This time, however, she shut the door behind them, which was a first. It highlighted what he already knew—his present circumstances were far more serious than anything that had come before.

			“I’ve been calling you,” she said.

			“I . . . my phone broke.”

			He was certain that Erica didn’t believe in coincidence of that magnitude. No one’s phone broke the same day they became a murder suspect.

			“I’m just glad that you’re here now.”

			“I didn’t kill her. I swear I didn’t.”

			He doubted Erica believed his declaration of innocence. He hardly faulted her for that. He never believed his clients either.

			Besides, even the most trusting soul would have some difficulty taking his denial at face value. The facts looked bad. And those were only the ones Erica knew about.

			When more were revealed, they would look that much worse.

			Erica didn’t respond to his claim of innocence other than to nod in acknowledgment that he’d made it. Then she said, “Our first order of business is to get you a new phone. You should use the opportunity to get a new number too. Hopefully that will keep the press at bay a little bit.”

			As yet another example of how poorly he’d lived his life to that point, Matt mentally ran through the people with whom he’d want to share his new number. It was a short list.

			Erica called her admin. A moment later, Bailey entered the office.

			During Vanessa’s lawsuit, Matt and Bailey had interacted almost daily. She was the person who greeted him at reception and brought him to whatever conference room they were meeting in that day. She fetched him coffee and took his lunch order, and she said goodnight to him when she was done for the day, or he was. In between, they made the usual small talk.

			It was Bailey’s job to make him feel at home, so Matt never read too much into her friendly banter. He could not so easily dismiss the coldness of her stare now, however. Bailey could make nice with sexual harassers if her job required it, but either the advent of the Me Too movement or the fact that he was on the cusp of being accused of murder had apparently changed the equation.

			“I’m going to need you to go over to the AT&T store and get Matt a phone,” Erica said. She turned to Matt, “What kind of phone do you want?”

			“I had the iPhone 7, but whatever they have is fine.”

			Erica opened a desk drawer and pulled out her purse. For a moment Matt was confused, but then he realized she was reaching for a credit card to give to Bailey.

			“No, I’ll pay for it,” he said.

			“I don’t want to make a record of it in your name right now,” Erica said, handing Bailey her American Express card.

			After Bailey left, when they were once again alone behind closed doors, Erica said, “I’m also going to ask our people to see what, if anything, they can retrieve from your old phone. If we can get it, so can the prosecution.”

			Matt and Vanessa never texted, always communicating through the firm’s email system. Hundreds, probably closer to thousands, of emails had already been produced in the sexual harassment case. But it was Matt’s most recent effort that had caused him to reach for his hammer.

			“What?” Erica asked.

			He must have made a face. A show of concern that mirrored the panic he felt when considering what was on his phone.

			“Nothing.”

			“You sure?”

			There was no point coming clean now. Maybe they wouldn’t be able to find what he’d written. If they did, he’d deal with it then.

			“Yeah, I’m sure,” Matt said.

			 

			Nearly every day since Vanessa’s death, the police had either called or visited Bradley, always with another question, or a series of questions, that required an immediate answer. Had he called a doctor about the illness that had kept Zoe home from preschool? (He had not.) Did Vanessa have a will? (Yes, they both had sweetheart wills, in which the other inherited everything.) Was he the beneficiary of any life insurance? (Yes, $2 million.) When was the last time he had been to Manhattan? (For the trial.) Had he and Vanessa ever seen a marriage counselor? (No.) Had either of them ever visited a divorce lawyer? (He hadn’t and she hadn’t told him if she had.)

			Bradley also spoke with J.R. on a nearly daily basis, his friend checking in to see how he was holding up. Sometimes their discussions turned to whatever news either of them had learned about the investigation. J.R.’s information came largely from the internet, and although Bradley had contact with the police detectives, he rarely had anything to report that wasn’t already known by the public at-large.

			“It could be weeks before they make a charging decision,” J.R. told him during one of these calls. “Or they may never, and it’ll end up being a cold case. Or they could make an arrest tomorrow. You just never know.”
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			Vanessa was laid to rest on a sunny day. It had been ten days since her murder, the delay brought about by the NYPD’s decision to hold on to her body for further analysis.

			Bradley had decided that Zoe was too young to attend the funeral. But without his daughter’s grounding, Bradley felt like a ghost; there but not really there. He hadn’t stepped inside a church, other than for weddings, since he was a teenager. Vanessa wasn’t religious either, but she came from a churchgoing family. They’d been married in his in-laws’ Manhattan church, on the corner of 76th Street and Lexington Avenue, not far from where Vanessa had been reared.

			Vanessa’s parents asked that the funeral service take place there as well. Acceding to their request was the least Bradley thought he could do for them.

			The church, with a dome and stained glass windows, resembled a smaller version of St. Patrick’s Cathedral, although it was quite large in its own right. The main sanctuary seated more than twelve hundred.

			That was still not enough to hold the mourners who had come to say goodbye to Vanessa, however. People from every facet of Vanessa’s life had come to pay their respects—her school friends, the parents of Zoe’s preschool classmates, work colleagues. The largest contingent of mourners was comprised of people Vanessa had never even met, who were held at bay by the police outside the church doors but filled the street to the point that traffic was halted. Literally millions more—including politicians, movie stars, and superstar athletes—had tweeted their support, always followed by #Me Too.

			 

			The gravesite was a thirty-minute drive from the church, out of Manhattan, into Queens. Bradley rode in the hearse with Vanessa’s parents. Hardly a word was said through most of the drive.

			Bradley’s relationship with his in-laws had always been fraught. He suspected that they never thought he was a good match for their daughter, and in the years since their marriage, Vanessa had probably shared things with them that proved they’d been right. Maybe about his pressuring her to have children, and then, after Zoe, adding to their family. Or about his insistence on moving to Rye, and then his losing his job and refusing to sell their home. Or his demand that Vanessa sue Rawls Ryan. More recently, she might even have shared with them his adamant opposition to putting the settlement proceeds in a trust for Zoe.

			All of which made Bradley wonder if his in-laws thought he’d killed their daughter.

			“I miss Vanessa so much,” he said.

			His mother-in-law touched his hand. Her husband didn’t say a word, however.

			 

			Entering One Hogan Plaza, Erica was greeted by the same security guard who had manned the scanner back when she was an ADA. He smiled brightly before giving her a hug. After their embrace, she placed her bags on the conveyor belt and he quickly waved her through.

			Assistant District Attorney Joshua Robertson greeted her at the elevators. This was a courtesy ADAs extended to their former colleagues, so they could avoid a second security checkpoint.

			Erica hadn’t known Robertson well when they were both ADAs, but their few interactions had always been friendly. She knew, however, that when it came to prosecuting the bad guys, he was anything but. Back when she was an ADA, she had liked that best about him.

			“Welcome home,” he said.

			Robertson’s office was even more ADA than even her old office had been. Not a single piece of furniture matched any other, and it all looked like it had been left out in the rain at least once. The design theme could best be described as early file folders.

			He moved a stack of papers off the only chair aside from his. After they were both seated, Robertson said, “So, what can I do for you, Erica?”

			“Tell me that Matt Brooks is not a person of interest in the Vanessa Lyons murder investigation.”

			He laughed, but in a way that conveyed he didn’t think Erica had said anything at all humorous. “You wouldn’t be here if that was the case. So, you’re welcome for the fee.”

			Erica remembered feeling that way about defense lawyers too. How they made themselves rich trafficking in other people’s misery. Of course, those other people were usually criminals.

			Correct that. Always criminals.

			“I’ve got enough paying clients who need a lawyer, thank you very much. I just don’t think Matt Brooks should be one of them.”

			“No?” Robertson said incredulously. “Should we give the guy a medal for being a sexual harasser?”

			“I didn’t come here to spar with you.”

			“Then why did you come?”

			“Because I thought it was in our mutual interest to discuss the facts of the case. At the outset, before you became so entrenched in the wrong decision that you can’t help yourself but go down a path that only ends badly for you.”

			“I’m touched that you care so much about me.”

			“You know I’ve been in your seat . . . frankly, more times than I’ve been in my seat. I never once admitted it, but I was always grateful when a defense attorney told me something that put me on the right path.”

			“I’m all ears.”

			“Let me start with some facts. None of this works if you’re dealing with a set of facts different from mine.”

			“Okay. Tell me the facts you’re dealing with.”

			“Fact number one. Matt Brooks is not a sexual harasser. I’m sure you’ll read the trial transcripts from the civil trial, if you haven’t already. He fell in love with Vanessa when they were both associates working a bazillion hours a year. Not unprecedented in a law firm . . . or the DA’s office, for that matter.

			“Fact number two: they got assigned to a case together. It was a case that neither of them could get out of. You know how that goes too, I’m sure. The Carbone case. Your colleague Liam something-or-other got a conviction.”

			“Yes, I know the case,” Robertson said.

			“So, you know that the trial lasted three or four months. After it ended, so did the relationship between Matt and Vanessa. Fast-forward a few months and Richard Lowell derails her partnership chances. She sues. Me Too captivates the world. Rawls Ryan settles and cuts Brooks loose.”

			“Seems like you’ve laid out quite the motive for murder.”

			“He’s not the type, believe me on that.”

			Robertson laughed. This time he seemed sincerely amused by what she’d just said.

			“In all those countless times when you were sitting in my chair, Erica, how often did you believe the defense lawyer when he or she said something like that?”

			“Look, this is a two-person race, right? Vanessa Lyons was killed by either her husband or my guy. I know that. I also know that, because they’re both strong candidates on paper, it’s going to be awfully hard to convince a jury beyond a reasonable doubt that it wasn’t the other one. But, if you need to indict because this is just too big a case not to, you’re much better off buying a ticket for the Bradley Lyons train. I’m sure you’ve already taken a deep dive into the family finances, so you know that they’re up to their eyeballs in debt. Their house is mortgaged to the hilt and he makes less than half of what his wife earned. And now, Bradley Lyons has 3.75 million reasons why life is better without her in the picture. That’s a much stronger motive for a jury to believe than Matt Brooks stabbing her because he lost his job.”

			Erica liked the way that had come out. At least as much as when she’d practiced it.

			“You’re forgetting that he gets half of the settlement,” Robertson said.

			“No he doesn’t. The settlement was all compensation for future lost earnings. Future. My matrimonial partners tell me that future income usually isn’t considered marital property.”

			This seemed to catch Robertson off guard, which made Erica happy. The meeting was already returning dividends.

			The ADA shrugged as if the fact he hadn’t seen this potential motive made no difference to his analysis. “Look, I hear everything you’re saying. And believe me, it’s what I’d say if I were in your shoes too. But the fact of the matter is that Bradley Lyons has been total open kimono with me. He’s sat for three interviews and counting, no lawyer present. Turned over all their financials. He was even nice enough to give us access to his phone, and his wife’s phone, and their email accounts. Your client gonna do that?”

			“Just because Bradley Lyons is stupid enough not to hire a lawyer when he’s obviously a person of interest in a murder case, and then does stuff that someone who hires a lawyer would never do in a million years, doesn’t make him innocent.”

			“Spoken like a true defense lawyer.”

			“If your mind is already made up, then I’m wasting my time here. But I’m really hoping it’s not.”

			Robertson gave her a full-on stare, then grabbed one of the few file folders that was not on the floor but atop his desk. Reaching inside, he slapped a picture in front of her.

			He stuck his index finger on top of one of the faces. “That’s your client, right there. At the murder scene.”

			Erica’s stomach lurched. She tried to hold onto her poker face. And her lunch.

			The man in the photograph was Matt. No doubt about it.

			“I’ll concede, it was the day before she was murdered,” Robertson continued.

			Erica breathed a sigh of relief but tried not to make it obvious. “You kind of buried the lead there, didn’t you? I mean, what difference does it make that he was there the day before Vanessa Lyons was killed?”

			Robertson was momentarily quiet, as if he was considering whether to share more. “The calendar says September, not Christmas. No more presents. But you need to know that we already have enough to indict. You can save me a lot of time, and maybe earn your client some brownie points come sentencing time, by having him come clean now.”

			“Yeah, that’s not going to happen.”

			“Okay, answer me this, then. First, what was he doing in front of her office not twenty-four hours before she’s murdered? Second, where was he the day of ? Because I got to tell you, my answers so far are: he was casing the crime scene the day before and sticking a knife in Vanessa Lyons the day of.”

			 

			Matt understood why Erica wanted to fly solo for her meeting at the DA’s office. No defense lawyer worth her salt would ever let a client get within a mile of a prosecutor.

			She promised to meet with him immediately after so that he could get the full down-low in close to real time. She estimated she’d be back by four, but when Matt arrived at her office at the appointed hour, he was told to wait in reception because Erica had not yet returned.

			Matt considered each minute that ticked by a harbinger of bad news to come. There could be a million reasons for the delay—subway problems, Robertson beginning the meeting late, Erica needing to take a phone call after—but the one that Matt kept coming back to as the most plausible was that there was a lot of evidence against him and it took Robertson a long time to lay it all out.

			Erica finally appeared at 4:30. She apologized for being late and directed Matt to follow her into her office. As they took their usual places—Erica behind the desk, Matt in her guest chair—he searched for some tell about the news she was going to impart. Erica’s deep exhale made him brace for the possibility that his worst fears were true.

			“I’m just going to give you the headline, and then we can circle back and talk about how and why I got there,” she began. “You need to prepare yourself for the fact that you’re going to be charged with Vanessa’s murder.”

			Matt felt as if his chair had fallen through the floor and he was plummeting downward. That same sinking stomach feeling he experienced on roller coasters, which had made him stop riding them.

			“Our strategy from here on out is to hunker down,” Erica said. “Whatever we have to say in your defense, we’ll save it for trial.”

			“No, I . . . I can’t get indicted. We need to talk them out of that now.”

			“You know as well as anyone that’s too risky. They’ll lock you into a story, and that story may not be the one that comports with the evidence. Which means that it may not be your best defense.”

			“Or put another way, you think I’m guilty.”

			“I’m not saying that, Matt. What I am saying is that Robertson showed me evidence that you were in front of Vanessa’s office building at approximately the same time of the murder, but the day before. If we were in full cooperation mode, and we didn’t know he had that proof, you might have told him that you weren’t there, just like you neglected to share with me that little tidbit. Had you done that with him, your defense would have become exponentially harder because only guilty people lie to the police.”

			Matt heard the accusation loud and clear. Only guilty people lie to their lawyers too.

			“I was there. The day before. Not the day of. I swear to God.”

			Erica gave him a lemon-sucking expression if ever there were one. It was her way of conveying that she was well past his trying to bring God in as a witness on his behalf.

			“Why?”

			“I needed to talk to her,” Matt said. “I know it sounds crazy, but I went there to tell her that I loved her. That I forgave her. For the lawsuit and for getting me fired. That when everything was over, I had this epiphany that I still wanted us to be together.”

			Matt didn’t like the sound of what he’d just said, which was why he hadn’t shared it with Erica previously. It was creepy and stalkerish.

			“Did you? Tell her that, I mean.”

			He nodded. “Yes.”

			“Then what happened?”

			There was no judgment in Erica’s tone. She sounded like a therapist. So how did that make you feel, hacking up your parents with a meat cleaver?

			“She told me that she loved me too. That she also wanted us to be together.”

			“And then what?” Erica said with the same flat affect.

			“She said . . . she said that she’d tell Bradley that night.”

			“Tell him what?”

			“That she was leaving him for me.”

			“Just like that?”

			“Don’t you see? That’s why he killed her, Erica.”

			Even to his own ears, he sounded desperate. He needed to dial it back a bit.

			In a more measured tone, Matt said, “Bradley was the kind of guy who just couldn’t fathom Vanessa leaving him for me after all that had happened.”

			Matt watched Erica absorb this information. The pretense of neutrality had finally dropped.

			“Obviously, that’s not the story Bradley Lyons is telling them. And because you threatened Vanessa forty-eight hours before she was murdered, and he didn’t, and for all we know he has an airtight alibi, and you have none at all, it looks like they’re inclined to believe him and not you. So, if you want me to be your lawyer, then you’re going to have to follow my advice. And my advice is one hundred percent that we hunker down.”

			It was the right tactical decision. All evidence was pointing at him.

		

	
		
			Cross-Examination 
of Matthew Brooks

			“On direct examination, you said that you first learned Vanessa Lyons had been murdered because you read it online. Is that your claim?”

			“My sworn testimony, yes.”

			“You must have been shocked—just shocked—at the news,” Robertson said, doing an ersatz Claude Rains from Casablanca impression.

			“Yes, I was,” I said as if I’d been asked a serious question.

			“Did you immediately contact the police to inform them that you had seen Ms. Lyons only the day before her murder?”

			The jury undoubtedly expected that someone who loved Vanessa as much as I’d claimed I did under Erica’s gentle questioning would want to help the police in every way possible to find her killer and bring him to justice. The evidence already presented had revealed otherwise, however.

			“No.”

			“Why not?”

			Another why question.

			“I wish I had,” I said. “I do.”

			Robertson looked like he smelled blood in the water. “That was not my question, Mr. Brooks. I’m asking Why didn’t you? That’s what we all want to know.”

			“Because I didn’t think they’d believe me.”

			He smiled, and with that gesture clearly conveyed to the jury that I knew I wouldn’t be believed because I knew it was a lie. “What you’re about to see, Mr. Brooks, is an interview you gave on the day after Ms. Lyons was murdered. You spoke to the press after you refused to speak to the police. After you failed to tell the police anything about what you now say was your then-belief that Bradley Lyons had murdered his wife.”

			Robertson’s number two clicked at her laptop, and like magic, my image appeared on the courtroom TV screens. It was from my impromptu press conference in front of my apartment building on the day after Vanessa’s death.

			I looked awful on the monitors and remembered how hungover I’d felt. I was even sicker to my stomach now realizing what was about to come.

			The me on the screens said, “I am not guilty of killing Vanessa Lyons. I’m . . . saddened by her death and extend my best wishes to her family at this time of tragedy.”

			“Did the TV station cut out the part where you told them that Bradley Lyons had killed his wife?” Robertson asked.

			Even the most rhetorical questions require an answer in court. So I had no choice but to supply a “No” in response.

			Robertson didn’t let it end there, unfortunately. “So, you never said that?”

			“Not when I spoke to the press at that time.”

			“But you did extend your best wishes to Bradley Lyons on the loss of his wife, even though you claim that at that very time, you believed he had killed her?”

			“I was speaking to Vanessa’s daughter.”

			“But you said that you were extending your best wishes to her family. Not her daughter. But her family. You would agree with me that by any definition of the word, family includes the deceased’s husband, right?”

			“I didn’t mean to include him in my statement.”

			“Here’s another interpretation, Mr. Brooks. You knew that Mr. Lyons hadn’t killed his wife because you murdered her. And that’s why you extended your best wishes to Mr. Lyons. Because after you murdered Vanessa Lyons in cold blood, you realized the horror of what you’d done.”
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			Matt was arrested and charged with the murder of Vanessa Lyons.

			He had no warning it was coming, which was a courtesy usually afforded to white-collar types, allowing them to surrender in the company of their lawyers. Instead, before 7:00 a.m., a loud banging woke him, followed by the announcement that the police were outside, and if he didn’t open the door immediately, they were breaking it down.

			Matt was given five minutes to brush his teeth and put on clothing, all under the watchful eye of a uniformed officer. Once he was dressed, Detective Chioma read him his rights and then, together with her partner, they led him through the perp walk downstairs. Even though Matt hadn’t gotten any prior notice, someone had obviously tipped off the press.

			Out of reflex, Matt hung his head, the way most arrestees did to block the reporters from getting a clear picture. He reminded himself that he always thought that was a stupid gambit, making the accused seem guilty, so he straightened up, only to blink manically into the popping flashbulbs, which likely would present an even less appealing picture than if he’d hidden in shame.

			Matt believed that his lack of criminal history, and the whole innocent-until-proven-guilty thing, would persuade the judge to grant bail. Erica disabused him of that straightaway.

			“I know they always make bail on Law & Order,” she said, “but that’s so they can all meet in Jack McCoy’s office later for the plea bargain scene. Unfortunately, outside of television, nobody gets bail on a murder two charge.”

			She was right, of course. The arraignment judge took less than a minute to order Matt’s remand. He was dragged out of court to his new home: Rikers Island. The notorious four-hundred-plus acre parcel of land in the East River that served as a weigh station for accused felons would be his home for the better part of the next year.

			 

			Prison life was positively awful every second of every day. The food was disgusting, the temperature freezing in winter and stifling hot otherwise. Rats the size of cats and cockroaches the size of rats.

			And, of course, Matt lived in a constant state of terror. Fights between inmates were routine, almost always seemingly unprovoked. The guards were hardly any more thoughtful in their use of violence.

			Matt did his best to keep to himself. So far, he had managed to avoid being picked on, or worse. But every day ran the risk that his luck would run out.

			Matt spent most of his prison time wishing he could live his life again. The list of what he would do differently was long, with all of his regrets eventually leading back to Vanessa. He could not fathom how one person, whom he’d been intimate with for only a matter of months, had so utterly upended the trajectory of his entire life.

			Of course, she would say the same thing about his impact on hers. Even more so, given that her relationship with Matt had not just changed her life, but had ended it.

			 

			Bradley found that being a widower suited him well. After the possibility that he would be charged with murder had been lifted by Matt Brooks’s arrest, he had everyone’s sympathy. Zoe was weathering the loss of her mother as well as could have been expected. Her bed-wetting had stopped and her appetite was back to normal. Zoe’s kindergarten teachers said that she was doing remarkably well, all things considered.

			She still had her moments, of course. Crying fits when she wailed for Vanessa to come back. Times she seemed to blame Bradley for her mother’s absence. But by and large, Bradley was confident that she would be fine in the end.

			They both would. Better than fine, in fact.

			 

			About a month before the trial was scheduled to begin, Erica brought Matt what she said was the prosecution’s final plea offer: manslaughter in the first degree.

			She presented it like a Christmas gift. All smiles and anticipation of his gratitude.

			He looked at her with a Grinch-like demeanor.

			“Absolutely not,” he said. “I’m innocent, Erica.”

			She didn’t look like she believed it any more this time than she had any of the others. “I know that no one willingly signs up for a manslaughter charge. But a plea deal is not about best-case scenarios; it’s about avoiding the worst case at all costs. Conviction on murder two is a life sentence. Taking this plea will cap your jail time at twenty-five years.”

			“Forgive me if that really doesn’t sound too different to me.”

			“Well, forgive me for pointing out that you might feel differently in twenty-five years.”

			“When I’m sixty-two.”

			“My dad is sixty-two, Matt. It’s not eighty. And it’s sure as hell not dead.”

			“Erica, I’m not pleading guilty to a crime I didn’t commit. End of discussion.”

			 

			“Brooks turned down the plea.”

			Although Bradley hadn’t let the ADA know it, the news disappointed him. He’d been secretly hoping Brooks would take the deal. He wanted this to be over. Whether Brooks went to prison for twenty-five years or two hundred and fifty hardly mattered to him.

			But now it wasn’t going to go that way. There’d be a trial.

			“What are the odds he gets off ?” Bradley asked.

			Robertson considered the issue for a second or two. “Twenty-five percent,” he finally said.

			Bradley thought he could live with those odds. But then Robertson added, “Same as flipping a coin on heads twice in a row,” which made the outcome seem far less certain than it had the moment before.

			 

			Erica knew that Matt would reject the deal. Not so much because innocent men do not plead guilty, but because sane people do not willingly agree to a quarter century of incarceration if there is any possibility of a different outcome.

			She had told Robertson as much when she pressed him to offer manslaughter in the second degree, which carried a three and a half to fifteen-year prison term. Erica thought Matt might have taken that, all of his protestations about never pleading guilty to a crime he didn’t commit notwithstanding.

			“No can do, Erica,” Robertson had said. “He stabbed a woman—his ex-lover—in broad daylight. They’ll run my boss out of office on a rail if I offered Mr. Former Big Firm Lawyer a sweetheart deal. It’s better for me if he gets acquitted, at least then I can blame the jury.”

			Erica couldn’t say she was disappointed by having to go to trial. No one ever became the lawyer to see by pleading out cases. You got that reputation by winning them. The harder the case, the more notorious the client, the better.

			She’d done twenty-two criminal jury trials (yes, she kept track), and she’d won them all. But they’d all been as a prosecutor. That was the beauty of being on the other side. If you weren’t certain the accused was guilty, you didn’t bring the case to trial.

			She thought she had reasonable doubt about Matt’s guilt, but she couldn’t rule out the possibility that she was just telling herself that to placate her apprehensions about representing a murderer. If she, who knew Matt Brooks in a way that these jurors never would, thought that he might be guilty, she had grave concerns about how everything would turn out in the end.
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			On Monday, September 10, 2018, the case of The People of the State of New York v. Matthew H. Brooks was called to order.

			The gallery was at capacity, befitting a once-in-a-generation murder trial. Since Matt’s arrest, his case had been given A-list attention—updates in the press about pretrial rulings and segments on Court TV. There was even talk of a Netflix movie.

			The presiding judge was the Honorable Nathan Milles. Erica had described him as “an old white dude, nearing retirement. Not the brightest light on the criminal bench, but not the dimmest either.”

			Matt’s impression of Judge Milles was that he looked mean. Like ex-military, with narrow-set eyes and the little hair he still had on his head buzzed into a crew cut.

			Voir dire, the process of selecting a jury, was completed in two days. The twelve chosen at random from the laity, as the law school phrase went, were six men, six women, four people of color (three women and one man), four over the age of sixty-five (all women), three under the age of twenty-five (two men, one woman), seven with a college degree or higher (four women, three men), and one who never got past the eleventh grade (a man).

			Erica opined that the jury was “okay.” Matt found that less than a ringing endorsement.

			What was worse was that it was a clear reminder that he no longer controlled his own fate. Now these twelve—who were just okay—would determine whether he would taste freedom ever again.

			 

			Joshua Robertson looked to be wearing his best suit to deliver his opening statement—navy blue, with a white shirt and solid blue tie, and an American flag pin on his lapel. His hair appeared freshly cut and his shoes polished to a shine.

			The ADA’s opening statement was the usual prosecutorial road map of the evidence that would be presented, including his literally telling the jury that his opening should be deemed a road map. He said that unlike a lot of trials, where the prosecution and the defense did not agree on anything, most of the issues in this case were not contested. Then he listed the things that everyone could agree upon.

			“First,” he said, putting up his pointer finger so the jury could follow along, “there is no dispute that Matthew Brooks—the defendant,” and then Robertson used that same finger to point at Matt at the defense table, “was engaged in a sexual relationship with Vanessa Lyons.

			“Second,” and now the peace sign was flashed to the jury, “Mr. Brooks’s conduct was in violation of his employer’s policies, because he was a partner at the very prestigious law firm of Rawls Ryan & Gold, and Ms. Lyons was his subordinate, who was herself trying to make partner at that firm. The firm’s policies were clear that sexual relationships between partners and non-partners were strictly forbidden. Mr. Brooks agreed, in writing, that he would adhere to that rule. He was well aware that violation of that policy could result in his being terminated from the firm. Mr. Brooks nonetheless chose to violate this rule. Then he chose to lie to his employer about his violation.

			“Third,” the three-finger salute, “after their relationship ended, Ms. Lyons was denied a partnership at Rawls Ryan.

			“Fourth,” another finger went up, “Ms. Lyons sued Rawls Ryan & Gold for sexual harassment and discrimination in the workplace.

			“Fifth,” the full hand, “Rawls Ryan paid Ms. Lyons $3.75 million to settle that lawsuit. As part of that settlement, Ms. Lyons insisted that Rawls Ryan fire the defendant, Mr. Brooks. So, now the defendant had lost his job and with it a million-dollar-a-year paycheck. Matthew Brooks blamed one person—and one person alone for that—Vanessa Lyons.”

			Robertson brought his left index finger into the act. “Sixth, two days before Vanessa Lyons was murdered, Mr. Brooks threatened Ms. Lyons. You’ll hear testimony that he said, and I’m quoting, so please excuse my use of profanity, but it’s important you hear what he actually said to Ms. Lyons, not some cleaned-up version. There’s nothing more terrifying than a guy hell-bent on revenge. This thing is far from fucking over.”

			Matt knew that the prosecutor would repeat those words as many times as possible in the days to come. It would be Robertson’s hope that his mere repetition would make it sound akin to a confession.

			“Seventh, that night—thirty-six hours before Ms. Lyons’s murder—Mr. Brooks wrote her an email.”

			Robertson’s number two pecked at her keyboard. A moment later, the screens on either side of the judge’s bench read:

			Vanessa:

			I cannot believe that you have done this to me.

			What am I supposed to do now? You have Bradley and Zoe and your new job and $3.75 million. I have nothing.

			What if we had never met, Vanessa?

			“Matthew Brooks didn’t send this email. Rather than create this paper trail, he decided to confront Ms. Lyons in front of her office later that day.

			“Eighth,” Robertson said, continuing the finger show, “on the day before she was murdered, Mr. Brooks laid in wait for Ms. Lyons in front of her office. Stalking. No other term for it. A hunter stalking his prey.”

			Robertson stopped. Without any further signal, his number two clicked her laptop, and a millisecond later, the screens displayed a photo of Matt.

			“That’s him—the defendant, Matthew Brooks. This photo was taken on the day before Vanessa Lyons was murdered at the scene of the crime.”

			There was no doubt that it was Matt. The photo on the screen was his spitting image.

			“Ninth, Mr. Brooks refused to cooperate with the police. He never answered a single question. Worse, hours after Vanessa Lyons was brutally murdered, he destroyed his cell phone.”

			Robertson walked back to counsel table. His number two handed him what was once Matt’s cell phone, and the ADA, in turn, handed it to the jury. The jurors passed it around like none of them had ever seen a broken phone before.

			Robertson paused, allowing each juror to review the phone without interruption. When the last of the twelve handed it back to him, Robertson returned to the podium and, in a solemn voice, he said, “On October 18, 2017, Vanessa Lyons, a thirty-three-year-old mother of a little girl named Zoe, who was then only four years old, the wife of a man named Bradley Lyons, was stabbed to death in broad daylight.”

			On the screens, a smiling Vanessa, Zoe in her arms, replaced the CCTV-captured image of Matt. After the jurors had fully absorbed the depiction of maternal love, the picture changed again, this time to a jarring photograph of Vanessa, lying in the morgue. Her body was naked, covered strategically with a sheet, but her stab wounds, raw and hideous, were clearly visible.

			Without warning, a new image flashed onto the screens. It depicted a white man in his thirties, wearing a baseball cap. The figure’s overcoat was black, like the kind you would wear over business clothes, but the man in the picture was wearing jeans and sneakers.

			“And tenth—Matt Brooks was there. That’s him at the scene of the crime on the day Vanessa Lyons was murdered. This image was captured only minutes before the defendant committed that heinous crime.”

			When they were furnished with the CCTV footage during pretrial discovery, Matt told Erica it wasn’t him. Erica, pointedly, had never agreed with that; the most she would concede was that it was hardly a clear likeness.

			“I know it’s not as sharp as the image of Mr. Brooks from the day before,” Robertson said. “The shadow and the brim of the cap obscure the wearer’s face a little bit. But it’s Mr. Brooks in this picture, just like the other one. You don’t have to take my word for it. You will hear from an expert in facial recognition who will swear under oath that this man,” Robertson pointed at the image on the screen, then turned his finger in Matt’s direction, “is this man, the defendant, Matthew Brooks.”

			Matt glanced at the jury. Many of the jurors were squinting, as if that would help bring the photograph into greater focus for them.
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			Erica had painstakingly scripted every word of her opening. She’d gone over it again and again, editing out whatever did not sound quite right, double-checking that nothing she said was either incorrect or would later come back to haunt the defense. She practiced her cadence, her pregnant pauses, even her facial expressions in front of the mirror. Then she delivered it several times for Matt in the Rikers’s visiting room, revising the points that he critiqued.

			But Robertson’s opening had caused her to make a split-second change of direction.

			“Mr. Robertson told you about things he said were not in dispute,” she said, when it was her turn to address the jury. “Maybe for him they’re not, but we have a much different view. And even more importantly, you will too, ladies and gentlemen, after you have heard all the evidence.”

			She turned to the prosecution table. “Mr. Robertson, would you please do me the kindness of showing the jury that photograph again? The one of that man wearing a baseball cap that you’re saying is my client.”

			Robertson hesitated for a moment, but then whispered something to his second. A moment later, the image was back on the screens.

			Erica bent at the waist, making an exaggerated gesture of inspecting the photograph, examining it from every angle, as if she was appraising a masterpiece in the Louvre. When she straightened up, she walked back to counsel table, standing right behind Matt.

			“C’mon, ladies and gentlemen, there’s no way that the man in that photograph is this man right here,” she said, firmly placing her hands on Matt’s shoulders. “Look at it hard. The man in this photo . . . I mean, it might be any white man in his thirties, maybe even in his forties. Maybe not even a white man. Maybe not even a man at all. I have faith in each and every one of you that nothing Mr. Robertson says to you—and hey, fair is fair, nothing I say to you either—is going to convince you to see something that you don’t. Like that old Groucho Marx joke, ‘Who are you going to trust, me or your lyin’ eyes?’ ”

			This resulted in the jury’s first chuckle of the trial. Erica was a firm believer that the lawyer the jury liked best usually won. Her opening gambit had so far played well. Still, she had that pit-in-her-stomach feeling like someone out in front of her skis, not entirely certain she’d be able to hold it all together without wiping out.

			She reverted back to the part of the opening she had prepared.

			“The defense doesn’t have to prove anything in this trial. In fact, I could not stay silent throughout our time together and if the prosecution fails to prove to each and every one of you beyond a reasonable doubt that Mr. Brooks murdered Ms. Lyons, the law requires that you acquit him. That means I have no obligation to tell you who murdered Vanessa Lyons.” She inserted her first practiced pregnant pause. “But I will.”

			Erica counted silently to herself. One-one-thousand. Two-one-thousand. Three-one-thousand.

			“Bradley Lyons. Vanessa’s long-suffering husband.”

			This brought Robertson to his feet. “Objection.”

			Erica was thrilled that this was where the ADA chose to lodge his first challenge.

			“Oh, I’m sorry, do you think that being cheated on doesn’t make you suffer?” she said with a full complement of snark.

			Judge Milles sighed deeply, the demeanor of an exasperated parent dealing with unruly children that all judges seemed to adopt at some point in a trial. He had apparently less patience than most jurists if he’d already reached his limit.

			“Ladies and gentlemen, I should have instructed you about this earlier,” Judge Milles said, addressing the jury. “From time to time, the lawyers may object. That’s their job. My job is to rule on those objections. Please don’t read too much into my rulings. They are not intended to, nor do they, indicate a belief I have in one side’s case or the other. I’m just the umpire here. I call balls and strikes. And like an umpire, I am not using my calls to help one side or the other win, and I’m not telling you who’s winning or losing when I rule. I usually won’t explain my rulings. The lawyers understand the shorthand I use, and like I just said, it isn’t important that you understand it. But because this is the first time, I’ll unpack what just happened. Ms. Sanders called Mr. Lyons long-suffering. Mr. Robertson objected to that characterization because there is no evidence on that point yet. That doesn’t mean he is or he isn’t long-suffering. It just means that Mr. Robertson is saying that Ms. Sanders shouldn’t use that description in her opening statement. Now I’m going to overrule that objection, on account of the fact that we can all understand that this is her description only. It’s not evidence. Put another way, I’m not telling you that I think he’s long-suffering by overruling the objection. Just as, if I had sustained it, I wouldn’t be saying that he’s not long-suffering. It only means I think that, as part of her opening statement, Ms. Sanders is entitled to make her own descriptions. Got it?”

			He smiled at the jury. Erica was trying to maintain her impassive expression, but internally she was dancing a jig. For the judge to spend his first extended discussion with the jury on the topic of Bradley Lyons’s suffering was a gift from the gods.

			“I’m going to do the finger thing now,” Erica said with a smile at the jurors. “First,” and she put up her index finger, “Vanessa Lyons was unhappy in her marriage, to the point that she was having an affair.” Two fingers went up. “Second, Mr. Lyons found out about the affair.” The three-finger salute. “Third, when he did, he informed his wife’s employer about the affair.” She paused for emphasis. “Let that sink in, ladies and gentlemen. Mr. Lyons ratted out his own wife. Now, he’s likely going to deny it, but don’t you believe him. Not about that. Not about anything.”

			She showed the jury the back of her hand, the thumb folded inside. “Fourth, when Mr. Lyons told the firm about the affair, he undoubtedly expected them to fire his wife’s lover. But instead, the firm denied his wife an extremely lucrative partnership and millions of dollars.”

			The full hand. “Fifth, Bradley Lyons needed money. Badly. His mortgage alone cost more than eleven thousand dollars a month. His daughter’s private school tuition ran forty grand a year. The lease on his Porsche . . . well, you get the idea. And Mr. Lyons’s job paid about five thousand dollars a month, after taxes. To get the money he needed to pay for his luxurious lifestyle, Mr. Lyons demanded that his wife sue Rawls Ryan & Gold for sexual harassment.”

			Erica’s second hand joined in the action. “Sixth, the settlement of that lawsuit was awarded to Vanessa Lyons—not her husband. Let me be clear about that—the $3.75 million was hers, not his. Under the law, if Vanessa Lyons had divorced her husband the very next day after the settlement, she would have kept nearly all of that $3.75 million.”

			Full hand and the peace sign with the other. “Seventh, there was life insurance. A lot of it. Two million bucks.”

			Erica put up eight fingers. “Eighth. On the day his wife was murdered, Bradley Lyons was looking down a reality that if his wife left him—which wasn’t too far a leap because she was having an affair and he was the one who ratted her out to the firm, costing Ms. Lyons her career—he’d be broke and homeless and denied seeing his daughter except every other weekend.”

			All but the thumb, and she mouthed “Ninth. But, with his wife dead, well, things look very different. Mr. Lyons stays in his mansion in Westchester, he has $5.75 million in cash in the bank, and he gets to tuck his daughter into bed every night.” She paused a beat, to make it seem to the jury that what she was about to say had suddenly occurred to her, and not that the next words were actually a highly practiced line. “Oh, and with Ms. Lyons dead, he’s not married to a woman who humiliated him by making him a cuckold either.”

			Both hands, palms out. “Tenth, where was Bradley Lyons at the time of his wife’s murder?”

			She counted to herself again. One-one-thousand. Two-one-thousand. Three-one-thousand.

			“We don’t know. No idea whatsoever, in fact. That is because his phone was off between approximately 11:00 a.m. and 3:00 p.m. Guess how quickly someone can get from the Lyons’s home to Vanessa Lyons’s place of work and back? If you said it could easily be done between the hours of 11:00 a.m. and 3 p.m., you’d be right. If you also believe that you can do it without being captured on any of the video cameras the police searched, you’d be right again.”
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			“She’s goddamn accusing me of murder!” Bradley shouted at Robertson. “And you’re letting her do it!”

			Bradley had started his rant in the hallway. Without responding, the ADA had ushered him into a private room. At Bradley’s insistence, Robertson had begrudgingly allowed J.R. to join them. Now they both awaited Robertson’s reply.

			“You knew that this was going to be their defense,” Robertson said. “It’s pretty weak sauce, if you ask me. You have an alibi, and unlike Matt Brooks, you’re not photographed being at the scene of the crime.”

			“I also don’t have my own lawyer telling the jury that I didn’t kill my wife!”

			“That’s my job, Bradley. You heard me tell the jury that Brooks killed her. By definition, that means I’m telling them that you didn’t.”

			Bradley didn’t much care for Robertson’s tone. He was about to tell the prosecutor precisely that when J.R. intervened.

			“Joshua, give Bradley and me a sec, okay?”

			“Yeah, I got to talk to the detective anyway to make sure she doesn’t have any last-second issues before she goes on.”

			When they were alone, Bradley said, “This is not good, J.R.”

			“You need to take a beat, Bradley. This is the way it goes. The defense makes these ridiculous charges, throwing whatever they can against the wall, hoping that something sticks. You have to remember that no one is going to believe anything that Matt Brooks or his lawyer says.”

			“That fucking . . .”

			“Bradley, you can lose your cool with me, but not out there. Not in the courtroom with the press watching. And definitely not in front of the jury. They’re all looking at you, all the time. They want to see a grieving widower, not a guy who wants to tear Matt Brooks’s face off with his bare hands.”

			Bradley knew J.R. was right. He’d been holding it together for that very reason.

			“Yeah, I hear you. It’s so hard sometimes, though.”

			“I know it is,” J.R. said. “Believe me. I wish I could snap that guy’s fucking neck too.”

			 

			It had taken Erica filing a motion for the corrections department to allow her time to consult with Matt during court breaks. A guard was stationed in front of the door of the closet-sized room off the courtroom that had been designated for these impromptu lawyer-client meetings. The recess was only for fifteen minutes, so Erica had to talk quickly.

			“The lead detective will go on first,” she said.

			That was the usual way the prosecution began. It allowed them to tell the story of a crime through a single witness.

			“After Detective Chioma, I suspect they’ll do the experts,” Erica said. “I doubt we get through all of them today, but maybe.”

			Matt nodded that he understood. Trial days were short. The judge usually adjourned no later than five, and lunch breaks were sometimes two hours.

			“Time,” the court officer said after knocking on the door.

			“Okay, then,” Erica said. “I’ll see you out there.”

			She opened the door, and the court officers allowed her to pass before they entered. Once inside, they unlocked Matt’s restraints. It was a constitutional right of the accused not to be handcuffed in front of the jury. What the jury couldn’t see was an entirely different matter, however.

			It was a two-officer operation. One watched as the other unlocked.

			Upon entering the courtroom, Matt saw Bradley Lyons from across the room. He was seated in the gallery’s first row, beside Matt’s prior inquisitor, J.R.

			If looks could kill. Then again, if they could, Matt would have been dead long ago from Bradley’s gaze. He hoped his own stare conveyed an equal level of contempt.

			 

			Trial is theater. A cop whose shirt still bears crumbs from his lunch makes a negative impression on the jury. In her all-black ensemble and stylish haircut, Detective Chioma looked like someone to be believed.

			It had been nearly a year since she’d come to Matt’s apartment to arrest him for Vanessa’s murder. Despite the passage of time, her face remained burned in his memory.

			After she stated her bona fides, which included that she was a sixteen-year veteran at the NYPD, the last nine as a homicide detective, Robertson asked Detective Chioma to describe the crime scene upon her arrival.

			“Uniformed police officers were the first responders, and emergency medical arrived right behind them,” she said in a measured tone. “The victim, Ms. Lyons, had already been taken to the hospital before I came to the scene, which was approximately thirty minutes after the attack. I was apprised that Ms. Lyons had suffered stab wounds and that she was noncommunicative.”

			“Were there any witnesses to the attack?” Robertson asked.

			“Yes and no. It was broad daylight, so hundreds of people saw something occur. But everyone we spoke to said that they first knew there was a crime when Ms. Lyons fell to the ground. No one was able to provide any meaningful description of her assailant, unfortunately.”

			“Did you review surveillance photographs?”

			“We did. The immediate area where Ms. Lyons was stabbed was not within the range of the CCTV on the plaza. However, the general vicinity of the crime was captured, which is how we retrieved the image of Mr. Brooks.”

			“Objection,” Erica shouted coming to her feet. “If this witness is referencing Exhibit 85, there has been no evidence the person in that image is Mr. Brooks, and it is the defense’s strong contention that it is not.”

			Judge Milles turned to the jury. “You get what’s going on here, right? You saw Exhibit 85 in the opening statements. That’s the picture of the man in the baseball cap that Mr. Robertson told you was Mr. Brooks and Ms. Sanders said wasn’t him. Detective Chioma doesn’t know who Exhibit 85 is a picture of any more than you or me. Her conclusions don’t matter. Only yours do, ladies and gentlemen.” He turned back to the ADA. “Proceed.”

			Refocusing on the witness, Robertson said, “Did there come a time when you met with Mr. Brooks after Vanessa Lyons’s murder?”

			“Yes. The very next morning.”

			“And what did Mr. Brooks tell you at that time?”

			“Nothing. He refused to speak with us.”

			“At any time, any time at all, did Mr. Brooks provide any level of cooperation in the search for Ms. Lyons’s killer?”

			“No.”

			“Did he refuse to cooperate before or after you told him that Vanessa Lyons had been murdered?”

			“We never told him that.”

			“You were there first thing the following morning, right?”

			“Yes.”

			“And you believed you had woken him?”

			“Yes.”

			“But he already knew she was dead?”

			Erica objected. “Facts not in evidence.”

			Judge Milles peered down at Detective Chioma. “Did Mr. Brooks tell you that he knew about Ms. Lyons’s death or is that merely your speculation because he didn’t ask you why you were there?”

			Cops are good witnesses because they do it so often. A layperson would say it was speculation, which is immediately stricken from the record. Detective Chioma, however, said, “All he ever said to me was that he had the right not to speak to me and his lawyer would be in touch.”

			Robertson waited a beat, just in case Judge Milles wanted to continue to do the prosecution’s job for them. When the judge remained silent, Robertson said, “So he already had a lawyer?”

			“That’s what the man said.”

			“Hm,” Robertson said, although he might just as well have shouted—Having a lawyer means you must be guilty.

			“Now let me ask you about Bradley Lyons. Did he cooperate with your investigation into the search for his wife’s murderer?”

			“He did.”

			“How would you characterize Mr. Lyons’s level of cooperation?”

			“Complete and total. He sat for multiple interviews, always without a lawyer. He turned over his phone and his wife’s phone, and his computers, and provided the passwords. Financial documents too. Like I said, whatever we wanted, he gave us.”

			“Did you at any time execute a subpoena seeking, among other things, Mr. Brooks’s phone?”

			“Yes.”

			Robertson went back to counsel table, at which time his number two handed him the shattered screened phone. “Is this Mr. Brooks’s phone?”

			“What’s left of it,” she said, eliciting some laughter.

			“Did the defendant explain how his phone was smashed?”

			“No, he did not.”

			“Despite the defendant’s phone being destroyed, were you able to retrieve any information from it?”

			“Yes. We were able to get whatever had been uploaded to the cloud.”

			“Exhibit 73,” Robertson said. On the screens flashed:

			Vanessa:

			I cannot believe that you have done this to me.

			What am I supposed to do now? You have Bradley and Zoe and your new job and $3.75 million. I have nothing.

			What if we had never met, Vanessa?

			“Detective Chioma, did Mr. Brooks offer any explanation as to why he wrote this email?”

			“He did not.”

			“Were you able to approximate the defendant’s location at the time of the murder?”

			“Yes. From the pings off the cell phone tower, we knew he was within the vicinity where the murder occurred,” Detective Chioma explained.

			“Nothing further,” Robertson said, then he looked over at the defense table, flashing Matt a self-satisfied smile.

			Matt understood why the prosecutor was so pleased with himself. With his very first witness, Robertson had established that Matt had means, motive, and opportunity to kill Vanessa.

			 

			Erica’s cross hit all the right notes, causing Detective Chioma to cede some of the ground she’d covered on direct. Yes, she testified, sometimes guilty people cooperate with the police. Yes, sometimes innocent people do not. Yes, by the time the police visited Matt, news of Vanessa’s murder was already online. Yes, the cell tower pings covered a twenty-block sphere of Manhattan, and hundreds of thousands of people were in the same vicinity as Matt Brooks at the time of the murder. Yes, sometimes cell phone screens shatter when they are dropped accidentally. Yes, she couldn’t rule out that Matt had thrown his phone against the wall in anger when he learned that someone had killed Vanessa.

			No, Vanessa Lyons did not identify her attacker. No, the police never found the murder weapon. No, there was nothing linking Matt Brooks to the murder scene. No fibers. No fingerprints. No DNA. No blood residue in his home or on any of his belongings.

			Yes, the spouse is, statistically speaking, the most likely murderer.

			No, Bradley Lyons did not have an airtight alibi. He claimed he was home watching their daughter, who was too sick to go to school that day.

			Yes, it was possible for him to travel from his home to Vanessa’s office, kill his wife, and return within the time frame his phone was off. Yes, he could have done that without being captured on any security cameras.

			 

			After Detective Chioma was excused from the witness box, the prosecution put on its expert witnesses.

			The testifying medical examiner was a small woman, probably not more than five feet tall, and younger than Matt had expected. She told the jury that Vanessa Lyons died as a result of being stabbed multiple times, the killing stroke to the neck, severing the jugular. She also opined that Vanessa’s attacker was six feet or taller, and likely a man, judging by the angle and depth of her wounds.

			The prosecution’s cellular expert was a former FBI agent, who was now employed by the NYPD. He went on for more than two hours about how cell phones worked (via radio waves that ping off towers arrayed in a geographic network called cells), and explained the method of triangulation, in which a person’s location can be pinpointed to a one-mile radius based on cell tower pings. His expert conclusion was that Matt Brooks’s cell phone was within a one-mile radius of the spot where Vanessa Lyons was murdered

			An expert in facial recognition, a woman with oversized glasses and a PhD in electrical engineering from MIT, provided a mind-numbing explanation of the science behind what she called biometrics. With a laser pointer, she applied it to the two images that were juxtaposed on the screens—one of Matt that had been taken from the Rawls Ryan website, the other of the man in the baseball cap from the day of the murder.

			“In this case, in your expert opinion, what is the likelihood that the man captured on the image at the crime scene as depicted in Exhibit 85 is Mr. Brooks?” Robertson asked as his final question.

			“Seventy-five percent,” she said.
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			Once the trial began, Matt was relocated from Rikers Island to the Tombs, which was what everyone called the Manhattan Detention Complex. The reason for the transfer was so he could spend his nights in Lower Manhattan, making it easier to transport him to and from the courthouse each day.

			No one knew precisely how the jail got its nickname. Some said it was because the building’s initial incarnation, some two hundred years prior, looked like an Egyptian mausoleum. The facility now resembled any other ugly brutalist architectural structure, clad in pink concrete with slits for windows.

			Inside, however, it was a true hellhole. Matt thought nothing could be worse than Rikers, and then he spent his first night at the Tombs. He now understood all too well why human rights organizations had declared its conditions akin to torture.

			Perhaps the first phrase regarding justice that Matt ever heard was the punishment should fit the crime. It was something his mother would say. Even back then, when his transgression was breaking a glass and he was sentenced to cleaning it up.

			New York had long ago abolished the death penalty, but Matt still believed that death was the only fitting punishment for murder. Oddly, being accused of the crime didn’t change his view on the matter.

			If anything, it reinforced it.

			 

			Bradley needed a drink. He had a superstition about drinking alone, however, which was why he asked J.R. to be his wingman.

			It was J.R. who had suggested Belle Reve, a new spot in Tribeca. The restaurant had a lively bar scene and burgers that weren’t half bad.

			When the waitress came over to take their orders, J.R. said, “Johnnie Walker Black, rocks” and flashed her the backward peace sign. She quickly exited to fetch them their drinks, at which time J.R. asked Bradley, “How you holding up?”

			“I guess the fact that I called you so I wouldn’t have to drink alone pretty clearly answers that question. I feel like . . . like I want to kill Matt Brooks, is how I feel.”

			J.R. laughed at that. “You and me both, brother.”

			“I really thought . . . I don’t know . . . that I’d be . . . not over it . . . I know that you never get over your wife being murdered. But I thought maybe the pain would be less after a year. The trial is just like ripping that scab right off and letting the wound bleed all over again.”

			The waitress returned with their scotches. J.R. hoisted his glass to eye level.

			“To my man, Bradley Lyons, who has the strength I could only dream of having someday.”

			They clinked glasses and each took a slug.

			“J.R., I need to thank you. Among everyone I know, I mean, my other friends, Vanessa’s friends and family, even some members of my own family if I’m being honest, you’re the only one who never makes it seem that, you know, maybe I did kill my wife.”

			J.R. smiled but seemed embarrassed by the compliment. “Knowing you’re not a murderer is hardly something you need to thank me for, Bradley.”

			“It makes me feel like I’ve done something wrong in this life to cause people to think that I might be capable of something that horrific, you know?”

			“The reason I see it differently is because . . . unlike all of them, I know not only you, but Matt Brooks too. Those other friends of yours, all they can say is that it’s unfathomable that anyone would kill someone they claimed to love, so why couldn’t Bradley? And in a twisted way, that makes sense. If it’s impossible to imagine anyone doing such a thing, there’s no way of discerning who would and wouldn’t be capable of it, right? But when you see the kind of person who is capable of it, then you know the difference. Matt Brooks meets the textbook profile. He built his entire future around Vanessa being a part of it. And let’s face it, it was a fantasy from jump street, right? I mean, Brooks picked a married woman so he could pretend that the relationship was—and I’m sorry, but if we’re being real—just sex, all the time. No laundry or bills or time stuck in traffic or visits to the in-laws or whatever else you married people do with your time. And that allowed him to create this entire future for himself around that fantasy. When it all got yanked out from under him, of course he’s going to fall hard. And a guy like that, someone who never faced a setback in his life, he’s not equipped to handle that kind of rejection. Not too much of a shock that he did something crazy, if you really think about it.”

			Bradley nodded in agreement. But apart from what J.R. had said, it confirmed in Bradley’s mind that if his friend was half as convincing on the stand as he’d been just a moment before, Matt Brooks was going to be convicted.
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			“The People call Joshua Remsen,” Robertson said to begin the following day’s session.

			Once upon a time, Matt had thought he couldn’t have hated the man more than the day J.R. facilitated Rawls Ryan throwing him to the curb. How wrong he’d been. Watching Vanessa’s former lawyer smugly swear to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, made Matt want to punch his goddamn face.

			“Why the hell is he even on their witness list?” Matt had asked Erica the prior week, after the witness list disclosure was originally made.

			“I’m assuming he’s going to testify to the events that led to your termination,” Erica replied. “It sets up the prosecution’s theory of motive.”

			Matt knew that wasn’t it, though. Richard Lowell could have testified to the reasons that the firm fired him, and that would have been more effective than Vanessa’s lawyer providing that evidence. J.R. was there to do him serious harm.

			The early going of J.R.’s testimony was consistent with Erica’s assumption, however. He provided background about the sexual harassment case and then recounted the settlement discussion that culminated in Vanessa’s request that Matt be fired.

			“Was it at Ms. Lyons’s directive that the settlement included the term that Mr. Brooks be terminated as a partner at Rawls Ryan & Gold?”

			“Yes. If she hadn’t wanted that, we wouldn’t have demanded that condition to settle the case. Vanessa was my one and only client on this matter. I took my marching orders solely from her.”

			“After that trial ended, after Mr. Brooks was fired as part of the settlement, when did you next speak to Ms. Lyons?”

			“The next day. We had previously arranged to have a celebratory dinner.”

			Matt thought back to his own celebratory dinner with Vanessa after the Carbone trial ended. Their client had lost, and yet they still had a grand old time. He assumed that, given the positive settlement, J.R. and Vanessa’s celebration was even more decadent.

			“Please tell the jury everything she said to you during that conversation, and everything you said to her,” Robertson said.

			“Objection,” Erica said. “May we approach?”

			Judge Milles summoned them forward with a curl of his fingers. At Erica’s request, the judge had granted Matt dispensation to join them at the bench for these conferences.

			With his hand on the microphone, the judge said in a whisper. “Grounds, Ms. Sanders?”

			“Hearsay, Your Honor. The witness was about to repeat what Ms. Lyons said to him, which is being offered for its truth, but the declarant—Ms. Lyons—is, of course, not subject to cross-examination.”

			The judge turned to the prosecutor. “Mr. Robertson, can you state on the record that the attorney-client privilege is being waived?”

			After Vanessa’s death, all of her worldly possessions, including control over her attorney-client privilege, passed to her husband. Given that J.R. was about to tell all, Bradley must have waived the privilege.

			“About the topic discussed at this meeting, which was Ms. Lyons’s concern for her safety and her desire to obtain a protective order against the defendant, we absolutely waive.”

			Matt couldn’t believe his ears. If the jury heard J.R. testify that Matt had made Vanessa so fearful for her safety that she requested her lawyer obtain a court order to keep Matt at bay, they might as well throw away the key right now.

			“Judge, that’s just the point,” Erica said. “We have no idea that was the topic discussed, because Vanessa Lyons cannot testify to that point.”

			“But her attorney can,” Robertson replied. “If this witness says under oath that’s what Ms. Lyons told him, then that’s what she said.”

			“What her lawyer heard is irrelevant,” Erica countered. “It only matters if what Ms. Lyons said to him was true. Testimony that is proffered for the truth is only admissible if it is made from the witness stand and the speaker is subject to cross-examination. That’s the entire reason for the hearsay rule.”

			“You don’t lie to your lawyer about wanting to get a protective order,” Robertson shot back.

			Judge Milles signaled that he’d heard enough with a raised hand. “I’m going to adjourn for the day. I want each side to give me your two best cases on this issue by 5:00 p.m. First thing tomorrow, I’ll make one of you happy and the other, not so much.”

			 

			“What happened?” Bradley asked J.R when he emerged from the courtroom.

			Bradley, like all trial witnesses, was barred from watching any of the testimony. While most other witnesses went about their business until the day of their testimony, Bradley had decided to spend his days sitting outside the courtroom. He’d been expecting to be cooling his jets in that hallway until the end of the day, but the jury’s sudden emergence told Bradley that something had gone awry with J.R.’s testimony.

			“We shouldn’t talk,” J.R. said. “Ask Robertson.”

			Bradley pushed open the doors to the courtroom and saw the ADA sitting at counsel table. He made a beeline to him.

			“What’s going on?”

			“We’re adjourned for the day. There’s an evidentiary issue we need to deal with tonight,” Robertson said.

			“Is J.R. going to be allowed to finish his testimony?”

			“It’s unclear at the moment. They’re objecting to J.R. testifying to what Vanessa told him about seeking a restraining order on hearsay grounds. That testimony should come in under an exception. But even though the law is on our side, the judge . . . you know, he could go the other way too. He said he’ll rule first thing tomorrow.”

			Bradley was still processing what it all meant, but its import was crystal clear. There was a very real possibility that the best evidence that Matt Brooks killed Vanessa would never be heard by the jury.

			 

			“What’s he going to say, Matt?”

			Erica was speaking with a sense of urgency. Neither of them knew about the Monday night dinner between Vanessa and J.R. before Robertson had dropped that bombshell.

			“I have no earthly idea.”

			“C’mon, Matt. This is no time for games. I’m flying absolutely blind.”

			“I’m no better a mind reader than you are, Erica. If she told him the truth, then he’s going to testify that she was going to leave Bradley for me.”

			“Yeah, that’s the one thing I’m pretty sure he’s not going to say.”

			Matt knew that was true too. J.R.’s testimony wasn’t going to help the defense in any way, shape, or form.

			“Let’s go at this from a different direction,” Erica said. “What’s the worst thing you can imagine him saying?”

			This Matt knew without hesitation. He’d been thinking about it since he saw J.R.’s name on the witness list.

			“He could say anything, Erica. For all I know, he’s going to say that Vanessa told him I threatened to kill her.”
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			Judge Milles took the bench earlier than usual the following morning. The jury box was empty, but every other seat in the courtroom was occupied.

			“I’ve reviewed the case law,” the judge began, “but before making my ruling, I want to hear what this witness will say if I permit him to testify on this point. So I’m going to ask Mr. Remsen to return to the witness stand in order to provide a full proffer of testimony. If I decide the testimony is admissible, then we’ll do it all again in front of the jury.”

			For a long time, Matt saw Bradley Lyons as the man who separated him from happily ever after. But J.R. had assumed that role when he took on Vanessa’s cause in prosecuting the sexual harassment case, and it got worse after that. Watching J.R. settle into the witness chair only reinforced Matt’s hatred of the man. As if he knew precisely what Matt was thinking, J.R. smiled smugly in Matt’s direction, like a gladiator would do before running his sword through his opponent.

			“I’m going to dispense with the Q&A format, so I can get to what I want to know,” Judge Milles said to the lawyers. Then he turned his attention to the witness. “Mr. Remsen, if I allow you to testify about what was said when you met with Ms. Lyons privately, the day after the sexual harassment case ended, please take us through everything she said to you and everything you said to her.”

			“She told me that earlier in the day, Mr. Brooks had accosted her on the street.”

			“Did she use the term accosted?” Judge Milles asked.

			“That I don’t remember. I know she was surprised by him, that she definitely conveyed.”

			“Okay. Go on.”

			“Vanessa told me that she had initially thought Mr. Brooks was going to threaten her again, like he’d done in court the day before. But she said that he apologized for the way that he’d behaved the previous day. He said that he’d only made those threats because the thought of not being with her drove him crazy.”

			“Again, were those her words? Drove him crazy?”

			“Yes, Your Honor. That is a quote I remember.”

			“Did Mr. Brooks say anything else, according to Ms. Lyons?”

			“Yes. He said that he still loved her and wanted them to be together. I told Vanessa I thought Mr. Brooks was desperate. He was unemployed and nobody would hire him. And Vanessa had just secured a $3.75 million settlement. I told her that I thought Mr. Brooks was after her for her money. She said she knew that.”

			“Understood,” Judge Milles said. “What else did you and Ms. Lyons discuss at this time, if anything?”

			“We started talking about the danger he posed to her. That . . . well, who knew what he was capable of doing. And that’s when she asked me to get a restraining order, to prevent him from coming near her again.”

			Matt felt the sharpness of the words as if they were piercing his skin. J.R.’s testimony was a wound he wouldn’t survive. If the jury heard it, Matt was a dead man walking.

			“Was there anything else that you and Ms. Lyons discussed at that time?” Judge Milles asked.

			“Just one other thing. We discussed whether she would tell her husband about her encounter with Mr. Brooks.”

			“And?”

			“She said she was not going to tell him. That it would only upset him.”

			“Thank you, Mr. Remsen.” Judge Milles turned to the ADA. “Anything else I should know, Mr. Robertson?”

			“No. We think the proffered testimony is highly relevant and should be admitted pursuant to the mental state exception to the hearsay rule. I can discuss the case law on the issue if you want—”

			“Nope. I know how to read,” Judge Milles said. “Been doing it since I was four.” He turned to Erica. “Ms. Sanders, how would the cross go? No need to playact it, just give me a summary. If you’d like, I can ask the witness to step down for this if you want to keep your powder dry, but you might prefer to get a preview of his answers. Your call.”

			Erica thought about the decision for a moment. It was a Hobson’s choice if ever there was one.

			“It’s fine for Mr. Remsen to stay put,” she said, “because if the court allowed the testimony he just proffered, the cross would be questions that the witness won’t be able to answer. That’s because Mr. Remsen only knows what he thinks Ms. Lyons told him. Mr. Remsen may have misheard Ms. Lyons. Or even if he heard her exactly right and has a perfect memory to recall it now, he must concede that he is not a mind reader, which means that regardless of what Ms. Lyons might or might not have said to him that evening, he has no idea whether a word of it was true. He says she asked for a restraining order. But he has no way of knowing whether she was playing a practical joke on him and would have told him the truth the following day. We can’t know because she can’t tell us. Maybe it was the case that Mr. Lyons demanded that his wife lie to Mr. Remsen and Mr. Lyons forced her to request that Mr. Remsen file a restraining order for the same reason Mr. Lyons forced her to get Mr. Brooks fired—because he wanted to further make it impossible for Mr. Brooks and his wife to ever be together. If that is what occurred, then the truth would be that Ms. Lyons wasn’t at all afraid of Mr. Brooks. She was terrified of her husband’s wrath if she refused his demand. Or perhaps Mr. Lyons made the request because he had already decided to murder his wife and wanted to set up precisely this type of evidence to throw suspicion on Mr. Brooks. The bottom line is that we have no way of knowing whether Ms. Lyons truly feared Mr. Brooks unless she testified to that, under oath, and was thereafter subject to cross-examination. And that is why Mr. Remsen’s testimony is not a proper substitute for Ms. Lyons’s on this very critical issue. It should not be permitted—because it’s the very definition of hearsay—statements made off the stand that are only relevant if truthful.”

			“Thank you, Ms. Sanders. You too, Mr. Robertson,” Judge Milles said.

			He sighed, as if he was uncertain how he would rule. Matt could feel his heart pumping in his ears as he awaited the judge’s next few words.

			“This is a close call, but I’m going to sustain the objection and preclude this witness’s testimony about what Ms. Lyons told him,” Judge Milles said. “I can’t in good conscience allow testimony on such an important issue when it’s not subject to meaningful cross-examination. And although I realize that the mental-state exception provides a loophole, I gotta confess, that never made any sense to me. I’m not a mind reader. Nor is this witness. Due to the fact that Ms. Lyons’s statements are not subject to cross-examination, and they are only being offered for their truth, they should be excluded as hearsay.”

			“Your Honor,” Robertson began.

			Before he could express his complaint in any greater detail, Judge Milles cut him off. “I am going to throw you a bone here, Mr. Robertson. I’ll tell the jury that I’ve ruled in this way, and that’s why this witness’s testimony is going to be cut short, just so they don’t think it’s something worse.”

			“Your Honor, with all respect—”

			“Yeah, I know, you wanted the steak and I’m just giving you the bone. That’s how it goes sometimes, counselor.”

			 

			After being true to his word, and explaining that he had ruled the balance of J.R.’s testimony to be inadmissible, Judge Milles adjourned for the day. Robertson had requested the additional time to prepare his next witness. Although Judge Milles could have said no in order to keep the trial moving, he cut the ADA a break.

			After the jury was excused, the guards cuffed Matt’s hands and escorted him to the breakout room for his daily end-of-the-day meeting with Erica. He could barely contain his glee.

			“You were brilliant, Erica,” he said.

			She didn’t even smile at his praise. He knew why.

			Even though the jury would never be the wiser, Erica had heard every word that J.R. would have sworn was exchanged between him and Vanessa, and she must have believed him.

			“You know he was lying, right?” Matt said.

			“How could I possibly know that, Matt?” she said.

			“Because I’m telling you that he was lying, that’s how.”

			“Why would he lie?”

			“Because he thinks I killed her and he wants to make me pay? Or because he knows Bradley killed her and he wants to protect his college buddy?”

			“If J.R. was going to lie, why not go all the way? Like you said yesterday, J.R. could have claimed Vanessa told him that you threatened to come back the next day and stab her to death.”

			“C’mon, Erica. J.R.’s too smart to be that on the nose. This lie works because it’s believable. If I’d actually threatened to kill Vanessa, they would have called the police.”

			Erica didn’t press the point, but Matt knew that, deep down, she didn’t believe lawyers perjured themselves. At least not to protect their friends or even punish their client’s murderers. On the other hand, he was reasonably sure that, thanks to him, Erica was convinced that a lawyer would lie to save their skin.

			 

			Sitting in Robertson’s office still gave Bradley the creeps. It was in this very room that he’d been interrogated for hours on end, being threatened with life imprisonment. It never ceased to amaze him how thoroughly Robertson had turned. Back then, he treated Bradley like a murderer. Now, he acted as if they were partners in the pursuit of justice.

			“I had my assistant order in some Chinese. I hope that you’re a fan of General Tso’s chicken and moo shu pork,” the ADA said.

			Bradley didn’t care much about their dinner choices. “Yeah. That’s fine.”

			This was easily the tenth time they’d gone over Bradley’s testimony. Nonetheless, Robertson said that there was a lot of work still to be done. As he had previously, Robertson had impressed upon Bradley that he was the key to the prosecution’s entire case. He said that was even truer now that J.R. hadn’t been allowed to testify about what Vanessa had told him.

			“But you still think he’s going to be convicted, right?” Bradley asked.

			Robertson grimaced. “Not if you’re off your game, he won’t be.”

			 

			When Erica returned to her office to prepare for the next day’s cross-examination of Bradley Lyons, she was greeted by her paralegal. Bailey had joined the firm as a fresh-faced twenty-three-year-old recent college graduate. Back then, she claimed to have a burning desire to go to law school, but the last time Erica had asked about Bailey’s future plans, she learned that even taking the LSATs wasn’t on Bailey’s near-term agenda.

			Erica sometimes thought of Bailey as a mirror to her soul. In her paralegal’s eyes, Erica could see the idealistic young lawyer she’d once been, as well as the disillusionment she felt as a woman who no longer dedicated her life to the pursuit of justice. In fact, Erica sometimes wondered if she did the opposite these days.

			“How’d it go?” Bailey asked.

			“Good. Very good, in fact. The judge blocked J.R. from testifying about any posttrial discussion he had with Vanessa. Our client feels like he really dodged a bullet.”

			“You discuss his taking the stand any further?” Bailey asked.

			Whether the defendant testified was always the defining moment of any criminal trial. Experts in criminal practice understood that decision was often the best barometer of guilt. If the defendant didn’t testify, it meant one of two things: either he had admitted guilt to his attorney, in which the ethical rules prohibited the lawyer allowing the client to testify to his innocence; or the client claimed he was innocent, but the lawyer didn’t believe that for a second and had convinced the client that no one else would either.

			“He’s determined to do it,” Erica said. “I don’t think today is going to matter much to his calculus.”

			What Erica didn’t say to Bailey was the opposite was true for her. She was determined to keep Matt off the stand, and today’s events in court only strengthened her resolve.
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			For his star turn, Bradley had worn one of his old Garfield suits, a blue pinstripe that back in the day might have been called a power suit. He paired it with a navy tie and white shirt, which gave him second thoughts as he approached the witness stand that perhaps it made him look too much like one of the lawyers rather than a grieving spouse.

			“Mr. Lyons, let me begin by telling you that I am very sorry for your loss,” Robertson said.

			The defense lawyer was on her feet without delay. “Your Honor, really?”

			The judge apparently didn’t need any more than that. He turned to the jury and offered his by now common, plague-on-both-your-houses admonition.

			“Ladies and gentlemen, Mr. Robertson is suggesting that Mr. Lyons is upset by his wife’s murder. It is the defense’s contention, on the other hand, that Mr. Lyons might be the true murderer, and if that were the case, then he would not be upset in the least that his wife was deceased. Once again, I instruct you not to consider anything the lawyers say as evidence. So, when Mr. Robertson extends his condolences, as he just did, pretend he didn’t say a word. And if later, on cross, Ms. Sanders says that she bets that Mr. Lyons is dancing for joy now that his wife is no longer alive, don’t listen to that either. All that matters is what Mr. Lyons says. And with respect to Mr. Lyons’s testimony, you are to use your common sense about whether to credit all, some, or none of it.”

			Robertson spent the next hour asking questions intended to humanize Bradley in the jury’s eyes. Through this Q&A, they learned about Bradley’s former Wall Street career, glossing over his termination, before he provided a more fulsome explanation of his current occupation protecting the environment, and how he’d stepped up to take on the responsibilities at home to support his wife’s career after his switch to the nonprofit world.

			“Did there come a time when you learned that your wife had engaged in an extramarital affair with the defendant, Mr. Brooks?”

			“Yes.”

			“Please tell us what she told you about that.”

			Before Bradley could answer, Erica asked for a sidebar. Judge Milles ushered everyone to the bench.

			“Your Honor, this is going to be pure hearsay,” she said. “What Ms. Lyons supposedly said to Mr. Lyons and how he supposedly responded. We ask that the court preclude it because there’s no way to verify its truth.”

			“I feel like I’ve seen this movie before, Ms. Sanders,” Judge Milles replied.

			“You have, and it should have the same ending. Just as you correctly precluded Ms. Lyons’s attorney from testifying about what Ms. Lyons said to him, you should prevent her husband from offering that same type of hearsay.”

			“Mr. Robertson,” Judge Milles said, turning his attention to the prosecutor, “without telling me that I was wrong before, tell me why this time should be different.”

			“The proffered testimony from this witness is different because it goes directly to Mr. Lyons’s state of mind,” Robertson said. “Therefore, the truth of his wife’s statements is not at issue. The only thing that matters are the words that Mr. Lyons heard his wife say.”

			Judge Milles gave the defense lawyer the last word, and then told everyone to step back. When they had all returned to their places, he addressed the jury.

			“Our discussion at the bench was about whether I would permit Mr. Lyons to testify regarding things that his wife told him. As I told you earlier when I cut short Mr. Remsen’s testimony, under most circumstances, any testimony regarding what Vanessa Lyons said to anyone other than the defendants is called hearsay, which is inadmissible. But sometimes what a witness hears is relevant, whether the statement uttered is true or not. This is one of those situations. Therefore, I am instructing you to consider the testimony Mr. Lyons is about to give concerning a conversation he had with his wife solely in regard to what Mr. Lyons says that he heard, and not at all about the truth, or lack thereof, of what Ms. Lyons said. Think about it this way. Imagine a murder case in which the defendant claims he shot in self-defense because right before he fired, he heard the victim shout, I’ve got a gun. The defendant’s testimony in that case would not be evidence that the victim actually had a gun. It is only evidence regarding what the defendant might have heard. And remember, as with any witness, you can conclude that Mr. Lyons is lying, or not, about what he claims he heard.”

			The ground rules now established, Robertson wasted no time addressing the issue.

			“Please tell the jury about what you and your wife discussed when she confessed to her affair with Mr. Brooks.”

			Bradley took a deep breath. He could sense that the jury was hanging on his every word.

			“Vanessa was crying, as upset as I can ever recall seeing her. She kept saying that she was sorry. That she hoped that I could find it in my heart to forgive her. That she had made a terrible mistake.”

			“Did she use the word mistake?” Robertson asked.

			“Yes. At least a dozen times. A terrible mistake. One that she wished she could take back.”

			“Did she say anything else?”

			Bradley shook his head, a theatrical flourish designed to convey that he was trying his best, but his grief made his testimony difficult, especially about such a painful topic.

			“This was a very long discussion,” he said. “And it was very, very emotional. Both of us were crying. What I remember most vividly was how sorry Vanessa was and the many times she said that she loved me. That she loved Zoe. That she loved our life together. She swore to me she’d never again be unfaithful. That she knew those were only words, and she understood that I could not accept them right now, but she promised to follow them up with actions to prove that she was trustworthy.”

			Did it matter that none of that had happened? That Vanessa had delivered the news of her infidelity in a quiet, almost stoic manner, without any pleas for forgiveness or declarations of her love for Bradley? That he’d known about Vanessa’s affair long before her confession that night? Or even that his anonymous phone call had put everything in motion?

			Bradley didn’t think so. The point was the same regardless. Vanessa hadn’t asked him for a divorce. That part was definitely true. To Bradley’s way of thinking, that was the only thing that mattered.

			“What, if anything, did your wife say about Mr. Brooks in this discussion?”

			This was the moment Bradley had long been waiting for. When he finally got to tell the jury that Matt Brooks murdered his wife.

			“Vanessa said that it had been over for months, and she was very thankful that it was. The guilt of it all being lifted off her shoulders. And, of course, she told me that she wasn’t going to make partner at her law firm. She said that was the reason she wanted to make him pay.”

			“Make who pay?”

			“Matthew Brooks. She blamed him for all of it.”

			Erica objected to Bradley testifying to Vanessa’s beliefs. The judge sustained.

			It didn’t matter. A bell cannot be unrung.

			“Is there anything else you can recall about that conversation with your wife?” Robertson said.

			“Just how it ended. Vanessa kissed me. I know that this sounds stupid, but I’m sure everyone who has been married a particular length of time can appreciate this. After a while, you don’t kiss your spouse the way you did when you were dating any more. Those long, meaningful kisses that aren’t a prelude to sex or anything, but just one partner’s way of saying how much you love the other. Vanessa kissed me that way. And then she said, ‘Please don’t leave me, Bradley. I know that if we stay together, then in a year, five years, fifty years, we’re going to be so happy with the life we’ve made together.’ And then . . . that son of a bitch Matt Brooks took all that away when he murdered her.”

			Erica was shouting “objection” well before Bradley’s tug on the heartstrings. As he had before, the judge sustained the objection.

			And like before, it was too late. The damage had been done.

			 

			“After the sexual harassment suit ended, after Mr. Brooks was fired from Rawls Ryan, and after you and your wife left the courtroom, what happened next?” Robertson asked.

			“Vanessa and I were halfway down the hallway,” Bradley said, “when I heard a shout from the other end. I don’t remember what Mr. Brooks said exactly, but it wasn’t our names. It was something like This isn’t over.”

			“Describe the decibel level Mr. Brooks was using to be heard.”

			“He was definitely shouting. Like a command for us to stop. And then when we did stop, and turned around, he walked a few steps closer to us. But he was still a good . . . I’d say still ten feet away. When he said most of what he said to us, he was still shouting.”

			“What, if anything, did your wife say at that moment?”

			“She was scared.”

			“Objection,” Erica shouted.

			“Sustained,” Judge Milles ruled. “Mr. Lyons, you are free to testify to what you heard and observed, but you are not permitted to testify as to what your wife was thinking. That’s beyond the pay grade even of a husband.”

			The jury found the quip amusing. “I’m sorry, Your Honor,” Bradley said, trying to sound contrite.

			“Did your wife do anything at this point that indicated to you how she was reacting to Mr. Brooks’s presence in the hallway?” Robertson asked.

			“Yes. We were holding hands, but when Mr. Brooks started shouting, I remember very distinctly that when we turned around, Vanessa used her other hand to grab onto my arm, and she kind of pulled herself into me. For protection almost, if you understand.” Bradley contorted his body to playact how Vanessa had grabbed him. “Like this.”

			“Did you say anything at this point?” Robertson asked.

			“I remember saying that Mr. Brooks should calm down and go back inside.”

			“Did he? Calm down and go back inside?”

			“No.”

			“Did your wife say anything at this time?”

			“She did. She said that it was all over, and she was glad it was over. She begged him to leave us alone.”

			“What, if anything, did Mr. Brooks say after your wife told him that it was all over, and after she begged him to leave her alone?”

			Bradley paused for a moment. He tried to make it seem as if he was summoning the courage to respond, to convey to the jury that the memory he was about to reveal was so awful that it required that extra effort.

			“He seemed . . . almost possessed,” Bradley said. “Mr. Brooks looked angry every day of that trial, but this was something much darker, more sinister than that, by far. I understand that he was distraught about just being fired. That would enrage anyone. But I truly believe that it was what Vanessa said, about wanting him to leave her alone, that pushed him over the edge. Because after she said that, he came closer to us, and then almost like a snarl, he said, You should be terrified of me because I’m a guy with nothing to lose hell-bent on revenge and this thing between us—”

			Bradley looked up at the judge. “Can I use profanity?”

			This bit of playacting had been the prosecutor’s idea. “It’ll make the pearl-clutchers in the jury love you,” Robertson had said.

			“You should tell the jury exactly the words he used, to the best of your recollection,” His Honor instructed.

			Bradley turned back to the jury. “He said, I’m a guy with nothing to lose hell-bent on revenge and this thing between us is far from fucking over.”

			Robertson said nothing for a good five seconds. Then he asked, “To your knowledge, after that hallway confrontation, did your wife ever see Mr. Brooks again?”

			“I know now that she did, but I didn’t at the time. She never told me that he had accosted her on the street.”

			“Thank you, Mr. Lyons,” Robertson said.

			This was the last question that they had practiced, which meant that Robertson was about to inform the judge that his direct examination was completed. Before he had the chance, Bradley blurted out, “But she did tell me that she wanted to get a protective order against him because she was afraid of the threats he’d made that day in court.”

			Erica jumped to her feet. “Objection, Your Honor. We move to strike and request an immediate sidebar.”

			Judge Milles curled his fingers, bringing the lawyers back to the bench. As soon as they were assembled, Erica said, “Your Honor, you already ruled that statements regarding what Ms. Lyons was or was not planning on doing were inadmissible hearsay, and now this witness has told the jury something that for all we know is untrue.”

			Robertson was quick to reply. “You also ruled that what the witness heard is relevant, and he apparently heard that his wife was seeking a protective order against Mr. Brooks. That would certainly mean that Mr. Lyons didn’t think that his wife was going to leave him for Mr. Brooks, and that is relevant because it appears the defense’s contention is that Mr. Lyons murdered his wife because he feared precisely that.”

			“Judge, our theory is, first, that Mr. Brooks is innocent,” Erica said. “As the court is well aware, we do not have to prove anything in this trial. Second, maybe Mr. Robertson thinks that a woman never leaves her husband other than for another man, but it is entirely possible that Ms. Lyons decided to leave Mr. Lyons and to seek a protective order. Far more likely, however, Mr. Lyons is just lying and his wife never told him that she sought a protective order.”

			Judge Milles furrowed his brow after this last accusation had been made. “Mr. Robertson, did the witness ever tell you previously that his wife had said anything about the possibility of seeking a restraining order?”

			Robertson hesitated, which foretold the answer. He then did his best to fall on his sword, without committing the lawyer’s cardinal sin of lying to a judge.

			“I’m not sure that I asked him the types of questions that would have elicited that response,” he said.

			“That was not the right answer, Mr. Robertson.” Robertson tried to explain, but Judge Milles talked over him. “You’re only going to make it worse. Step back. All of you.”

			When everyone was back in position, Judge Milles turned to the jury. “Ladies and gentlemen, Mr. Lyons just told you something about his wife telling him about seeking a protective order. I am ordering you to disregard that testimony. I know when you hear something it’s hard to pretend like you didn’t. I’m not asking you to pretend. We all know he said it. But what I’m telling you is that you are not to consider it with regard to Mr. Brooks’s guilt.” Turning to Robertson, Judge Milles said, “Can I presume that the People are done with questioning this witness?”

			“We are, Your Honor,” he said, not looking the least bit sheepish.
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			“Jesus Christ,” Matt said to Erica during the short recess between direct examination and cross.

			“I’ll ask for a mistrial when we resume, but I’m certain Judge Milles will deny it. If nothing else, it gives us an argument on appeal. But there’s a part of me that thinks that maybe the whole episode will turn out to be a net positive for us. Bradley was doing very well until the end. If the jury thinks that something shady happened there, which they might, that’s very good for us.”

			“You need to cross him about the hallway stuff,” Matt said.

			Erica looked at him suspiciously. She undoubtedly believed Bradley’s testimony on that score. She had seen Matt rush into the hallway after them and upon his return, she’d asked Matt what he’d said. “You don’t want to know,” had been his reply.

			“Let’s take a beat, Matt. We’ve discussed that Bradley is a dangerous witness for us. The cross has to be a surgical strike. Get in. Get out. And remember, there’s not going to be a Perry Mason moment where Bradley slumps in the chair and confesses to murder. Best case, the jury likes him a little bit less when I’m finished. And there’s every possibility that this is a worst-case scenario, in which the jury hates you when I’m finished, because your defense included taking shots at a bereaved widower.”

			Matt had seen enough of Erica in action to know she was a good cross-examiner. She asked pointed questions, was careful to maintain control of the witness, and had not yet been truly surprised by any answer. But all of Erica’s previous crosses, with the exception of J.R., had been of professionals doing their jobs. Cop. Medical examiner. Cellular expert. Even during J.R.’s cross, after the judge’s ruling precluding what Vanessa had told him at dinner, his testimony largely concerned topics not contested by the defense.

			Questioning Bradley Lyons would be an entirely different kettle of fish. Not only did Erica have to demonstrate to the jury that he wasn’t the anguished widower he pretended to be, but she also had the far more difficult task of convincing them that he was the kind of guy who would stab the mother of his then four-year-old daughter to death.

			 

			As Erica had predicted, Judge Milles made short shrift of her request for a mistrial. Then he brought he jury back in and called for Bradley to return to the stand. When everyone was back in their places, he nodded that Erica should begin her cross-examination.

			“Mr. Lyons, you claim that you were at home the entire day when your wife was murdered, is that correct?” Erica asked as her first question.

			“Not alone. I was with my daughter. She was home from school sick that day.”

			The judge had earlier ruled that Zoe was too young to testify. That meant that Bradley’s alibi would be uncorroborated.

			“So your then four-year-old, she’s your only alibi witness. Do I have that right?”

			“I don’t think I need an alibi. I did nothing wrong.”

			“Answer my question, please. Yes or no, can anyone above the age of four confirm that you were in your home at the time your wife was murdered?”

			“No one other than my daughter, and she was four at the time.”

			Through subpoena, the defense was able to get the images captured at the train station in Rye that day, but they didn’t show Bradley boarding or departing. E-ZPass had no record of him entering Manhattan by car. Nor did the CCTV at the city’s bridges and tunnels, at least as far as the defense team’s paralegals could discern after watching hours of footage. Bradley also couldn’t be placed at the scene of the crime. The defense’s experts had done their best, using the latest in facial recognition software, but to no avail.

			Of course, that didn’t mean that Bradley hadn’t been in any of those places. It just meant he hadn’t been photographed there.

			“You testified on direct about the night your wife told you that she had been unfaithful,” Erica asked, segueing to a new subject. “And I’ve got to say, you sounded very understanding. Were you even the littlest bit upset?”

			“Of course I was.”

			“I bet you were downright furious, weren’t you, Mr. Lyons?” Another thought must have struck Erica, because she stepped over her own question. “You had no idea that your wife was carrying out this affair, right?”

			“I didn’t know until she told me.”

			“So it wasn’t you who alerted Rawls Ryan about the affair, by making an anonymous phone call?”

			“No, of course not.”

			Matt studied Bradley’s face as he made his denial. More than anything the man had said up to that point, on this Matt was convinced he was lying. Yet Bradley sounded every bit as truthful as he had when he stated his name for the record.

			“Yes it was, Mr. Lyons,” Erica said. “And you knew your wife would divorce you over it if she ever found out, which is why you had to make sure that she never found out, isn’t that true?”

			Robertson objected. “Your Honor, that’s two conjectures on top of each other—that he made this anonymous call, which he didn’t, and that if Ms. Lyons knew he had made this anonymous call, she’d divorce him.”

			Judge Milles said, “You should rephrase, Ms. Sanders.”

			“I’ll ask a different question. How much money do you make a year, sir?”

			Bradley seemed a bit confused by Erica’s sudden shift in focus. “Eighty-five thousand dollars.”

			“How much did you pay for your house?”

			“About $2.8 million. Why does that matter?”

			“What does your daughter’s school cost?”

			“Forty thousand. But again, what does it matter?”

			“Her summer programs, ballet lessons, your Porsche?”

			Robertson was objecting over the last question. “Relevance, Your Honor.”

			“Your Honor, Mr. Lyons has monthly expenses that I’m going to conservatively estimate run him about thirty thousand dollars a month, and his income, after taxes, can’t be more than five thousand dollars a month. So here’s my question, Mr. Lyons, and it’s very relevant: Isn’t it a fact that you couldn’t afford your lifestyle, and the lifestyle your daughter enjoys, on your salary alone?”

			Bradley took a deep, cleansing breath. Matt could practically hear the coaching he’d received. Whatever you do, don’t become angry!

			“That’s right,” Bradley said calmly. “After I left my job in the corporate world to focus on protecting the environment, Vanessa became the primary wage earner in our family.”

			“And she received a $3.75 million settlement. And you claimed another $2 million in life insurance on top of that, isn’t that right?”

			“That was the amount of the settlement, yes. As for the life insurance, that was through Vanessa’s work. I didn’t even know about it until—”

			Erica cut him off. “Tell me, Mr. Lyons, what if your wife had not been murdered? What if instead she had come home the day after the trial and told you that she was still in love with Mr. Brooks and she wanted a divorce? If that had happened, isn’t it a fact that instead of $5.75 million that came your way by virtue of your wife’s murder, you wouldn’t have received a penny?”

			Robertson was on his feet midway through the question. “Objection. Hypothetical. Facts not in evidence.”

			Judge Milles gave his grandfatherly smile. To the jury he said, “Remember the old Peanuts cartoons? When the teachers or the parents would talk and it would sound like waa-waa, waa-waa? That’s what you need to hear when the lawyers speak. Care to rephrase your question, Ms. Sanders?”

			“No thank you, Your Honor. I think we all know the answer,” Erica said.
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			The prosecution rested its case on Friday.

			After the jury was sent home for the weekend, the defense moved for a directed verdict of acquittal. The motion was pro forma, necessary to preserve the issue on appeal. Judge Milles didn’t need more than a second to reject it.

			“Without opining on the ultimate verdict,” the judge said, “I would not consider it to be outside the realm of reason for a jury to convict on the evidence presented by the prosecution.”

			Matt had known that was how it would play out. Nonetheless, he found it more than a bit disconcerting to hear Judge Milles opine that it was reasonable to find him guilty of murder.

			Then again, the defense hadn’t yet gotten its chance.

			 

			The Tombs’s attorney visiting room was tiny and smelled like urine. Nonetheless, seeing Erica buoyed Matt’s spirits. A light breaking through the darkness of his existence, if only momentarily.

			Even though it was Saturday, his lawyer was dressed professionally, albeit more informally than she would for court, in gray slacks and a black sweater. She wasn’t wearing a stick of jewelry. In court, she always finished her look with modest earrings and a gold necklace.

			Matt was clad in the jail’s canvas jumpsuit, complete with the wrist and ankle accessories. His hair was unwashed. His face, unshaven. He was certain he smelled bad, but it would be worse when she visited tomorrow. If she visited. He wouldn’t be permitted to shower again until Sunday night, in preparation for his return to court on Monday.

			“On Monday, we’re going to call our experts,” Erica said. “I think that takes all day. So it’s most likely that the earliest you would go on is Tuesday. Unfortunately, I can’t rule out the possibility that the judge will want to start your testimony on Monday and finish Tuesday, so we need to be prepared for that.”

			“I’m ready, whether it’s Monday or Tuesday.”

			“I know you’re champing at the bit, Matt. Just like you know that I think you taking the stand is a very bad idea.”

			“I know you do. You’ve made that quite clear.”

			“Mr. Brooks, isn’t it a fact that you threatened Ms. Lyons in the courthouse?”

			Matt too slipped into playacting mode. “No, that’s not true.”

			“Mr. Lyons says it’s true.”

			“He’s a liar. And a murderer.”

			“Says the man on trial for murder.”

			“Yes, he does.”

			“Let’s see who else is a liar—but not you, never you—shall we?”

			“If you like.”

			“Well, you admit, do you not, that you lied to your partners at Rawls Ryan about your affair with Ms. Lyons, and your violation of their policies against sexual harassment? That’s a lie you told, right?”

			“I was not honest with them because I was protecting Vanessa.”

			“Vanessa said that wasn’t true. She said that you lied to protect yourself. So, I suppose that means that she’s a liar too, right?”

			“That’s not what she—”

			“It doesn’t matter anymore, Mr. Brooks. She’s dead. Thanks to you. Let’s continue listing all the people in the world who are lying, other than you, of course, because you never lie. So far it’s Bradley Lyons and Vanessa Lyons. Who else? Oh, right, you told the police that you wouldn’t cooperate with their investigation because you didn’t want to incriminate yourself. You said that, right?”

			“I shouldn’t have, but what I meant—”

			“Yes or no, that’s what you said to two highly decorated police detectives, isn’t it? Or are you saying that both of them are also liars?”

			Matt leaned back in his chair. “You’ve made your point, Erica.”

			“So you’re not going to testify?”

			Matt laughed. “No. I meant your point that we need to practice more.”

			“Matt, let me be real with you. Practice can only take you so far. Even the smartest witness can get tripped up. And, I have to say it, if you’re not sticking one hundred percent to the truth, you’re more likely than not going to get caught in a lie. If that happens, you’re toast.”

			“I won’t,” Matt said.

			“Lie or get caught lying?” she asked.

			He smiled at her. She didn’t return the gesture.

			 

			On Sunday, Bradley took Zoe to Playland, the amusement park about ten minutes from their home. Zoe could ride the kiddy coaster for hours, and she treated Rye’s signature star, Princess Marin, as if she was every bit the equal of Snow White or the Little Mermaid.

			He could use a day away from the pressure. A day where he could be with Zoe and remind himself what was important. The two of them together. With no one—especially not Matt Brooks—capable of dividing them.

			The weather was fully cooperating with the plan. Eighty degrees, not a cloud in the sky, with low humidity. Zoe was wearing her Sleeping Beauty costume, the hem of the gown dragging across the ground.

			They made their way immediately to Kiddyland. Zoe liked riding the flying dragons best, which she did without delay. Then they stood in line for about twenty minutes for the crazy submarine, which Zoe had previously been too short to ride without a chaperone. Since their last visit, however, she must have breached the forty-two-inch mark, because the peak of her scalp extended above the sign’s height restriction.

			“This means I can also do the slide by myself, Daddy!” she said.

			“One at a time,” Bradley said. “Enjoy the crazy submarine for now.”

			As she ran toward the ride, Bradley was struck by how small his daughter looked compared to the other riders, none of whom were older than eight. It was common for Bradley to hear from other parents about how quickly time was passing, followed by the cliché that they needed to enjoy every second. But for Bradley, time seemed to be standing still. His life could not go on until this phase was over and Matt Brooks was behind bars.

			At 2:30, they went to story time with Princess Marin. That provided Bradley a fifteen-minute reprieve while a high school girl in a yellow wig and tiara read an oversized book and played a round of Simon Says in which no one was ever eliminated.

			After that, they walked along the boardwalk. Bradley got Zoe a vanilla soft serve cone with rainbow sprinkles. In no time at all, what ice cream hadn’t melted on her costume was around her mouth, as were the flecks of color from the sprinkles.

			“Mind if I take a lick so it doesn’t fall over on you?” Bradley said.

			Zoe pushed the cone in her father’s direction. He swirled his tongue around it a few times, smoothing the cone out, and then handed the ice cream back to his daughter.

			In the ten seconds it took for him to complete the task, Zoe had become engrossed in the Zoltar machine, the same one that transformed Tom Hanks in Big. It usually had a line around it, but today it was unoccupied.

			“Can I make a wish, Daddy?” she asked.

			Zoltar wouldn’t bring Vanessa back to Zoe, however. He thought it was best if she found that out without him spending five bucks.

			“I’m sorry, sweetie, but the machine doesn’t really grant wishes. All that happens is that a card comes out that says, Your wish has been granted.”

			As they continued their stroll down the boardwalk, Bradley considered the wish he’d ask Zoltar to grant. To be younger, or better yet, immortal. To not have been fired by Garfield Partners, so he’d be rich now. Even richer than he was with Vanessa’s money. To have Scarlett Johansson fall madly in love with him.

			The one thing he was certain about, however, was that he wouldn’t ask to have Vanessa return. Her death, and the money that came with it, was the answer to a different wish.
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			On Monday, the defense’s experts got their turn. It was like a bizarro world in which an alternate universe was presented from the one the jurors had heard about only a few days prior.

			That’s always the way it went with experts. For enough money, you could get one to tell you pretty much whatever you wanted. If there was a trial about whether extraterrestrials were walking among us, each side would put on an expert with impressive credentials spouting diametrically opposed conclusions each claimed was irrefutable.

			The jury first heard from a tall thin man with an impressive résumé in the field of facial recognition, who opined that the figure captured in the photograph that had been marked as People’s Exhibit 85 was not Matt.

			“In my opinion, the odds of the man in the Yankees cap being the defendant is no more than twenty-five percent,” he said, sounding every bit as scientific as the prosecution’s witness had claiming seventy-five percent certainty of the opposite conclusion.

			After he stepped down, a short bald man with owllike glasses and an impressive curriculum vitae, including serving as the head of the Digital Forensic Unit of the Phoenix police department, told the jury that Matt’s cell phone might just as likely have been in his apartment as at the murder scene.

			“The methodology of triangulation is premised on the fact that a cell phone pings off the tower closest to it geographically,” he explained. “Although it is usually the case that a cell phone’s signal reaches the tower closest to the phone, that is not always true. In situations where, in layman’s parlance, the cell tower closest to the user is full, the cell signal is redirected to the next closest tower, in which case triangulation is meaningless to determine where the cell phone is located. Even things such as the weather or the direction the user was facing when making the call, could divert the signal to a different cell tower. Therefore, if Mr. Brooks’s phone pinged off the second closest tower, which it very well might have done, then he was not within a twenty-block radius of Vanessa Lyons at the time of the murder.”

			Last was a former medical examiner from New Jersey. A middle-aged man with a dark beard and curly hair, he testified that it was a certainty that whoever attacked Vanessa would have had blood on his or her clothes.

			“This was a very messy crime,” he said. “A stabbing like this, which ultimately led to Ms. Lyons’s death by virtue of blood loss, well, that blood has to go somewhere. We see how much blood was on the ground at the scene, but it would have certainly also attached onto the person and clothing of the murderer.”

			“Was any blood found in Mr. Brooks’s home or any item in his possession?” Erica asked.

			“No there was not.”

			 

			After the last of the experts’ testimonies were concluded, the court was adjourned for a short recess. When everyone returned, but before he called the jury back in, Judge Milles said, “It’s now a little after four o’clock, but I note that the only other name on the defense’s witness list is the defendant. I’m certain he’ll take more than an hour, so one approach would be to start with him first thing tomorrow morning. Alternatively, we can get some of the preliminaries of his direct out of the way this afternoon. And, of course, Ms. Sanders, your client has the right not to take the stand, in which case, assuming the defense now rests, we can do openings first thing tomorrow morning.”

			“Your Honor, we’d like to adjourn for the day,” Erica said.

			“Fair enough,” Judge Milles replied.

			But then Robertson said, “As a matter of courtesy, could Ms. Sanders confirm to the court whether tomorrow morning we’ll be closing or if she instead will call Mr. Brooks to the stand?”

			“Ms. Sanders?” Judge Milles asked. “What’s it going to be tomorrow?”

			“Mr. Brooks will take the stand,” Erica said without missing a beat.

			 

			“Despite what I said in there, you can still follow my advice and not testify.”

			They were in the breakout room. Erica was, as usual, speaking quickly. The guards never gave them a second longer than the fifteen minutes ordered by the judge, and they had a lot of ground to cover.

			“We’ll just tell the court in the morning that we changed our minds. Catch Robertson a little unprepared for closing arguments.”

			“I’m going to testify, Erica. I have to.”

			“You don’t, though. You have a constitutional right not to, as a matter of fact. Their case is entirely circumstantial. They have nothing tying you to the murder except a grainy image that could be anyone, and our facial recognition expert testified that he’s seventy-five percent sure it’s not you. End of story.”

			“The jury needs to hear from me, Erica. You know that. They need me to say that I didn’t kill her. Otherwise, they’re going to wonder.”

			“Wondering isn’t believing, certainly not beyond a reasonable doubt. Actually, it’s the exact opposite. It means they have reasonable doubt. Right now, they have no idea what you said to Vanessa when you saw her in front of her office. Just that you were there. You’re going to have to fill that in for them. And I got to tell you, Matt, that what you told me about professing your love to her and asking her to run away with you makes you sound . . . at best, obsessive, and at worst, downright crazy.”

			Matt recognized irony when he saw it. Of all the things he was going to say on the stand, this truth was potentially far more dangerous to his case than all of his lies.

			“You finished?”

			“Not yet. It’s my duty, as your lawyer, to formally advise that, in my professional opinion, your chances of acquittal are much greater if you do not testify than if you do take the stand. It is also my obligation to make clear to you that, if you nonetheless disregard my advice and choose to testify in your own defense, you are obligated to testify truthfully. Although I’ve never seen it happen, theoretically, at least, if you were to lie under oath you could be acquitted of the murder and later charged with perjury.”

			Matt smiled. “I’ll take that trade every day of the week and twice on Sunday.”

			Erica didn’t smile back. A lying client was undoubtedly nothing new for her. In fact, it was more likely the rule than the exception. Still, her expression told Matt that his lawyer was deeply concerned about what tomorrow would bring.

			Truth be told, he was too.

			 

			That night, Matt ran through his mind the testimony he would be giving the following day. He imagined how Robertson would interrogate him, and he practiced the answers he would give in response. It was the mirror image of what he’d do before a trial as a lawyer, when he’d know his questions and try to predict the answers.

			One question still tripped him up every time, however. It wasn’t one he expected Robertson to ask; it was his and Vanessa’s evergreen query.

			Where would we be right now if we’d never met?

			He didn’t have any better answer than he’d ever had. But he knew for a certainty where they wouldn’t be. He wouldn’t be sitting in an eight-by-eight cell staring at an open toilet in the Tombs, and she wouldn’t be six feet underground.

		

	
		
			38

			Matt’s suit was bespoke, the craftsmanship courtesy of a tailor recommended to him by Richard Lowell. Matt had gone to three fittings, so that the final product fit perfectly. After a year of incarceration, however, the suit now hung so loosely it looked as if he was wearing someone else’s clothing, which in a way he was.

			He thought back to his anxiety on the day he made partner. More specifically, about how foolish he’d been to have believed that nothing else would ever so dramatically shape his future. He wanted to laugh at his naivete, but it made him feel like crying instead.

			The court officer was a large man who reminded Matt a little bit of a professional wrestler he’d liked as a boy. He instructed Matt to raise his right hand and affirm that he swore to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, so help him God.

			“I do,” Matt said with conviction.

			The first of many lies he was about to tell under penalty of perjury.

			Erica dispensed with the normal preliminaries about his education and his employment background, and instead immediately asked Matt to describe how his relationship with Vanessa had begun.

			“We had been working on this case together, which entailed a lot of late nights together, and over time, we realized that the feelings between us that we had attributed to friendship were more than that.”

			“Did you consider the fact that your relationship with Ms. Lyons violated the firm’s rules?”

			“It wasn’t a violation at the time because we were both associates. We hadn’t expected that we would be working together after I made partner. Then Vanessa got assigned to a case that I had been working on, and for the duration of that case, which was only a few months, we were in violation of the firm’s sexual harassment policy because I was a partner and she was an associate whom I was supervising.”

			“Why did you violate the firm’s policy?”

			“There really wasn’t much of a choice. At least not one that wouldn’t have hurt Vanessa’s partnership chances. Many times, I told her that I wanted to tell the firm about us, but she rightly pointed out that if we did that, she would be taken off the case, and then she wouldn’t make partner.”

			“And yet you did stop your relationship after the firm learned about it, didn’t you?” Erica said, sounding like a reporter trying to make a softball question seem hard-hitting. “Explain that to the jury, please.”

			“The firm told us that someone had anonymously reported that we were having a sexual relationship. We denied it, because, well, that’s what people do when they’re engaged in an extramarital affair. Vanessa denied it to protect me, I think. And also to protect her marriage. I denied it because . . . well, for the same reasons. But neither of us thought that Richard Lowell or Dina Weinstock actually believed our denials. They pretended as if they did, which Vanessa and I took to mean that the firm was taking a don’t ask, don’t tell type approach. So long as they didn’t know for certain that we had violated the rules, they would look the other way. But if the firm was confronted with proof, then they’d have to take action. One way for them to acquire that proof is if we had admitted it. But another way was that the person who told the firm about us in the first place—who Vanessa and I both believed was her husband—provided it to them. That meant we had to stop seeing each other, because we were afraid Bradley Lyons would hire a private detective or something, and then he’d present the firm with real evidence.”

			“So what did you do?”

			“We agreed to stop seeing each other, but only temporarily. The plan was that after Vanessa was nominated for partner—which would occur on July 1—she’d tell her husband that she wanted a divorce. Then after she made partner—which would happen six months later, on January 1—we’d wait a little while and then tell everyone we had begun a relationship. At that point it would not be a problem as far as Rawls Ryan was concerned because we’d both be partners.”

			“What happened, if anything, to change that plan?”

			“Vanessa wasn’t nominated for partner by the litigation department.”

			“Tell the jury how that came about.”

			“Richard Lowell, the head of the firm’s litigation department, decided that it was better for the firm that Vanessa not be a partner. He voiced his opposition at the meeting. Once he did, I knew, as did everyone else, that Vanessa wasn’t going to make it. No one ever makes partner without Richard’s full and complete support.”

			“Did you think that was the end of your relationship with Ms. Lyons?”

			“I didn’t think so. I truly didn’t. But when Vanessa came into my office after she was not put up, she was very upset. She thought I had betrayed her. I tried to convince her otherwise, but I understand now where she was coming from. She didn’t make partner and it was because of our affair. It wasn’t my fault. I stand by the fact that there was truly nothing I could have done to change the outcome. But Richard didn’t support her because, in his own way, he was protecting me. It was obviously unfair that she was punished and I wasn’t, when I was the one who was violating the rules and she wasn’t. So, I understood why she blamed me.”

			“But then she sued. And to settle that lawsuit, she demanded that you be fired. After Ms. Lyons did all that to you—essentially, ruined your life—Mr. Brooks, did you still understand?”

			Matt knew that maintaining his composure counted more than what he actually said. He had to convince the jury that he was appropriately angry but not so enraged as to commit murder.

			“She didn’t ruin my life. She got me fired from a job. It paid well, and I liked working at Rawls Ryan, but I knew I could find another job. I mean, I was a very well credentialed lawyer. I had no concerns that I would be . . . destitute or homeless. None whatsoever.”

			“So are you saying you didn’t care about being fired?”

			“No, I’m not saying that. I was upset. But Vanessa didn’t get me fired. Instead, she put Richard Lowell in the position that he thought firing me was best for Rawls Ryan. That was pretty much the same calculus that led him to deny her a nomination to the partnership. Even at the time, I recognized that it was a cosmic case of what goes around comes around.”

			“After the trial, did you talk to Ms. Lyons?”

			“I did.”

			“Bradley Lyons testified that you screamed at him and his wife that you were hell-bent on revenge. Did you do that?”

			So far, other than swearing to tell the truth, Matt had been faithful to his oath. That was about to change.

			“Absolutely not.”

			“Did you say that something was, and I quote, far from fucking over?”

			“Of course not.”

			“What did you say?”

			In as calm a tone as he could muster, Matt said, “I told Vanessa that I was sorry it had come to this, and I again told her it wasn’t my fault she didn’t make partner. I think I might have said that I thought it was unfair she took it out on me, as opposed to Richard Lowell. But no, I never threatened her in any way. That’s just not something I’d ever do.”

			Drawing the teeth, as it is called, is a tried and true direct examination tactic. The questioner brings out harmful evidence in a controlled setting, allowing the witness to explain it under friendly questioning. The hope is that by the time the ground is re-ploughed in cross-examination, the jury has already formed an unshakable conclusion about what happened.

			“I want to show you an email,” Erica said, employing the technique.

			Vanessa:

			I cannot believe that you have done this to me.

			What am I supposed to do now? You have Bradley and Zoe and your new job and $3.75 million. I have nothing.

			What if we had never met, Vanessa?

			“Did you write this?”

			“I did, but not to send to Vanessa. I never even put her address in. I was just trying to organize my own thoughts.”

			“Did writing that email to no one give you any insight?” Erica asked.

			“Yes, in fact, it did.”

			“And what was the insight you acquired?”

			“I decided that I should apologize to Vanessa.”

			“What, if anything, did you do next?”

			“I went to see her.”

			“Why didn’t you call her or email or send a text?”

			“Because it was something I thought needed to be said face-to-face.”

			“Did you see her, face-to-face?”

			“I did. In front of her office building.”

			“And what, if anything, did you say to her.”

			“That I was very sorry for everything that had happened.”

			Erica paused, waiting for Matt to add the part about professing his love and then that Vanessa promised to leave Bradley. But he stared at her without saying another word, his answer apparently completed.

			Erica tried not to look thrown by the fact that Matt had gone off-script, but he could see it in her eyes. She’d been clear up to this point that she would not tolerate his lying under oath.

			Under New York law, lawyers were duty bound to take steps to prevent perjury before it occurred and obligated to rectify it after the fact. Among other things, a lawyer was required to attempt to convince his or her client to tell the truth before any perjured testimony was delivered. If the client nevertheless lied on the stand, the lawyer was required to first demand the client correct the falsehood, and failing that, the lawyer was prohibited from referring to the perjured testimony in closing argument.

			The nuclear option, however, was codified in Disciplinary Rule 7-102(B), which provided that a lawyer who knew that his or her client had perpetrated a fraud on the court that the client refused to rectify should reveal the fraud to the tribunal. But, there was an out—the lawyer could refrain from disclosing the fraud if the information was a confidence or secret.

			Matt wasn’t certain how Erica came down on that issue. But he didn’t want to find out, either.

			“And what, if anything, did she say to you?”

			“That she was sorry too.”

			Once again, Erica waited for more. Like before, however, Matt stayed mute.

			His failure to fill in the rest of the conversation was an omission rather than an outright falsehood. Matt hoped that Erica saw it that way too, so she could assuage her ethical concerns. Then again, maybe she had never believed that he and Vanessa had sworn their love to the other during his surprise visit, and therefore she’d been relieved Matt had eliminated that claim from his testimony.

			“Did you ever speak to Ms. Lyons again?” Erica asked.

			“No.”

			“Did you ever see her again?”

			“No.”

			“Did you visit her again the next day?”

			“No.”

			“Where were you when she was murdered?”

			“In my apartment.”

			“Last question, Mr. Brooks. Did you murder Vanessa Lyons?”

			“No. No, I did not.”

			 

			The judge ordered a fifteen-minute recess to allow Robertson to prepare his cross-examination. Matt arrived before Erica to their breakout room, which was a first. Erica had once told him that she waited to pee until they were done meeting because she knew the judge wouldn’t start without her, whereas the court officer wouldn’t give them more time.

			It didn’t take clairvoyance on his part for Matt to know why she was delayed. Erica was undoubtedly doing a quick refresh of her ethical obligations, given that she had reason to believe Matt had perjured himself.

			Sure enough, as soon as Erica entered their breakout room, she followed the script required by the disciplinary rules.

			“Matt, you told me that when you saw Vanessa the day before she was killed, that you told her that you were still in love with her, and that she told you that she loved you too and that she was going to go home that night and ask her husband for a divorce.”

			“And you told me that sounded crazy and wasn’t believable. So I decided not to offer it up on direct. If Robertson asks me on cross what else we talked about, I’ll tell him the truth. I swear to God, I will.”

			Erica shook her head in disgust. “You’re walking a very fine line, Matt. But now it’s my turn to swear to God. If you lie, I’ll tell the judge that I believe you perjured yourself. I’m not going to lose my license over this.”

			“I understand,” Matt said.

		

	
		
			Cross-Examination 
of Matthew Brooks

			“Exhibit 84,” Robertson announced.

			The screens quickly displayed the photo of me standing in front of Vanessa’s building as captured by some bank’s security camera. The day before she was murdered.

			“Mr. Brooks, we have already heard ample evidence about how this photograph came to be. You admit that you were in front of Vanessa Lyons’s office from approximately noon until 2 p.m. on October 18 of last year, correct?”

			Exhibit 84 looks more like me than my driver’s license photo. “Yes.”

			“What on earth were you doing there, Mr. Brooks?”

			“I went there to talk to Vanessa.”

			“Did you at that time own a phone? Have an email account?”

			He had asked two questions, but this was no time to play lawyer. “Yes. I had both.”

			“Did you employ those less intrusive means of communication to see if Ms. Lyons had any interest in engaging in a discussion with you not even twenty-four hours after she’d gotten you fired?”

			Neither of our phones showed any calls, emails, or texts leading up to our meeting. As a result, I could only provide one answer, which is what I did.

			“No.”

			“Because you knew that she had no interest in seeing you and if you’d asked she would have said no, right?”

			“No, that’s not why. I knew that her husband monitored her phone calls and that he’d prevent her from seeing me.”

			“That’s not true, Mr. Brooks. The reason is because you wanted to surprise Ms. Lyons—to scare her.”

			“No, that’s not true. I never wanted to scare Vanessa.”

			“Isn’t it your claim that you had already apologized to her? In court the prior day. And now you claim that you did it a second time the next day?”

			“I wanted to explain myself more fully,” I said. “To also allow Vanessa to be able to say what she wanted to say to me. The day before, with her husband there, she hadn’t really had that opportunity.”

			“So your testimony is that you apologized to her, and she apologized to you, and then you two went on your merry ways?”

			I looked over at Erica. She was intently staring back at me, as if she was trying to will me to tell the truth.

			“We spoke for a few minutes, but after we were finished, I thought that everything was good between Vanessa and me. So, yes, after the conversation, we both went our separate ways.”

			Now Robertson was giving me the stink eye. I had been in his situation countless times, wondering whether to probe further on an issue, fearful that the answer I might receive could make things even worse.

			I was doing the same calculus. If Robertson directly asked what Vanessa and I had discussed—the classic lawyer formulation being, tell me everything you said to her and she said to you—I’d be between a rock and a hard place. If I told the truth about declaring my love for Vanessa, like Erica had said, I’d come off unhinged. But if I lied, and stuck to the story that I was only there to apologize more fully, Erica had said she’d reveal my perjury to Judge Milles.

			I watched Robertson leave the podium and return to counsel table, at which time he leaned down to whisper something to his cocounsel. She whispered something back. Then he resumed his place at the podium.

			All the while, I held my breath. Was he going to delve more fully into what Vanessa and I discussed, in which case my goose was cooked, or go in a different direction?

			“People’s Exhibit 85,” Robertson said.

			Thank the lord. I caught Erica’s eye, and she smiled, ever so slightly.

			Gone from the screens was the crisp image of me from the day before. Now the jurors saw the grainy image of a man about my age and size wearing a Yankees cap pulled down over his face.

			“This was taken about fifteen feet away from the spot where Ms. Lyons was murdered at approximately five minutes before that attack,” Robertson said. “And this is you, isn’t it, Mr. Brooks?”

			“No. That’s not me,” I said with resolve.

			“An expert in facial recognition technology testified that it was you.”

			“I heard that testimony, Mr. Robertson. That’s not what he said. And another expert said it was most likely not me, as you know.”

			“So, your testimony is that this man wearing the baseball cap is not you?”

			“That’s right. It’s not me. I was not there that day.”
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			The screens displayed what Robertson had labelled as the Ten Commandments of Guilt, which was simply a bullet point presentation of the items he had ticked off with the assistance of his fingers during his opening statement. In his closing argument, Robertson proudly declared that he had delivered on his promise of proving each of them.

			“The evidence points to one person—and one person only—who could have committed this horrible crime: Matthew Brooks. He had motive. No doubt about that. Vanessa Lyons, the woman he loved, had betrayed him in the way that deprived him of the thing he loved most. Not her, but his partnership at Rawls Ryan & Gold. You and I may feel like a job is just a job. But not Matt Brooks. For him, being a partner at this law firm was his identity. Was he furious at Vanessa Lyons when she got him fired? You know the answer to that, because minutes after he was fired, Mr. Brooks confronted Vanessa in the courtroom hallway and screamed at her that for him it wasn’t fucking over. That he was now a man with nothing to lose, hell-bent on revenge. Ladies and gentlemen, that statement is akin to a confession.”

			The picture of Matt on the street the day before the murder flashed onto the screens.

			“We know he was there the day before he killed her. He claims that he was there to apologize. But he also claims he apologized the day before, after the case ended, in the courtroom hallway. So there was no reason for him to apologize for a second time. But here’s what does make sense. Here’s the only thing that comports with all of the evidence. As Mr. Lyons told you, Mr. Brooks threatened revenge on Ms. Lyons in that court hallway confrontation. Then the next day, he drafted an email that also suggested he was distraught about the turn of events.”

			That email was once again on the screens.

			Vanessa:

			I cannot believe that you have done this to me.

			What am I supposed to do now? You have Bradley and Zoe and your new job and $3.75 million. I have nothing.

			What if we had never met, Vanessa?

			“Mr. Brooks decided not to send that email, but instead chose to confront Ms. Lyons, with the element of surprise in his favor. Mr. Brooks said that he merely apologized to Ms. Lyons. Common sense tells you that’s not what he did. But no matter what he said to her, it’s obvious that Ms. Lyons told him that she never wanted to see him again. And that rejection caused something in Matthew Brooks to just snap. He then came back the next day and stabbed her to death.”

			The picture of the man in the baseball cap on the day of the murder replaced the Ten Commandments. Robertson struck at it with a pointer.

			“This is Mr. Brooks at the scene of the crime. Note that he is wearing an expensive overcoat, just like the one the police found in his apartment. It’s the type you wear with a suit. But note too that Mr. Brooks is wearing jeans and a hoodie. That’s because he wasn’t at work that day. Of course not, he had been fired two days prior, at the demand of Ms. Lyons. Finally, we know that this is Mr. Brooks because an expert in facial recognition told you that the image is seventy-five percent likely to be Mr. Brooks. Now, I’ll be the first to admit that if the only evidence in this case was this photograph, you might have reasonable doubt. Lots of men own an overcoat of this type, as well as jeans and a hoodie, and the expert held out a twenty-five percent possibility that the man is not Mr. Brooks. But when you add this photograph to everything else—Mr. Brooks’s enormously strong motive, his clear and direct threats to exact revenge against Ms. Lyons only forty-eight hours earlier, his accosting her the day before, his desperate email to her the next morning in which he admits he now has nothing because of what she did to him, the cell tower evidence that places him at the murder scene, his lack of cooperation with law enforcement, and the destruction of his phone—there is only one verdict that is reasonable: Guilty.”

			 

			Erica asked Robertson to put his Ten Commandments back on the screen. It was a risky strategy to emphasize the prosecution’s evidence in your closing, but if done well, it could be highly effective.

			“Mr. Robertson has certainly proven that there was an affair between Mr. Brooks and Ms. Lyons, and as a result of her lawsuit, he was fired,” she said. “Well, bravo for him. Of course, Mr. Brooks freely admitted all of that too. And, even more to the point, if everyone who ever had an affair with their coworker was charged with murder . . . well, ladies and gentlemen, you all live in the real world, you understand that these things sometimes happen between consenting adults. It’s certainly not a crime. Let’s be even more real than that. I’m sure he didn’t mean to do this, but many of Mr. Robertson’s . . . um, commandments of guilt, as he calls them, point as much to Bradley Lyons as the murderer as Mr. Brooks. Bradley Lyons’s wife was engaged in an affair, which made the future of their marriage anything but solid, but lo and behold, Mr. Lyons received $5.75 million when she died. But if she had divorced him, he gets nothing. Goodbye, million-dollar house. So long, Porsche. See you every other weekend, Zoe. But with his wife dead, well, things become much brighter for Bradley Lyons. The Bradley Lyons that you saw in this courtroom still lives in his sprawling Westchester estate. He still drives a Porsche. His daughter still attends an expensive private school. He has full custody of Zoe.

			“Let’s keep going,” Erica said. “Commandment six, the alleged courthouse hallway threats. What’s the evidence of that? Oh, Bradley Lyons says so. Mr. Brooks says he was there to apologize and didn’t raise his voice or threaten anyone. Obviously, if Mr. Lyons murdered his wife, he’d lie about what was said in that hallway to cast the blame away from him and onto Mr. Brooks. And I’m not saying that you should believe Mr. Brooks. I’m saying that there’s no way you can know which of them to believe, and that means that you cannot consider this evidence as truly pointing at Mr. Brooks’s guilt any more than it points at Mr. Lyons’s.

			“Number seven. That email that was never sent. Mr. Brooks explained that. Just like he explained his presence there the following day. I’m sure each and every one of you, ladies and gentlemen, can understand that in moments of distress, you take steps to think through why things have happened the way they did. Maybe others of you follow the rule that you should always count to ten before speaking when angry. Good advice. And so is writing out your thoughts before expressing them. And once he saw his thoughts in writing, Mr. Brooks decided not to send that email. He decided that he owed Ms. Lyons a more fulsome apology and explanation than the one he offered to her in the few moments after court. So he met her in front of her office to make those amends.”

			Erica walked away from the podium from behind which she was addressing the jury, stopping behind Matt, who was seated at the defense table. She placed her hands on his shoulders, much the way she had gripped the podium a moment earlier.

			“There is no credible evidence linking Mr. Brooks to this crime. No fibers. No blood—and remember, this was a bloody crime. The murder weapon was never found, which means nothing connects Mr. Brooks to the knife that stabbed Vanessa Lyons. Imagine if tomorrow, or next week, or next year, either the police or some true-crime podcaster finds a knife with Ms. Lyons’s blood and Mr. Lyons’s fingerprints all over it, but not Mr. Brooks’s prints. If you think that is a reasonable possibility, then, by definition, you do not believe Mr. Brooks is guilty beyond a reasonable doubt.

			“There’s also no evidence that Mr. Brooks was at the crime scene. You can’t rely on the prosecution’s cell tower expert because another equally qualified expert in this field testified that theory of triangulation doesn’t always work. On top of which, we’re talking about midtown Manhattan, ladies and gentlemen. Even if you believe Mr. Brooks was within a twenty-block radius, that only means he could have been at a Starbucks on 71st Street at the time Ms. Lyons was murdered on 51st Street.

			Erica turned to the prosecution’s table. “Mr. Robertson, would you please display Exhibit 85.”

			A moment later, the jury was once again squinting at the image of the man in the hoodie and baseball cap. “I know that none of you can actually tell whether this is Matt Brooks. There’s just no way. So if you’re going to put him at the scene of the crime, it’s not because you trust your own eyes. It can only be because you’ve decided to rely on the prosecution’s expert. But unless each and every one of you is an expert in facial recognition, I cannot imagine how you can determine that the prosecution’s expert is right and the defense’s expert is wrong. And, of course, there is a third option. Maybe both of them are wrong. Maybe, it’s fifty percent likely to be Mr. Brooks, and both experts pushed the envelope because that’s their job. That makes it a coin flip, ladies and gentlemen.”

			Erica took out a quarter from her suit jacket pocket and displayed it to the jury. Then she tossed it into the air, like a football referee on the fifty-yard line. She caught it before it hit the floor and then slapped it on the back of her hand.

			“No one here can be certain beyond a reasonable doubt whether this coin is heads or tails. No one.”

			Erica slowly returned to the podium. “Here’s a fun fact for you all. You see how Mr. Robertson is sitting next to the jury box, but the defense table is way on the other side of the room? We don’t flip a coin to decide who sits where. The prosecution always sits closer to the jury. In some of these courtrooms, the jury is on the side of the room, and when that’s the layout, the prosecution still sits at the table closest to the jury. And there’s a reason for that. The legal system recognizes that Mr. Robertson’s job is much harder than mine. He’s got to convince each and every one of you, beyond a reasonable doubt, that he’s proven his case, and the defense doesn’t have to prove anything. So, the lords of justice decided that the prosecution could sit closer to you, to give them a little advantage.

			“Why am I telling you this, especially now? It’s because you are not to consider this an even contest where you have to choose between what Mr. Robertson is saying and what I’m saying. The fact is that you get to make one of two votes. Guilty beyond a reasonable doubt and not guilty.

			“The only circumstance that warrants a vote of guilty is if you believe that the prosecution has proven, beyond a reasonable doubt, that Matthew Brooks committed this crime. Any other conclusion requires a not guilty verdict. So, if you think Mr. Brooks is innocent—you vote not guilty. If you think Mr. Lyons is guilty—you vote not guilty. If you think Mr. Lyons might be guilty, but you’re not sure—you vote not guilty. If you have no idea who killed Vanessa Lyons—you vote not guilty. Even if you think Matt Brooks is probably guilty, but you’re not convinced beyond a reasonable doubt because the prosecution didn’t do its job in presenting you hard evidence of that fact—you vote not guilty.”
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			The jury began deliberating at four o’clock on Thursday. They returned on Friday, once again failing to reach a unanimous verdict.

			Judge Milles asked if either side had an objection to the jury continuing its deliberations on Saturday. Before responding, Robertson whispered something to his number two. After which, she whispered something back to him.

			“The People will be guided by the court’s good judgment,” he said.

			Erica and Matt were doing their own whispering about whether weekend deliberations would help or hurt their cause. Erica said that she didn’t know. Matt had no greater insight. What he was certain of, however, was that he needed this to be over.

			“Ms. Sanders, what say the defense?” Judge Milles asked.

			“We have no objection to Saturday deliberations,” Erica replied.

			So the jury met on Saturday, still falling short of its goal. They resumed on Sunday (although they started at 1 p.m. to accommodate churchgoers), once again without success.

			Quietly—at least it seemed so to the outside world—the twelve went about their business. Not once during this time did the jurors send a note requesting that a portion of testimony be reread to them. Nor did they request to see any particular piece of evidence or ask for any clarification about how to apply the law.

			On Monday, the jury finally broke their silence. At 4:33 p.m., they informed the judge that they’d reached a unanimous verdict.

			 

			Decorum required everyone to stand whenever the jury entered or exited the courtroom. Upon the judge’s arrival and departure too. Matt had come to his feet at least a hundred times by now, but when the jury entered for what would be the final time, his legs felt as if they could barely support his weight.

			Few of the jurors looked his way. He tried not to read anything into that. Or the opposite, when one juror did make eye contact. As he’d told countless clients, there was no rhyme or reason to where jurors focused their gaze after reaching a verdict. Thinking otherwise would only make you crazy.

			Every moment of every day since the jury had begun deliberating, Matt had said a silent prayer that these dozen people whom he had never met would free him. Now was the moment of truth.

			Matt laughed to himself about the irony. Truth.

			After the last of the jurors had taken their seats, and the rest of the courtroom had done likewise, Judge Milles turned to the jury and said, “I understand that you have reached a unanimous verdict. Is that correct?”

			The man who occupied the chair closest to the judge rose. He was in his early seventies, if not older. Apparently, he had been chosen by the jury as its foreperson.

			In a strong and clear voice, he said, “We have, Your Honor.”

			The bailiff went over to the foreperson and retrieved a slip of paper. Without looking at it, he carried it the few steps to Judge Milles and handed it over. Judge Milles read it, but his poker face shrouded any indication of which way the jury had found. Wordlessly, he handed the slip back to the bailiff, who retraced the six or seven steps, and then returned the paper to the foreperson.

			“Will the defendant please rise,” Judge Milles said.

			If Matt thought he was weak-kneed when the jury entered, it was nothing compared to how he felt in that moment. Yet somehow, he managed to come to his feet to obey the judge’s command.

			Erica stood beside him. She wasn’t making any physical contact, however. Matt normally wouldn’t have cared, but he truly thought he might pass out when the jury’s verdict was read and hoped Erica would prevent him from hitting the floor.

			Matt tried to focus on the words In God We Trust in gold letters behind the judge. They had been there every second of the trial, but Matt had barely given the motto a second thought. Now, it became a talisman.

			Did he, in fact, trust God? He never had before. And yet he prayed with a faith he didn’t think was within him that he’d be delivered.

			Judge Milles said, “On the sole count of the indictment, murder in the second degree, how do you find?”

			The foreperson waited a beat. Then he shifted his attention from the judge to Matt.

			“We, the jury, find Matthew H. Brooks not guilty.”

			The air rushed back into Matt’s lungs, and he threw his arms around Erica. Amid the utter elation of survival, Matt’s first thought was not that he had been exonerated or even that justice had prevailed. It was that his plan, so long in the making, had actually worked.

			 

			Bradley felt the jury verdict as if it was like a dagger through the heart.

			He flashed on the last time he saw his wife, the night before her murder. When she’d told him that she didn’t see a future for them.

			“You’re still fucking him, aren’t you?” he’d snapped at her.

			“Who?” she had said.

			He’d laughed at that. Her suggestion that she might have so many lovers that she didn’t know to whom he was referring.

			“I’m not stupid, Vanessa. I know you’ve started up with Brooks again. I can smell it on you.”

			“That’s not true, Bradley.”

			He acted like she hadn’t said a word. “You know he doesn’t really love you.”

			Vanessa denied it. And she never told him that Brooks had confronted her that day. About that, Bradley had told the absolute truth. And he didn’t even know she’d asked J.R. to obtain a restraining order until J.R. told him, a few days after her murder.

			It was that last bit that mattered, Bradley told himself. It meant that Vanessa wasn’t going to leave him. She was determined to give their marriage another chance.

			 

			Judge Milles restored order to the courtroom with a strike of his gavel and a demand for silence. Once his command was met, he expressed his gratitude to the jury for their service. Then he released them from his jurisdiction, and wished them well. As they filed out of the courtroom, Matt mouthed thank you, and one of them, an older woman, mouthed you’re welcome back.

			After the last of the jurors departed, Judge Milles said, “Mr. Brooks, you are now free to go. I never comment on a jury’s verdict, and I’m not going to break that rule now. But I always tell an acquitted defendant that I pray he or she realizes a great gift has been bestowed, and that he or she lives the rest of his or her life in appreciation of this second chance.”

			“I will, Your Honor,” Matt said.

			At last, he had said something truthful in a court of law.

		

	
		
			41

			Stepping out of the courthouse, the air felt different.

			Not just the air. Everything was different when you were a free man.

			Reporters were waiting in front of the main entrance. A podium with an array of microphones had been set up.

			“What should I say?” Matt asked Erica.

			She smiled. “Whatever you damn well want.”

			Questions were being shouted at him.

			Should Bradley Lyons be arrested?

			Are you going to sue for wrongful arrest?

			What will you do now?

			As soon as Matt stopped in front of the microphones, the reporters fell silent. He remembered the last time he’d spoken to the press, outside of his apartment, on the morning after Vanessa’s murder, while he was hungover and after refusing to cooperate with the police.

			He wondered if anyone hearing his words would be more inclined to believe him now.

			“There are too many emotions inside me right now to say anything remotely intelligible,” Matt said. “Or that could even remotely capture the feeling of being vindicated concerning a crime that I did not commit. Right now, all I can say is thank you. Thank you to my lawyer, Erica Sanders, and to everyone on her team. Thank you to the jurors for seeing the truth. Just . . . thank you.”

			Matt took a deep breath, and in his mind’s eye he saw Vanessa’s face. She was lying beside him, her hair tousled, the bedsheets pulled up to her just below her collarbone, and her smile was pure radiance.

			“I loved Vanessa Lyons. And although today is a happy day for me, the reason we’re all here is because she is no longer with us, and her murderer still needs to be brought to justice.”

			 

			Matt and Erica arrived back at Olliver & Gilbert after six. Most of the admins had already gone home, but there was still a buzz about the firm from the lawyers burning the midnight oil. Matt recalled his late nights at Rawls Ryan like it was a movie he’d seen, not a life he’d once lived.

			Inside Erica’s office was a bottle of champagne resting in a silver ice bucket. Beside it were two champagne flutes.

			“Bailey’s handiwork,” Erica said. She went back into the hall. “Bailey, you need to toast with us. Also, if Kaya and Bennett are still here, tell them to come and bring cups.”

			Minutes later, it was a full house. The Brooks Team, as Matt assumed they called themselves.

			After popping the cork, Matt poured for everyone, recalling the same ritual when he made partner a lifetime ago, and of course, drinking Dom out of the bottle at the Four Seasons with Vanessa later that day, which inexplicably seemed lodged even deeper in the past.

			Erica said, “It seems appropriate for you to make the toast, Matt.”

			He nodded and then composed one in his head. “You all saved my life. How can you thank someone for that? I have told you all at one time or another that I did not kill Vanessa. And I say that to you again. I hope you believe me. But whether you do or do not, I am grateful for what you’ve done for me in ways that I can never fully express.”

			“To us,” Erica shouted, and took a long swallow of champagne, which caused everyone to do likewise.

			For close to an hour, Matt thanked each member of the team individually, and raved about Erica’s courtroom performance. How limiting J.R.’s testimony had turned the case around. How her cross-examination of Bradley Lyons had shown the jury the man’s true colors. That her closing argument was one for the ages.

			By 7:30, the bottle was empty, and the others, except for Erica, had said their goodbyes.

			They were now alone. Attorney and client.

			“I thought it was bad luck to ask before, but I feel like now it’s finally appropriate,” Erica said with a serious expression.

			Matt braced himself for the question. The one he knew Erica, like all defense attorneys, was dying to know the answer to.

			“Do you have any plans for the rest of your life?” she said with a sly smile.

			He laughed. “No. Not a one.”

			“Plenty of time now to figure all of that out.”

			“I thought you were going to ask something else.”

			“Like what?”

			“Like whether I murdered Vanessa.”

			“You’ve already told me you didn’t. In fact, you swore under oath that you didn’t.”

			“But you thought I might be lying.”

			“Why would it be any different this time?”

			“Double jeopardy attaches now.”

			“You had the attorney-client privilege before.”

			“We both know that has its limits, as you pointed out to me after my direct testimony.”

			“Is that your way of telling me that I unwittingly suborned perjury?”

			“It is. I’m sorry. Truly, I am. I hope you understand why I thought it was necessary, though.”

			“So tell me the truth now. Did you kill Vanessa?”

			He couldn’t begrudge her that suspicion. Especially not after what he’d just said.

			“No.”

			She nodded. Not so much in agreement with his declaration of innocence as an acknowledgment that he’d made it.

			“The day before, when I confronted Vanessa, I told her that I still loved her. I know, you thought that proved I was obsessive, and I think another word you used was crazy. But it was the honest truth. I asked her to leave Bradley and to be with me. She said she needed time to process. But then, like the idiot I’ve proven myself to be in all matters concerning Vanessa, I got it into my head that it would be romantic if I surprised her again the next day. That it would demonstrate my commitment to winning her back. So I lied to you about that. I was there that day. That was me in the photo. The one our expert said was not me. I was there, wearing a Yankees cap, hoodie, and overcoat.”

			Matt had gone back to that day so many times in the past year. His memories always began by recalling how hopeful he’d been as he waited for Vanessa to appear. When she did, for a moment, everything stopped, and he truly thought that happily ever after would be his.

			And then, it all went horribly wrong.

			“Sometimes, it feels like one of those terrible dreams, when you’re running and running but you can’t get to that door. It both happened in a flash and seemed to go on forever.”

			Erica seemed no less surprised by Matt’s denouement as if he had just revealed he was an alien life-form. “I don’t understand. Why didn’t you tell me any of this before? When it actually mattered.”

			“With due respect for the whole being your own lawyer and having a fool for a client, sometimes that’s just not true. In jail, you have nothing but time to think. I used it to conclude that if I admitted to being at the scene, the jury would need about three seconds to find me guilty. It was really that simple.”

			“Jesus, Matt.”

			“I know, it’s a lot to take in. But it’s all I’ve been thinking about every day for more than a year. In spite of the fact that I don’t have a perfect track record, I hope you believe me now. You were that rare lawyer representing an innocent man wrongly accused of murder.”

			“I just can’t believe that you witnessed Bradley killing Vanessa and never said a word.”

			“I’m sorry. I’m not being very clear.”

			Then he told her everything. When he was done, he still wasn’t certain she believed him.
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			Matt spent the night at the Marriott, courtesy of Olliver & Gilbert. He didn’t mention to Erica that it was the same place that he and Vanessa had once planned to have a life together during the Carbone trial.

			Soon enough, Matt would have to figure out what to do next with his life. To put everything that had led to this point behind him and chart a new path forward.

			Where acquitted murderers found employment, especially in the law, was unknown to him. He thought that maybe he’d put out his own shingle, pitching himself to prospective clients as someone who knew firsthand the injustice of being wrongly accused.

			But before he turned the page and started the next chapter of his life, he had some unfinished business that needed attending.

			 

			Matt had initially been worried that Vanessa’s final resting place couldn’t be found with a Google search, but he had located it at the end of a death notice that had run in her parents’ church newsletter. The obituary began by describing Vanessa as the loving wife of Bradley and mother to Zoe, went on to account her academic achievements, noted that she’d been a successful attorney in New York City, described her death as sudden and then, at the end, identified where she was interred.

			It took thirty minutes for Matt to arrive at the ornate metal gates of the cemetery in Queens. He immediately stopped in the front office to ask for the location of the exact burial plot.

			“It’s in phase three,” the man behind the desk said. “Plot C-197.”

			The man was kind enough to hand Matt a map of the grounds. With a black sharpie, he drew the path Matt should follow and circled the destination.

			A few minutes later, Matt was at the side of the road, below an embankment, above which Plot C-197 was located. The tombstones he first encountered bore names he did not recognize. Each of these souls had lived a long life and died years ago. Finally, he came upon the one he’d traveled to see.

			Vanessa Ruth Lyons

			April 28,1985–October 19, 2018

			Beloved Wife and Mother

			Matt had forgotten Vanessa’s middle name was Ruth. Not really forgotten so much as hadn’t thought about it in a long time. He remembered when she had first shared that tidbit about herself. They had been at his place. In bed. Where most of their intimate discussions occurred.

			“Because your father was a diehard Yankees fan?” he’d asked.

			“No. Because it means compassion, and because it was my great-grandmother’s name,” she’d told him. “Like ruthless, but the opposite.”

			Matt scanned his surroundings. It was a tick he’d developed while incarcerated. Then he was concerned he might be attacked. Now he was worried he would be overheard.

			The cemetery’s flat landscape allowed him to see for miles, however. There was no one else there. Just Vanessa and him.

			“Surprised to see me?”

			Matt spoke in his normal voice while peering down at the tombstone. He was glad that he had made this pilgrimage. It was like he was talking to Vanessa, and not to the universe at-large, which is how he felt when he tried to communicate with her from his prison cell. Or the courtroom. Or last night from his hotel room.

			“I hope you were expecting me. That you still know me well enough to know that I’d need to say some things, face-to-face.” He shrugged. “Or as close to it as our present circumstances will allow.”

			How many times had Matt played out this moment? Still, he could feel the emotion welling up inside him. He took a deep breath, pushing those feelings down so he could continue with what he had come to say.

			“I didn’t see him until it was too late. I swear to God, Vanessa.”

			Matt replayed the moment in his mind. It was a loop that never ended, no matter how much he tried to purge it. It always began with J.R. behind Vanessa. Matt couldn’t hear anything above the city noise, but J.R. must have called out because Vanessa turned around suddenly. There was something in J.R.’s hand, but Matt thought it was a phone.

			Once he realized what had happened, that it had been a knife and that J.R. had murder on his mind, it was too late. The crowd had already converged on Vanessa and J.R. had slipped away. Matt couldn’t have gotten close to her even if he’d tried.

			It was a reflex that caused Matt to flee. Ironic when he thought about it later, but if he had rushed forward, if he had been clearly seen, perhaps he never would have even been a suspect in her murder. Arriving after the fact might have proved that he could not have killed Vanessa. Then again, maybe it would have made it worse, with the police figuring he had stabbed her, and then doubled back.

			In real time, however, Matt didn’t have the luxury of gaming it out. In the split second that it all unfolded, panic took over, and the only thought in his mind was that being at the scene of Vanessa’s murder was the last place he wanted to be.

			So he went straight home and got drunk.

			Matt hadn’t seen any lover’s glances between Vanessa and J.R. during the sexual harassment trial. When he had time to think about it after, though, it made sense that Vanessa had found her way into J.R.’s bed. She didn’t love Bradley and, for whatever reason—Zoe, or just fear of being alone—she still hadn’t found the strength to leave him.

			Of course, that was all conjecture on Matt’s part. He didn’t really know what drove J.R. to murder, only that something had.

			Early in the investigation, Matt had sent an anonymous tip to the police to investigate J.R.’s whereabouts at the time of the murder. Apparently, nothing had come of it.

			Matt hadn’t expected any different result. He doubted that there would be any evidence linking J.R. to Vanessa’s murder. His office was right next door to Vanessa’s building, so even if his image was captured on the plaza, it would not prove anything other than that he had decided to go out for lunch that day. Given that Bradley had started monitoring Vanessa’s phone, Matt was certain Vanessa and J.R. had been careful not to leave any evidence of the affair, which meant that there would be no way for the police to find a motive.

			It would be Matt’s word—Vanessa’s former lover who had just threatened her in court after she’d ruined his career—against J.R.’s—a man who’d undoubtedly swear that his relationship with Vanessa was strictly professional.

			Admitting that he saw J.R. commit murder would only have served to put Matt at the crime scene. Matt hated himself for his silence, but for his own self-preservation, he could not reveal that he had been an eyewitness to her murder.

			It reminded Matt of the justification he relied upon the other time he failed Vanessa. Just like when he joined Richard Lowell to reject Vanessa’s nomination to the Rawls Ryan partnership, Matt was once again taking refuge behind the claim that there was nothing he could have done to have changed the outcome.

			He could come clean now, of course. And maybe he would. But the official police position was that they’d arrested the right man and it was the jury that had gotten it wrong. For Matt to claim otherwise would make him sound like O. J. searching for the real killer.

			Matt also considered telling Bradley the truth. But he couldn’t imagine anything positive coming from revealing to Bradley that his friend was having an affair with his wife and then murdered her. Bradley would never believe it, and it would just serve to cause the man even more pain. On that score, Matt thought he’d done enough.

			Which meant it would be a secret that he and Vanessa shared. Like all their prior ones, back in another life.

			He remembered Richard Lowell’s pontification about how falling in love was a sure path to ruin. Even after everything, Matt didn’t think that was true. The opposite, actually. Being in love with Vanessa had given Matt’s life purpose in a way that nothing before or since had.

			The future was long, he told himself. In time, this period of his life would recede, and he would be happy again. He was hopeful about what lay ahead, forged by the lessons he’d learned and determined not to repeat his prior mistakes. One thing he would do again, however, was fall in love. It was the one truth that he knew could set him free.

			“We’ll talk again soon, Vanessa,” he said. “Tomorrow, I’m sure. And the day after that too.”

			Matt touched her tombstone in a gentle caress. Then he walked back down the hill.
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