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ONE

JIMMY CUNNIFF AND I are inside the shooting range at the Maidstone Gun Club a little after seven in the morning. For a change, we’re shooting at targets and not at people. Even better, the targets aren’t shooting back.

As ex-NYPD cops, Jimmy and I have long competed at shooting ranges. With rare exceptions, we’ve been better shots than the bad guys we’ve encountered along the way.

Jimmy still feels the need to remind me that he thinks he’s better than I am. I now feel almost obligated to remind him that in my humble opinion, nobody’s better than I am.

“We’re still just talking about guns here, right?” he asks.

“Among other things,” I say.

I smile sweetly at my partner. And he’s not that kind of partner, not now and not ever. I’m a criminal defense attorney, he’s my investigator and indispensable right-hand man, in addition to being the best friend I’ve ever had, or maybe anybody has ever had.

Like me, he’s also a survivor. At least for now.

It wasn’t so terribly long ago that we both survived a late-night shootout that turned the Walking Dunes of Montauk, out near land’s end on eastern Long Island, into the OK Corral. One of the shooters somehow managed to get away. The other wasn’t quite as lucky.

Jimmy and I aren’t here at Maidstone Gun getting ready for the next time. Neither one of us wants a next time, even though way too many people have been shooting—at both of us—since I began defending a local real estate guy named Rob Jacobson accused of committing his first triple homicide.

Yeah, that’s right.

His first.

Of two.

If that sounds like some kind of record, it probably is. People keep telling me I sure can pick ’em. But then no one has ever confused my line of work, or Jimmy’s, with church.

The gun club is in Wainscott, about twenty minutes west of where I live. The place has been shuttered for a couple of years because of a beef with the town fathers, mostly from neighbors who got tired of the soundtrack of their lives sounding way too much like an action movie. Now the rifle range and the clubhouse, with its covered porch and big-game trophies inside, looks like some kind of deserted movie set.

Of course Jimmy, who seems to know practically everybody in this part of Long Island, still has a key and the code that got us through the electronic gate on Northwest Harbor Road and past the sign that actually reads: ABSOLUTELY NO ARMOR-PIERCING AMMUNITION. Words to live by, as far as we’re concerned.

But I do dearly hate to lose, almost as much as I hate Jimmy’s Yankees, being a Mets girl and all. I hate to lose at anything, one of the reasons why they call me Jane Effing Smith.

One of many.

As we get ready to begin today’s competition, I am singing the old Aerosmith song “Janie’s Got a Gun.”

“Janie’s got a gun, her whole world’s come undone …”

“Well, maybe not her whole world,” Jimmy adds. “Just this little corner of it.”

“You continue to forget something, Cunniff,” I say. “I never lose.”

“Well, not on the big things.”

“You mean like cancer?”

“Yeah, that’s exactly what I mean.”

“To be determined,” I tell him.

“Shut up and shoot,” he says.

“Is that your way of telling me to stop singing?”

“Not unless you want me to shoot myself,” Jimmy Cunniff says.

We’re each using a state-of-the-art gun, a Sig Sauer P320 XCompact. And because this is part of an ongoing competition between two ex-NYPD cops, we’re using a clock. Cops use clocks. Ours beeps when we start the timer, telling Jimmy or me it’s time to draw our weapon, in what would theoretically be a shootout on the street. Or in an alley. Or even on the Walking Dunes of Montauk.

The clock doesn’t stop until after the last shot has been fired.

Jimmy has already set up a rack with a half-dozen steel target plates—six inches in diameter, three-eighths of an inch thick—that he’s spray-painted black to more easily determine the location of the hit. The steel is sturdy enough to occasionally withstand a bullet strike without tipping over.

When I leave a target standing, Jimmy usually tells me I shoot like a girl.

“Yeah,” I say. “Calamity Jane.”

It was what my father the ex-Marine used to call me when he started taking me to the range. I’d say it was right after I stopped playing with dolls. But the only way I would have ever played with dolls is if there had been an Officer Barbie. And probably not even then.

As the leadoff shooter, I step back ten yards from the plates—it doesn’t seem like much, but it’s the proper distance to test accuracy with even a fancy handgun—and wait for Jimmy to start the clock.

In civilian shooting competitions, missed shots are awarded zero points. Cops who miss lose points, then get smack-talked all the way to the parking lot. Or back to the squad room in the old days.

“When cops miss what they’re aiming at,” Jimmy says as he sets the timer, “they might hit grandma by mistake.”

“Or maybe, say, a client?” I ask him, grinning.

“Don’t give me any ideas about that bottom-feeder we’re defending,” he says, then asks if I’m ready.

I take a big deep breath, let the air out slowly, trying to get my adrenaline under control.

“Armed and ready.”

“At least you didn’t give me that cheesy line about being born ready.”

“No effing way,” I say.

I hear the beep and raise the P320 and start firing away.

Six for six.

They all go down.

But even after the last one is down, I want to keep going, reload until I’m out of ammunition and my hand can no longer squeeze the trigger.

I want everything in my life to be this easy. Aim and fire.

I want to stop feeling the way I’ve felt for the past eight months, that I’m the one with the target on my back.




TWO

JIMMY MATCHES ME WHEN it’s his turn, shot for shot, six for six. We’re just getting started. I finally edge ahead of him in the fifth round when he misses the last target.

“Oops,” I say. “Down goes grandma.”

“She had a good life,” Jimmy says.

He’s smiling. So am I.

“You can’t even beat a cancer patient,” I say. “Sad.”

That wipes the smile off his face, but then this particular subject always does.

“You know I don’t like playing that game,” he says.

“Trust me,” I say. “Neither do I.”

Truth is, I had already been having a day, and it isn’t even eight o’clock in the morning. Sometimes I get so sick between rounds of chemo that I’m up most of the night. Sometime around four, I drop off to sleep for a couple of hours, only to be awakened by my alarm at six.

Never mind that I almost called Jimmy to cancel. I arrived at the range, trying to act more energetic than the creature that inspired my mother’s childhood nickname for me: Hummingbird. He worries enough about me already, telling me every chance he gets that I’m going to get better, and that even if I die, it will be over his own dead body.

He stops reracking the targets and gives me a long look, as if he’s getting ready to interview a perp. “Tell me something straight, even if you are a lawyer,” he says, as if reading my mind, something he does with annoying frequency. “You sure you got another trial in you?”

“No doubt.”

“No bull is what I was hoping for,” he says.

“You should know better than anyone that the code never changes with me,” I say. “Live to work, work to live.”

I don’t add, or die trying. Frankly, I don’t like playing that game, either.

He wins a round, the sixth, when I finally miss. But I come back and beat him one last time, because we both know I’m not leaving on a loss.

“Rematch?” Jimmy asks.

“As much as I would like to beat your butt all the livelong day, I’ve got to get to the courthouse to meet with my new jury consultant, remember?”

Across an undefeated career in court, I’ve hardly ever used jury consultants. Certainly not for Rob Jacobson’s first trial, where he was acquitted.

Now he’s about to stand trial in Nassau County, next one over from Suffolk. Different county, but same charge: the shooting deaths of an entire family—father, teenage daughter, and her mother, whom Jacobson had known back in high school.

This time around, the evidence against him is even worse. Katherine Welsh, the new Nassau County district attorney, is leading the prosecution. Just two days ago, on the eve of jury selection, we were informed of a piece of evidence that had magically, like a baby being left on the estimable Ms. Welsh’s doorstep, shown up at her office: a time-stamped photograph of our client leaving the victims’ house the night of the murders.

I pleaded with Judge Michael Horton for a continuance, to allow me and Jimmy time to investigate; bless his heart, he gave us two weeks. That same day, I broke down and hired a jury consultant. Just being realistic, this might turn out to be the last big case of my career and to win it, I was going to need all the help I could get.

“So you’re still going to meet with Queen Elizabeth?” Jimmy says.

It’s what he’s taken to calling the consultant, a woman named Norma Banks. Norma admits to being eighty-three, but I think she’s dropped a few years the way people drop excess pounds.

“Come on, I know she’s old,” I tell Jimmy. “But she’s not dead.”

“Yet,” he says. “I was you, I’d drive fast to Mineola, just to be on the safe side.”




THREE

IT’S A HIKE TO the courthouse, just under eighty miles. I once mentioned to Jimmy that a trip across Long Island should be measured not in miles, but dog years.

“Don’t ever say that in front of Rip,” Jimmy said, “on account of how far he is past his sell-by date.”

Rip is my dog. I really did think he was a goner when I took him in as a stray and named him “R.I.P.” Now, because of tender loving care from the man of my dreams—Dr. Ben Kalinsky, who happens to be the top veterinarian on the South Fork—Rip shows signs of outliving us all.

It’s actually kind of funny. Eight months after being told I had a year to live, starting another round of chemo so soon before the start of my next trial, gallows humor has pretty much become my default position.

I promised Norma Banks I would meet her at the Supreme Court building, Nassau County, at eleven o’clock, traffic on the Long Island Expressway and Northern State permitting. She’s taking the Long Island Rail Road from New York Penn Station. Her apartment in the West Village is not far from mine, though when she moved in Nixon was president. Or maybe FDR.

The SiriusXM channel devoted to Billy Joel, a good Long Island boy, is now back by popular demand, but I switch to Doctor Radio, where I keep hoping to hear news of a cure for my cancer, neck and head.

The dream of scooping my oncologist isn’t feeling so realistic today, so I tune out the doctors and go back to rock ’n’ roll. As shitty as I feel, I’m ready to put this last round of chemo in the rearview mirror, as if I were recovering from a bad breakup, or a midlife crisis. I need my focus to be squarely on the upcoming trial.

Judge Michael Horton—I keep wanting to call him Jordan, because he reminds me of Michael Jordan, and is almost as tall, having been a shooting guard in college himself—knows what I’m dealing with, no reason to keep it a secret from him.

He hasn’t told the media that my “situation” was another factor in his decision to delay the trial. And District Attorney Katherine Welsh didn’t contest the continuance, to her credit. I’m more than happy to accept their help on this particular matter. Just not their sympathy, theirs or anybody else’s.

It’s worth mentioning that Katherine, who’s both Harvard undergrad and Law, is younger than I am, taller, prettier, and, as far as I know, healthy as a horse.

That bitch.

Only now jury selection is staring me in the face, even as I’m pulling out of a brutal round of chemo—something else I think should be measured in dog years, mostly because it makes me sick as one.

Am I going to be ready to start picking a jury?

Armed and ready.

I’m getting off the Northern State and onto the Meadowbrook when I do decide to tune in to Doctor Radio. Somehow, though, I hit the wrong button and land on a talk show.

And immediately wish I hadn’t.

Before I can switch away from it, I hear the voice of someone who’s clearly the host saying, “Rob Jacobson, can that really be you on our caller line?”

Please don’t be him.

But the next voice I hear does belong to my client.

Shit shit shit. On a stick.

“The man, the legend,” Jacobson says. “Accept no substitutes, Paul.”

“Thanks for reaching out,” the host says. “So what’s on your mind today?”

“Obviously nothing is on his freaking mind,” I say out loud in the car.

Then I’m pounding my left hand on the horn, causing the car next to me to swerve and nearly sideswipe me.

“Well,” Jacobson says, “we could talk about the homeless crisis in New York City, or if this is finally the year for the Knicks, but I thought you might want to talk about my upcoming trial.”

Behind the wheel, I am shaking my head and still talking to myself.

“I know you can’t hear me, Rob,” I say. “But you really are a raging fucking asshole.”

For the next ten minutes, ten minutes that seem to last longer than both my marriages combined, my client proceeds to do something I specifically ordered him not to do:

Talk about the trial.

Not to the media, not to the members of his family still speaking to him, not to any friends he might have left, not to any of his many girls on the side. Not even to the DoorDash guy bringing him his food in the house he’s been renting a couple of miles from mine in Amagansett, while he’s under house arrest.

Yet here he is, talking to Paul, whoever the hell Paul is.

Proclaiming his innocence. Telling the listening audience that there’s even less of a case against him this time than there was the last time, when in fact the opposite is true. Even saying “Bring it on” when he references Katherine Welsh, the woman who is trying to put him away for life.

“I am so anxious to get my day in court,” he says, “I wish it were today.”

He pauses, then adds, “What can I tell you, Paul? The witch hunt against me continues. If I didn’t know any better, I’d start to think I was a politician.”

Somehow my client saves the best for last, after reminding the host that he’s once again being defended by the great Jane Smith, whom he calls “The Hamptons Lawyer” and describes as the “undefeated heavyweight champion of the world.”

“And let me make it clear that I’m not really talking about her weight,” he says. I hear him chuckle. But then he’s always cracking himself up, even when under indictment. “If you happen to be listening, Janie,” he says. “Love you, babe.”

Babe.

I’m banging on the horn again then. This time the driver of the car next to me, a guy, turns and gives me the finger.

I give it right back.

He’ll never know it isn’t directed at him, or that when I scream out “Asshole!” this time, that isn’t directed at him, either.

I drive faster.




FOUR

THE COURTHOUSE HAS OFFERED me the use of an empty conference room for a couple of hours. But I see Norma Banks waiting on a park bench, smoking away.

I cross the street to the small park where she’s sitting, looking trim and fit for someone her age, sucking on what my father used to call a heater.

“The little snots wouldn’t let me smoke inside the building,” she says as her form of greeting.

“The nerve.”

I sit, trying to position myself upwind of her on the small bench. She might be a couple of inches over five feet tall, soft white hair that looks as if it sprouted from a cotton tree, accentuated by a pink sweater and blue jeans and running shoes colored both pink and blue.

She knows about my illness—and about my ongoing hope of being a permanent survivor of it. But I have this feeling that if I ask her to stop puffing away, she’ll tell me it’s a little late for me to be clutching my pearls over secondhand smoke.

Norma Banks just smiles, mostly with eyes the color of the sky.

“Don’t tell me. You quit smoking a long time ago.”

“I was one of those naïve people who didn’t write off the surgeon general as being an alarmist,” I say.

“Your loss.”

But I smile back at her.

“By the way,” I say. “Thanks for agreeing to work with me.”

“About time you called me,” Norma Banks says. “I was wondering when you were going to wake the fuck up.”

I instantly experience her well-known ability to read jurors even after they’ve been selected—not using technology, only those blue eyes and her fierce intelligence and her instincts.

Neither her age nor her granny looks, however, alter the fact that Norma Banks was—and is—one of the most prominent jury consultants in the country. She’s worked with everybody from New York City mob lawyers to big-ticket show-business attorneys in Hollywood. Every time there is a big trial, she hits the talk-show circuit, though after dropping a couple of f-bombs on Court TV, she’s learned to watch her language.

Having turned down the chance to work with O. J. Simpson’s Dream Team, she memorably commented on-air to CNN: “If the gloves don’t fit you must acquit my ass.”

Katherine Welsh has enough forensics to make them party favors. She has a murder weapon with Rob Jacobson’s prints everywhere except inside the gun barrel. And now—Jimmy Cunniff said this was piling on—she has the photograph of him leaving the house that night.

My client continues to say it was all a setup. As you can imagine, I get a lot of that in my line of work. But he’s not the reason I’m skeptical about the State’s case against Rob Jacobson. The reason I’m skeptical goes back to something my father told me one time.

“You want to know the only sure thing in this world?” he said. “That there are no sure things.”

“You know you got lucky with this guy the first time around,” Norma Banks tells me now.

She reaches into the ancient leather bag next to her, grabs a red-and-white Marlboro box. It was my father’s brand, too. He was another one who thought that warning on the side of the boxes was for suckers until he dropped dead of a heart attack on a barroom floor.

She lights another cigarette and inhales deeply and then sighs as if she might have briefly glimpsed God.

“With all due respect,” I say to her, “I like to think I make my own luck.”

“That’s a load of bull and you know it,” she says.

I am smiling again. I can’t help myself.

“Are you under the impression that all of my previous cases somehow won themselves?” I ask her.

“And are you under the impression that you’ve been involved in more murder cases than I have?”

She blows some smoke in my direction. I move my head to the side to avoid it the way you’d slip a punch. At least she’s blowing some kind of smoke at me.

“I know you think you’re one tough mother,” she says. “But it’s my job to read people. And what I’m reading with you is that you’re scared right out of your designer jeans.”

“They’re actually Levi’s,” I say. “But I see your larger point.”

In the still air, she leans her head back and blows a perfect smoke ring.

“So we’re clear?” Norma Banks says. “I think your client is guilty as balls.”

The twinkle in her eyes makes her look much younger than I know she is.

“Is that going to be a problem for you?”

“If it’s not for you, it’s not for me,” she says. “Now let’s both of us stop screwing around here and get to work.”

We’re walking across the street to the courthouse when Jimmy Cunniff calls and without preamble, because there rarely is an ex-cop like him, reports facts he thinks worthy of landmark status. Rob Jacobson is at the family town house in Manhattan, the place where his father and teenage mistress were shot to death when Jacobson was in high school.

“That’s impossible,” I say. “He’s wearing a goddamn electronic monitoring device.”

“Wore it all the way back to daddy’s house, apparently.”

“What can we do about that, unless they’re already on their way to pick him up?”

“What I’m going to do is drive to the city and then drag him back out here,” Jimmy says. “And not by his ankle, in case you were wondering.”

I end the call, for the second time today feeling the urge to kill my own client.

“Don’t tell me,” Norma Banks says, as almost like a condemned woman, she finishes off one last Marlboro. “Your client did something stupid.”

“Guilty,” I say.




FIVE

Jimmy

NO MATTER HOW MANY times Jimmy has told Jane that Jacobson isn’t worth it, he can’t break through. And without confronting her, he can’t for the life of him figure why she’d risk whatever time she might have left, because of the fucking cancer, on the likes of this guy, whether he’s innocent or not.

Jimmy shouldn’t have NYPD plates. But he does. He used to go out with a cute young woman from the Manhattan DMV, and she still takes care of him, this being one of his few relationships with women that didn’t end in a dumpster fire. So he parks directly in front of Jacobson’s Upper West Side town house and walks up the steps and rings the doorbell, jabbing it hard enough to drive it right through the wall.

A girl in a tight T-shirt lettered TALENTLESS and even tighter black exercise pants answers the door. She’s barefoot. It’s the middle of the day but the kid has what looks to be a glass of white wine in her hand.

“Can I help you?” she asks.

“Sure,” Jimmy says. “We can start with you telling me how old you are.”

“How old are you?”

Jimmy nods, ignores the question. “Dalton or Spence?”

Two Manhattan schools for snots like this.

“What are you,” she asks, “the truant officer?”

She starts to shut the door. Jimmy holds it open.

“I’ll do you one better,” Jimmy says, pulling out his wallet and flashing one of his fake badges. “I’m a police officer.”

“Shit,” she says, then whips her head around and yells, “Rob, there’s a cop here to see you.”

While she’s still looking up toward the second floor, Jimmy walks past her and into the foyer. A few seconds later, he sees Rob Jacobson making his way down the stairs as the girl runs past him the other way, spilling some of her wine as she does.

Jacobson is only wearing baggy gym shorts. He’s got chicken legs, but surprises Jimmy with what are clearly trainer abs.

“Well, if it isn’t fake detective Cunniff,” Jacobson says pleasantly, and salutes.

But as soon as he reaches the landing, Jimmy quickly crosses the distance between them, grabs a fistful of the front of the shorts, and gives him a good squeeze.

Rob Jacobson makes a sound like a chew toy.

“I know,” Jimmy says, still holding on. “I’m excited to see you, too.”

Jimmy nearly knocks Jacobson down as he shoves him ahead and to the left into the living room, one that looks almost as big as the bar Jimmy owns in Sag Harbor, finally shoving him into the first soft piece of furniture they come to.

The bracelet, Jimmy sees, is still attached to Jacobson’s ankle. The light on it is blinking, which means it’s running out of battery power.

No shit, Jimmy thinks.

“You know being here violates your parole, right?” Jimmy says. “And can land you back in a jail cell for the duration of the trial. You know that, too, don’t you?”

Jacobson gives a little shrug to his shoulders, and grins, trying to look as cocky as ever. It continues to make Jimmy Cunniff feel as if his own balls are being squeezed, practically on a daily basis, that he’s working for the kind of lowlife he used to happily put away. The only difference with this one is his bank account.

“I just needed to get away for a few hours and blow off some steam,” Jacobson says. “Have a little fun.”

“With another high school girl?” Jimmy asks him. “She is in high school, isn’t she?”

Jacobson grins. “They both are, as a matter of fact,” he says. “But, hey, they’re both going to graduate with honors.”

“Maybe they can finally nail you on nailing underage girls once and for all,” Jimmy says.

“They’re both eighteen,” Jacobson says. He grins again. “Unless they used a fake ID with me.”

“What a guy,” Jimmy says.

He resists the urge, and not for the first time, to slap the smirk right off his face, and permanently. They both know he won’t fire him if he does, or Jane. Jane slapped him one time and she’s still here. The reason is simple enough: Rob Jacobson needs both of them, whether he likes it or not. By now, you could write that in the stars.

“How’d you get around the bracelet?” Jimmy asks.

“I know a hacker,” Jacobson says.

“Of course you do.”

“He’s not cheap, I can tell you that,” Jacobson says. “But worth every penny. He got into the county system that creates the geofence. What he was doing was only stopgap, but for a day, he could expand my travel area for a hundred miles or so without a notification pinging somewhere.”

“What a guy,” Jimmy says again.

“The hacker guy?”

“No, you,” Jimmy says. “Jane keeps laying it on the line for you, which happens to include even laying her life on the line. She gets you bail when nobody thought that was even remotely possible. And this is the thanks you give her.”

“Hey, I love Janie. I even said so on the radio a little while ago.”

Jimmy stands. “Go get some clothes on. I’ll drive you back out east myself.”

“Somehow you seem to keep forgetting that you work for me and not the other way around,” Jacobson says.

Jimmy walks over to the couch and leans down, close enough that his nose is practically touching Rob Jacobson’s perfect nose.

“Do I have to greet you all over again?” he says in a quiet voice. “Just nod if you’re hearing me.”

Jacobson nods.

“And before we leave,” Jimmy says, still right on top of him, “I need you to do me a favor with those girls upstairs.”

“And what might that be?”

“Try not to kill them,” Jimmy says.

They’re just through the Midtown Tunnel when there’s an incoming call on Jimmy’s phone. He sees on his dashboard screen that it’s from Jane.

But when he answers he hears a woman’s voice saying, “This is Norma Banks.”

“You’re the jury consultant,” Jimmy says. “But why are you calling me on Jane’s phone?”

“She told me to call you,” she says. “We just got to the hospital.”




SIX

“YOUR GIRL WAS PISSED at me for calling 911,” Norma says to Jimmy, “once she came to, that is.”

Jimmy and Norma and Rip the dog and I are in my living room, all of us having finished the burgers and fries Jimmy had picked up for us at Rowdy Hall.

Jimmy and Norma had cold beers with theirs. I drank one of the many bottles of water I’ve consumed since Norma and I left the hospital.

The emergency room doctor at the NYU Langone Hospital in Mineola ran a battery of tests and concluded that what had happened was almost entirely due to dehydration, something about which I still occasionally get careless, and released me.

“That’s bullshit that it was just hydration,” Norma says to Jimmy. “It was stress, too.”

She has eventually stopped pouting that I won’t let her smoke in the house.

“Add some fatigue in there, too,” Jimmy says, “from having to keep looking over her shoulder all the time.”

“Look who’s talking,” I say.

On his way to my house, Jimmy dropped Rob Jacobson at his rental with a warning: until the trial starts, if he travels farther than the end of the driveway, Jimmy will call his parole officer himself.

“You’d actually do that?” Rob asked him.

“While wearing a party hat,” Jimmy said.

Even though I’ve already killed two bad guys since taking on Rob Jacobson’s defense, Jimmy and I both know there are still too many out there, and very much unaccounted for, and that if I start listing them now, starting with Rob’s own son, Eric, it would sound as if I were calling the roll on a dirtbag parade.

I give a shake to my head now and tell myself to stop thinking about them, or the world might once again start spinning on me the way it did at the courthouse.

For the next hour or so, we do manage to talk about the trial and not fainting spells. Well, Norma does most of the talking, turning over an unlit Marlboro in her right hand, while Jimmy and I listen. She’s started out by detailing her jury wish list.

“Since none of us has Human Resources to worry about,” she says, “let me tell you two that we don’t want any blue-collar workers and the whiter the jury the better. And I mean whiter than Wonder Bread.”

“Is that even still a thing?” Jimmy asks.

She glares at him and continues. “We want white people in that box, and we want people with money in their pockets. Clarence Darrow once said that most jury trials come down to rich versus poor.”

I see Jimmy grinning. Maybe he just wants her to know she doesn’t scare him. “I heard you dated him,” he says.

He is seated next to her. Norma Banks turns and pinches his bare upper arm enough to turn it red.

“Hey, that hurt,” he says.

“No worries, kid,” she says. “It just means I like you.”

I lean back in my chair, afraid that if I close my eyes, I might fall asleep. It’s been a long day, and they’re only going to get longer once the trial starts. Jimmy says he’ll take Rip out for his last walk of the day. Norma is going to stay the night in my guest room, so we can get up and do work together in the morning.

“One more question about the kind of jury we want,” Jimmy says. “Do we want more men or more women deciding about our guy Rob?”

“Women,” she says, without any hesitation.

“Even with somebody like him?” Jimmy asks.

“Especially with somebody like him,” Norma says.

“He’s a very bad boy, Norma,” I say.

“That’s what I’m talking about,” she says, her bright blue eyes practically gleeful.




SEVEN

MARTIN ELIAN LOOKS AROUND his restaurant, Café Martin, every table occupied, the main room noisy but not too noisy, the soundtrack really one of life and fun.

Comme le Seigneur l’a voulu, he thinks.

As the Lord intended.

And Martin knows he should be happy about this, happy about business being good again after he nearly lost everything, first because of COVID, and later because of his gambling, and the mountain of debt both had created.

He promised himself he would stop gambling for good after the very bad men to whom he owed money had threatened to kill him. That was before he saw on the news that his ex-wife, Jane, killed one of those men, even if she hadn’t done it for him.

Now the restaurant is back on its feet and so is he.

But for how long?

When he started gambling again, he told himself this time he would only do it in moderation. But Martin Elian is self-aware enough to know that this is an addiction with him the way beautiful women always have been, even when he was still married to Jane Smith.

When he had started betting again, small at first, he had done it legally, with FanDuel and DraftKings, where you could only lose what you put in. He told himself that this was just a way of scratching the itch, and that he would never again put himself into the position of gambling away the restaurant.

But then, after an early hot streak, he started to lose. Not all of his profits from Café Martin. But enough that he started betting with bookies again, thinking it was the best way for him to get even, and fast. Just this one last time. And not with his old bookie on Long Island. A new one in the city.

As much as he hated what he was doing, he knew it was more than just the familiar thrill of the action. There had always been a different kind of thrill for him, when he first started betting on sports, the danger of working with men he knew worked for the mob, making it even more of a guilty pleasure.

But once he got behind, the vicious cycle started up all over again. And then, almost like the natural order of things, he was borrowing from the same people with whom he was placing his bets.

Again.

Now he is more than just behind.

Martin Elian is drowning.

And knows a visit is coming, another part of the natural order of things for people with a problem like his. He just doesn’t know when.

FanDuel and DraftKings don’t send people around when you start losing with them. The only debt is your own. You’re betting your own money, not theirs.

He remembered reading a magazine article by a reporter in Los Angeles who said anyone opening a restaurant wasn’t just a chef or a business manager. They were gamblers, too, placing huge bets on themselves.

Toute la vie est un pari.

All of life is a gamble, that is what he keeps telling himself. Only his gambling is controlling him all over again, and not the other way around. He can’t shake the image inside his head: taking the kind of money coming in tonight with one hand and with the other handing it over to the men who are essentially his bankers. Just bankers with far more punitive interest rates.

As he surveys the busy main room once again, he sees the man who’s kept eyes on Martin since he was seated at one of the window tables.

The man is eating alone, but now he’s motioning Martin over.

Now he feels a chill come over him, fearful that this has become a different kind of big night for him at Café Martin.

The man is wearing what Martin, who prides himself on knowing men’s fashion, can see is an expensive navy suit, one that fits him so well Martin wonders if it has been made for him. White shirt. Tie the same color as the suit.

He has already finished his dinner, Martin’s own signature foie gras appetizer and the most expensive steak on the menu. Now there is only a glass of brandy on the white tablecloth. The man takes a sip, even that simple motion measured with the extreme precision of a surgeon.

Martin has already checked the reservation sheet.

Robby Sassoon is the man’s name.

Not Robert.

Robby.

It makes Martin think of the Sassoon Salon on Fifth Avenue where he used to go to have his hair colored. Not dyed. Just colored, to get the combination of black and flecks of gray just right.

Martin reluctantly moves across the room, nodding to some regulars as he does, then extends his hand to Robby Sassoon.

Sassoon smiles warmly as he shakes it, as if greeting an old friend. He has close-cropped dark hair, eyes pale as the color of water, skin that is almost as pale. Martin can’t help noticing that Sassoon’s nails are polished to a gleam.

“Arrêtez les conneries au travail,” Robby Sassoon says.

The accent is flawless, but that is not what makes Martin flinch.

It’s the man’s choice of words.

Let’s cut the shit and get down to business.

“Was there something wrong with your food?” Martin asks defensively.

“Quite the contrary,” Sassoon says. “The food was delicious, as I expected it to be. I have to say, Martin, that you’re quite an excellent chef, for a dead man.”

Martin hears someone call his name from across the room. He turns and manages to wave absently in the general direction, without even seeing where the voice came from, or caring. But he remains frozen in place at Sassoon’s table, this man threatening him in two languages, his choice of words as precise, as razor sharp, as everything else about him.

Sassoon is completely still as he keeps his smile fixed on Martin.

“Perhaps we should go downstairs to my office,” Martin says, “where we can speak in private.”

“Here is fine,” Sassoon says.

As he takes another sip of his brandy, Martin sits down across from him, suddenly wanting a drink himself. He keeps his voice low as he says, “Listen, I know why you’re here.”

“I should have come around sooner,” Sassoon says. “We were keeping an eye on you, Martin, even before you came back into the fold, when you were just dipping your toe into those places advertising incessantly on television.”

“Wait … how do you know about that?” Martin asks him.

“We know everything about you,” he says. “But what you didn’t know is that the new people taking your action now are actually our people. We just didn’t announce the merger to the media.”

Martin feels as if he has been cornered in his own restaurant.

“Nothing to say?” Sassoon says. “You’re not being a very affable host.”

“I just need until the end of next week,” Martin Elian says. “A friend is going to loan me the money I need.”

Robby Sassoon’s voice is barely above a whisper. “Don’t lie to me, Martin,” he says. “Or I will hurt you much worse than the others ever did.”

Sassoon idly picks up the dessert menu before putting it back down next to his glass.

“You called me a dead man,” Martin says. “But if I wasn’t worth killing before, why now?”

“Just a figure of speech to get your attention,” Sassoon says. “I’ve really come here tonight to let you in on how you can help me help you, if you can believe it.”

Sassoon still hasn’t raised his voice or changed expression. But there is something more frightening about this man than any of the others sent here before him. And something creepy.

The French word for that is effrayant.

“Tell me what you want me to do,” he says, “and I’ll do it, I swear.”

“Well, first I want you to pay up,” Sassoon says, “because this is the last warning, unless you want this restaurant, your pride and joy, to become our restaurant. And then I want you to tell any of your friends who like to gamble with the rent money what can happen if they don’t pay in a prompt manner, just to save me the trouble of telling them myself. Can you do that for me, Martin?”

Somehow the man’s voice sounds as if he is purring.

“Yes.”

Martin’s own voice sounds thick, hoarse.

“Tell them that while they like the dirty pleasure of gambling with people like us,” Sassoon continues, “they need to pay their debts, and promptly.”

Sassoon raises his right hand then. Martin can’t help himself. He flinches and feels himself redden.

But all Sassoon has done is reach across the table to pat him on top of his head.

“Dinner’s on you,” he says, then pushes back his chair, pats Martin on the head one more time, and walks out of Café Martin.




EIGHT

NORMA BANKS AND I finish our work by noon. We spend the morning talking more about the dream jury she’d like me to seat, the kind of technology and research she plans for the “whippersnappers” she has working for her, and she reminds me all over again that she doesn’t come cheap.

“I’m not in this for the love of the game,” she says but then, with the twinkle back in the eyes, adds, “Well, maybe a little bit.”

While we’re sitting in my car waiting for the Amagansett train to arrive, she says, “I’ve only been around you for a day, and even I can see you need to take better care of yourself.”

“You sound like my mother.”

“But one tough mother,” she says.

Just like that, another Aerosmith line pops into my head.

“Nine lives,” I sing, “feelin’ lucky.”

“Pretty sure you’ve gone blowing past nine by now,” Norma says.

“But who’s counting?” I ask.

She asks when we can next get together. I vaguely tell her in a few days, that I have to go out of town.

“You do know how soon jury selection starts, right?”

“I most certainly do.”

“Am I allowed to ask where you’re going?”

“No,” I say.

She shakes her head. “The tough mother here is you, Hummingbird,” she says.

Before she went to bed last night, I told her about my mother’s love of hummingbirds, her nickname for me, one Norma has already adopted as her own.

We hear the train then. She gets out of the car. But before she walks up the steps to the platform, she leans through my open window and kisses me on the cheek.

“You take care,” she says. “I mean it.”

“See there,” I say. “You do have a soft side.”

“Don’t let it get around,” she says.

I am telling Dr. Ben Kalinsky all about Norma Banks as we take an early evening walk with Rip.

In this magic time between day and night, the sun has just set over Indian Wells Beach. There’s hardly any wind tonight, just the sound of the waves, the whole scene convincing me all over again, not that I need much convincing, that our beaches are the most beautiful in the world. And this one beach, the closest to my house, is my favorite of all of them, making me want to live forever and not just for a few more months. Live happily ever after with this man, and this dog, and in this place.

I know I ought to be exhausted after what was another bad and restless night. But now I am almost hyper, doing even more talking than I usually do in the company of Ben Kalinsky.

“Funny story, by the way,” I say as my lead-in on the trip to the emergency room yesterday, something I hadn’t shared with him until right now.

“Yeah,” he says when I finish. “I mean, who doesn’t think a fainting spell isn’t a laugh riot?”

Then he adds, “You wait a whole day to tell me about this?”

“I didn’t want to worry you.”

“It’s a little late in the movie for that,” he says.

I switch the subject back to Norma, and what an absolute pisser she is, how much I believe she’s going to help me at trial.

“I’m telling you,” I say. “This old broad is totally rizzed up.”

“Rizzed up?”

“Means she has charisma, old-timer.”

“And just where did you learn that expression?”

“Netflix, of course,” I say.

We keep walking. Rip runs up ahead, occasionally chasing sandpipers, then comes racing back to us. I tell Ben about Rob Jacobson managing to take a day trip to the city without being violated, and how not knowing whether he might have murdered six people was still keeping me up nights, whether I was about to earn him another acquittal or not.

“And that’s not even the worst part,” I say. “Would you like to know what the worst part is?”

“Shush,” he says.

I stop. He stops. Rip goes bounding back down the beach, through the waves, chasing more sandpipers across an open stretch of sand that the water hasn’t quite reached.

“What did you just say?”

“I told you to shush,” Dr. Ben says. “As in stop talking. As in zip it.”

He is smiling at me. That smile worked for him the first time I met him and is still working just fine for him tonight.

“No one has ever shushed me,” I say, “at least not as an adult-type person.”

“Had to happen eventually,” he says. “Somewhat like this.”

Then he is suddenly kneeling in the sand and out of nowhere the last of the sun is reflecting off the diamond ring inside the blue velvet box he’s just opened.

I don’t shush him.

“You’re the one with the words, so I’ll keep this simple,” Ben says. “Jane Smith, will you please effing marry me?”




NINE

ROBBY SASSOON LEANS OVER the roof of his rented car and watches them with his new Pulsar Merger binoculars. They’re expensive, but worth it.

So am I, he thinks.

He has followed them here from her neighborhood, just beginning to get the lay of the land out here, learning her personal geography. Then he has waited for them to park and get out of his SUV along with the dog. When they’re down on the beach, he parks at the end of the lot closest to the water.

As they walk east, in the direction of what he now knows is the next beach over, the one known as Atlantic, she appears to be doing all the talking, almost nonstop.

Lawyers, Robby thinks. You have to kill them to shut them up.

Fine with me.

He keeps the binoculars trained on them until he almost can’t believe his eyes when they stop, and the guy kneels down, and can only be proposing to her.

Robby Sassoon wonders when the photographer is going to pop out of the dunes and start snapping pictures.

But no one else appears on the beach. It’s just the two of them out here right now. Them and the dog.

Maybe when the time comes, I’ll do the dog, too.

No extra charge.

He’s going to enjoy killing Jane Smith if it comes to that, which it probably will unless things change dramatically, and fast. They have history, he and Jane, even if she doesn’t know it. She has a debt to pay, too, just not like her ex-husband’s.

Somehow her getting proposed to like this is just going to make it better.

He tells himself to be patient.

Only a matter of time.

They are hugging now in the distance and she seems to be crying. Or maybe they’re both crying. Sassoon puts down the binoculars and walks around the car and gets behind the wheel.

He resists the temptation to walk down there and give her a pat on the head.

Plenty of time for that later, too.




TEN

I CAN’T STOP STARING at the ring. A shiny object from which I can’t turn away.

Diamonds are supposed to be a girl’s best friend. Just not mine. Probably another personality defect.

My second husband, Martin, proposed in the middle of a Central Park carriage ride, presenting a ring with a stone almost as big as this. I eventually ended up giving the ring back to him—throwing it at him like a fastball, to be more precise—after I discovered he’d been cheating on me, on multiple occasions, starting in the first year of our marriage. And then even later, before my miscarriage.

“See if you can regift,” I told Martin that night. “If anybody can pull that off with one of your girls on the side, my money’s on you.”

Only now it’s Ben Kalinsky doing the proposing, and I still can’t look away from the diamond.

What I can do is start to cry.

It’s not just because of the proposal. It’s because of Ben Kalinsky, who is every good, kind, honest, and caring thing that Martin never was. Now here he is, kneeling in front of me, asking me to marry him in front of God and Rip the dog. I’m standing on this beach hearing something I never expected— didn’t think I even wanted—ever to hear again.

Until he came along.

Until he chose to love me for all the right reasons, even after he learned I was sick.

There are a lot of reasons why I’m fighting so hard for my life. One of them is how much I love being a lawyer, and how alive that still makes me feel, even now. But the biggest reason is this man kneeling in front of me.

Now I’m really crying, full out, chest heaving, gasping for air. This isn’t the kind of middle-of-the-night crying I do in front of Rip.

This is different.

Much.

Ben smiles up at me, making no move to get up.

“Don’t cry,” he says.

I can’t make myself stop—or start breathing.

“I rehearsed a longer speech,” he continues. “I can recite it another time. But for now, I just want you to please say yes.”

When I’m able to speak, this is the best I can manage:

“No.”

The tears keep rolling down my cheeks. Maybe he thinks it’s the emotion of the moment. And it is. Just not entirely the way he thinks.

“No, you don’t want to marry me?” he says.

He stands now, and gently wipes the tears off my cheeks with his free hand, the ring box still open in the other.

Somehow he is still smiling.

“Yes, I do want to marry you,” I say, the words barely making it out of my throat. “But no, I can’t … I’m so sorry.”

He reaches over again and brushes more tears away. Even now, he wants to take care of me.

I love him, in a way I’ve never loved anyone. I know he loves me, even though being with me is the reason he’d gotten beaten half to death and then shot. All of that happening to a small-town vet. Yet here we are, and those eyes are just so damn kind, because so is he. As unflappable as he is, there has to be a part of him, big part, embarrassed that the ring is still in the box and not on my finger.

I’ve always felt he gave me so much more than I gave him. Now it’s happening all over again, in the best and most beautiful moment I have had in my so-called life for a long time.

And maybe ever.

I look down and see that Rip is standing next to Ben. He always knows when something is wrong. Suddenly he barks. It briefly makes me smile. Some emotional-support dog he is.

“I want to—but I just can’t—” I say. I’m stammering and I know it. “Can you understand that. It’s my cancer—the trial—not knowing how long—it’s all too much for me right now.”

“It’s okay,” he says in a gentle voice. “Really, it’s okay.” I can barely hear him over the sound of the waves. “You don’t have to apologize, for anything.”

I want to tell him to stop being so damned
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