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for my family





I. Out East





PROLOGUE

In the grand scheme of history, it was nothing. A blip, a breath. The time it took Smith to pocket what might have looked like a matchbook or stick of gum to an unwitting child but was, in fact, 0.7 grams of powdered Colombian cocaine—flown in from Medellín, cut with amphetamine in Miami, and offered to him in Southampton by a boy whom he knew from nights out in the city; 0.7 grams heavier, he loped back through the crush of rhythmless elbows and cloying perfume which wafted up and dissolved in the damp and sultry night—the very last of summer.

Looking around, he realized it was really just a restaurant. By the front door, at least fifty people huddled, breathing down each other’s necks as they shouted names they hoped would capture the doorman’s attention, while in the backyard were hundreds more. Dozens of tables now shook with the weight of dancing, bodies lit with the particular mania reserved for the end of East Coast summers, when one becomes aware of the changing season, the coming cold. But for now, it was silk and linen, the expensive musk of strangers. Every face appeared familiar—some because he actually knew them while others only bore a suntanned resemblance, the pleasing symmetry of the rich. These were the faces which seemed to populate the whole of his young life: colleagues and one-night stands from the clubs called cool downtown. These faces had appeared at bars, brunches, birthdays, holiday soirees at which black tie was optional—and, before New York, in freshman seminars and frat parties, and, before that, on teen tours or tennis camps, where they’d been acne-spotted, their original forms intact. And here they’d all come, every one of them, to escape the inhospitable heat of Manhattan and enjoy a seaside breeze.

Picture him, stumbling. Six feet and three inches, he towered like a tree, bark brown and quietly handsome. Picture him crouched in a corner as he snorts from a key, the metallic taste of his tongue. The night gleamed back into clarity as he steadied himself to return—when out of the crowd, two men emerged, stern-eyed and square-jawed, barking orders he could barely discern. Calmly, he followed—he didn’t wish to make a scene—out through a side exit and onto the street, silent but for the bass of a bop that had reigned on the charts all summer.

Here is where the night splits open along its tight-stitched seam. The realization, arriving at a tan vehicle marked Southampton Police, that these men in khaki polos were not the club security he’d assumed at first they were. The night bled surreally. Smith watched himself be searched as if from a perch above, watched his limbs grow limp and pliant as they bent behind his back. The rotated view of girls in wedges; their clothes wrong, the stars wrong. Yes, the greater sense was not of shock, but unreality. All of this was staged. A prank, a punk—the actors in the front seat, too handsome to be cops. The men were swift and practiced. After he’d handed over five hundred dollars cash from an ATM upstairs at the station, they brought him down to be printed, ID’d, and photographed. They were done in twenty minutes, after which he was handed a paper slip and his things in a plastic bag, then sent back into the wounded night. He called an Uber. On the curb, Smith watched phosphenes blinker in the darkness, a chorus of cameras flashing. He’d worn, in his mug shot, a vintage Marni gingham shirt, loose-fit linen trousers, and a gently startled expression.





CHAPTER ONE

Smith awoke in a twin-size bed in an otherwise empty room. For a moment, he kept his eyes closed, allowing himself the simple peace of chirping birds, warmth. Then the memory of last night settled, darkly, and he opened them.

He had to get out.

Already, through the emerging fog of a hangover, he felt panic slowly filling his lungs. He rose and, immediately, began tossing his things into an open weekend bag: his swim trunks and linen, the Isherwood he’d neglected, then the clothes he’d last night worn, crumpled in the corner where he’d shed them only hours ago, arriving home. Smith checked his phone: 6:13 a.m. Carolyn wouldn’t be up for hours, but her grandparents would be rising soon—Ann to muddle paints in her open-air studio; Ed to take his café crème and recline with a Proust by the pool—and the idea of greeting them with any air of politesse, of attempting conversation over eggs over easy, filled him with a blood-thinning dread.

Yes, he had to get out.

Toting his suitcase, Smith cracked the door and took a tentative step into the hall—where, through the skylight at center, a sunbeam hung. It was silent in the way of all houses large enough to obscure small, human sounds. Smith slunk, quiet and cattish, down the half-turn staircase and through an Eamesian study, its walls lined with books beyond a wide cream sofa, two emerald ottomans, and, through an open window, the just visible crest of a Corten steel sculpture made copper by sun. Only after he’d called a car from the porch and watched it wriggle down the narrow stone drive did he look back on the house, this place where he’d wasted a year’s worth of weekends, drunk by the pool amid the wafting chat of elder bohemians, cozy in the cover of other people’s wealth.

This section of Southampton was not the Southampton of raucous parties, of the Real Housewives browning to leather beyond the pools of McMansions, but a more modest enclave, peopled mainly by artists who’d bought property cheap when such a thing was still possible. Wealth whispers, someone once said, and at this hour was silent—the Audi zoomed mutely under a canopy of fluttering oaks. The only others on the road were two Lulu-clad mothers pushing prams at an athletic pace. In other houses, people slept. Soon, they’d wake in observance of brunch reservations and barbecues and the whole town would come alive with the spirited hum of the occasion: the last day to wear white. So Smith was unsurprised to find the train platform empty; just a few harried-looking financiers in pastel polos moving markets from their cellular phones.

The landscape blurred abstractly as the train sped into motion. Smith closed his eyes and tried to think of anything else, but the night returned in smarting flashes. He’d never had so much as a detention in high school yet now had a felony arrest. It was almost funny, brutally ironic in the way of stories he’d heard about other people but had never had to tell himself. It had happened, though, he knew. Faintly, he could still detect the red abrasions where the cops had cuffed his wrists. Still ebbing was the Tobacco Rabanne stench of their station. And, as if to confirm it wasn’t all some illusory dream, with the terrified wonder of Dorothy thumbing her ruby slippers, he reached into his pocket to find a folded sheet: information for his arraignment in two weeks’ time.

An adrenal rush filled his veins and pooled in his throbbing temples as the train made haste down the length of Long Island. He pictured throwing himself to the tracks like some tragic Russian heroine; it seemed a lesser agony. The news alone would kill his mother on impact, he imagined, proving right a threat of which she’d tried to warn him all his life. He hadn’t listened, sustained instead by pleasing illusions, ones he was ill-prepared to break. Suddenly, the answer seemed obvious. Tell no one. To pay for a lawyer, he would liquidate his Roth IRA at significant penalty, or he’d represent himself in court, brushing up on legal jargon from reruns of Suits. Crazier things had happened. It would be, in a matter of weeks, resolved in a quiet way that didn’t complicate anyone’s idea of him, his promise.

The decision curdled the instant he considered the opposite outcome: The billboard lawyer he could likely afford, 1-800-GET-U-OFF, some nitwit who’d rob him blind, then defend him with the approximate prowess of a rabid baboon, more or less guaranteeing conviction. He looked out at the disappearing nowhere towns as the expanse of his life narrowed to a series of parole hearings and rearrests, flesh thinning like fruit from a rotten tree.



Outside, at Penn Station, the late-summer air was dense with the kind of heat that shimmers, rising from car hoods with warped paint and refracting off plastic heaps of garbage. But it was evident, also, in the exhaustion on every passing face, those left behind in the city of asphalt, concrete, metal. If the news could be trusted, some would collapse from heatstroke in their dank apartments; others would crowd cooling stations on Convent Ave. But out east, the lucky few who remained would gaze through curtained windows and remark that it was a perfect day for the beach.

Despite the weather, Smith couldn’t stomach heading back to his apartment, so he stalked the yellow glare of Eighth Avenue, past the fetish shops and bistros in the Village. In recent weeks, he’d found it necessary to roam the streets for hours, so that, arriving home, he was so exhausted, so wrung out and nearly dead, that he could slip into a dreamless sleep. On these walks, he was careful to route himself away from places of particular meaning. He preferred the blank reaches of outer boroughs, swaths of the city with which he had no association at all but which could still surprise him—sights as simple as the patterned scarf on a woman’s head or a particular brand of Parisian cigarette blinding him into a fugue that disappeared the day’s remainder. Hours passed this way, days, adrift on the brook of memory. Veering east on Bleecker, subsumed suddenly by a swarm of buttercream fiends outside Magnolia, Smith considered the residue of experience, how it accumulated like an inky film around an antique object, a sensation that lately felt freighted. And if that accumulation was already so painful at twenty-five, he wondered what it would be like at forty-five, or fifty—or, if those feelings fade, as they were said to, if that would be more unbearable still.

A text jolted in his pocket. Carolyn had woken and, finding him gone, texted you left without punctuation. A statement as much as a question—evasive in her way, so that any emotion could be read: confusion, anger, or both. She was the one snag in his plan to keep things quiet; already, he’d told her about the arrest, well, sort of, waking her at four a.m. to weep at the foot of her bed—a confession of gasping inebriety. He wasn’t sure she’d even understood how the night had devolved in her absence, her early departure somehow permitting his narcotic spiral. But she’d held him as he wept, then brought him back to bed and tucked him in with the assurance that they would sort it all out in the morning, as if his were a minor error, a shattered vase.

Lately, people had been quick to excuse his behavior, whatever it was; whether he got drunk and mean on a Tuesday afternoon or was sullen and remote for days, his friends and colleagues forgave him gamely, now that he’d been marked by tragedy. Though tragedy, that seemed the wrong word, at once banal and melodramatic. Inapt to describe what felt like a rift, a rupture—a pit into which he’d poured all sorts of stuff, booze and sex and quotations from the Bible, but found blacker and more cavernous still. He remembered before vividly but found himself grasping for an after.

It had been three weeks and four days since August 8, an otherwise unremarkable Thursday. Just as the manic city woke, joggers circling the parks and workers shuttling in by bridge and tunnel, a girl was found on the banks of the river, up near Soundview Park. The waves had licked her clean. Rushed to the hospital by paramedics, she was declared dead on arrival, then identified by a nurse as the daughter of a neo-soul singer, news of which was swiftly relayed to a tabloid that printed it by noon. Smith had been at work, in the middle of an investor meeting, when the vibrations began in his pocket. They halted, resumed, then halted, resumed. So insistent, it seemed as if the whole world were attempting to reach him. Excusing himself to stumble into a stairwell, he clicked the texted link and watched an image of his best friend render.


Socialite Elle England, Dead at 25



Strangely, Smith’s first instinct upon reading the headline had been to refresh the page, as if it were a technical glitch, literally impossible, this girl found many miles from where he’d seen her last, hours prior, at a party downtown for her twenty-fifth birthday. The calls kept coming and didn’t stop for some time. Early reports cited lurid and conflicting information—it was cocaine laced with fentanyl, no, heroin; she was found alive, no, dead. Seeking answers, some friends leapt into action to reconstruct a timeline, hour by miserable hour, from restaurant to club, puzzled by reports of the anonymous man with whom she’d allegedly left, headed where and why they did not know, sustained by the hope that their search would find her whole. The tabloids would print retractions. Apologies. Others had more morbid questions, and one in particular: Who had supplied that lethal dose, then left her there to die?

Within hours, it seemed that everyone in the city, including and especially strangers, had heard the somber story, reprinted in every tabloid and sump of celebrity gossip, mounting pressure on the NYPD to “uncover the truth of what happened to the daughter of a music legend.” The chief himself declared they sought to do so “swiftly and with discretion,” interviewing the disparate characters who appeared in the evening’s footage, still extant in Elle’s Instagram story. Dinner at Locarno, followed by dancing. There was no time for grief, nor were they exactly suspects. None had records, and all had sent themselves home by the time the doorman said she’d exited the club in the company of an unidentified man. Rather, they were necessary informants, coauthors called upon to fill in the gaps, not only in the evening’s timeline but in her life, her person.

It had been a long night as they trickled into the Fourth Precinct station, a group who’d gathered not twenty hours prior in utterly opposite circumstances. In lieu of espresso martinis, they were handed bottles of tepid water and led one by one to a windowless room. Coming out, some were angry: How dare they be called upon in the throes of early grief to indulge such insensitive questions, about her sex life and history with drugs; others, in shock, were nearly nonverbal; some had wept in that dim waiting room. But Smith, still suited from his meeting, had answered all of their questions about the years he’d lived with Elle, her personal habits, and the glamorous masses referred to by police as her “known associates,” with a cool and polish that startled even him. And—after being released with the instruction that they might need him, and specifically him, to return—as the others headed off to a bar, to trade notes or envelop themselves in the shared wound of grief, he had headed home alone.

And on the last day of that scorched and merciless summer, he took the same route home, through the trash and oil slick downtown, across the river, into Brooklyn’s frenzied music. Smith walked until his shirt was rank and floaters filled his eyes, the afterglow of arcs from open hydrants. He scaled the dingy stairs. Moving in three years ago, he and Elle hadn’t so much decided on an aesthetic as forced their things together in a bright collision of street-salvaged chairs and hand-me-down luxury: a cracked Hermès ashtray, a print of Warhol’s gun. Across the room, her door still stood wide open. He hadn’t closed it, he thought, for the same reason he hadn’t left the apartment. The room was just as she’d left it, a characteristic disarray of tangled linens and clothing strewn across the floor, as if she’d been in the middle of a task, a sentence, and had been called away. It had the effect of all magical thinking, allowing him to remain in the illusion of before. Before the sleepless nights; before the papers and police and patronizing smiles; before that summer soured into a haze of curdled days through which he’d stumbled, endless and without a destination beyond the quiet of a tattered mind.

In an instant, he strode across the room, closed her door, and it was after.





CHAPTER TWO

The next morning, emerging from an elevator bank into his office, Smith registered the cool observation of colleagues glancing up from their desks. He was late again, and there was no hiding. Sleekly designed, the office was a place of glass walls and communal tables, of polycarbonate and Lucite, built to mimic and uphold the company’s foremost value: transparency. Spelled CNVS but pronounced “Canvas,” the start-up was in the business of disrupting the brick-and-mortar art world with a direct-to-consumer model. What had happened already in industries from eyewear to health care now seemed an inevitability in art: tech usurping the gallery gatekeepers, with their stranglehold on taste. It was a romantic, populist notion, advanced as always by the graduates of Ivy League colleges, along with Sotheby’s MAs, ex-bankers in boot-cut denim, and software engineers in Yeezys. A representative assemblage of the corporate creative class, selected, as everything in the office’s open plan, for both their form and function. Smith slipped into his mesh office chair and, with a pair of formidable headphones, entered a world of silence.

He had meant to be a poet. It wasn’t so long ago he’d spent his days on sun-drenched collegiate lawns, scanning verse; nights in smoke-stale basements where anemics from the English department put on sparsely attended readings. A whole vibe he’d more or less retired on graduation. At the time, it hadn’t felt Faustian, this bargain. Poet was not a job, while content strategist, apparently, was. Even the scorn of others didn’t faze him. At a party senior spring, a red-haired actress from family money had said offhand that she was disappointed in him for selling out, going the route of their spineless peers, rather than reinterpreting Brecht in a Tenderloin trap house or whatever it was she planned to do, and when he’d replied that he had to pay off his student loans, she’d immediately gone white—well, whiter. Of course, she’d said. Yes, of course. He’d smiled. It was a lie; he hadn’t any. Rather, he’d found, like so many young people, that a casual interest in art-making and leftist politics came suddenly at odds with a desire for creature comforts. And so he’d landed here, at CNVS, where despite the Scandi-chic aesthetics, his role amounted to that of an analyst anywhere: an endless interpretation of data, indexed and transposed to reveal patterns on consumer preferences, what they read and bought and when, what they liked but claimed they didn’t, and how they spent their most intimate, aimless hours. It was his job to impose order on these currents, and most days, he enjoyed it. The white walls and clean lines and the neatness of an infinite grid; a life he’d carefully crafted, yet felt increasingly compelled to set aflame.



“Smith,” he eventually heard through the noise cancellation. He looked up to find his boss, Blythe, grinning in a way that suggested she’d been saying his name for some time.

“What’s up?”

“I’m looping with Hemlock today at six and want to at least have a blanked deck to walk them through ahead of Maxime and the content leads tomorrow, so can you shoot over last month’s KPIs before EOD?” Smith took a second to parse the sentence, one typical of her speech in that it referenced a number of proper nouns and acronyms spoken at such a velocity he could barely extract its meaning. She’d hired him, in part, because he’d displayed in his interviews a command of biz-school speak, which he’d learned to parrot from friends in consulting and the single “design thinking” course he’d audited in undergrad. A shared language, she assumed, implied a shared mentality, dispassionate and rational, which would make him a useful ally in the office.

“Sorry, what?” Smith asked curtly. A colleague caught his eye and snorted into her latte.

Blythe proceeded to repeat the exact same sentence with the same intonation and none of the words changed, then added, after a pause, an apology “for the fire drill.” Nonetheless, this time Smith understood. “Yeah, of course,” he answered, though he knew that the deadline would require his skipping lunch.

“Fantastic,” she said as she swept her drape of jet-black hair down her back. “How was your Labor Day, by the way?”

Smith felt his stomach lurch. Her large, dark eyes had a knowing look. Was it possible she knew? In a terrifying instant, he assessed the probability—being arrested in a small town meant small-town rules, police blotters in local papers so desperate for news they’d elevate DUIs to front-page status—but decided that it was unlikely. “Uneventful,” he answered.

But the anxiety lingered. Smith stumbled into a bathroom stall, googled his name, the location, and the date of his arrest, then scrolled through an infinite picture book—mug shots, the “mugs” in them rightly named, ugly and wrenched with disdain. He saw none that resembled him and, for once, felt grateful to have inherited such a common name. In New York alone, there was a David Smith serving twenty-two years for ditching a pound of weed from an SUV window. Another David Smith serving fifteen for vehicular manslaughter. And another, eight for rape. The fact that these stories, in their poorly reported legalese, had nothing to do with him was of no comfort to Smith, who returned after a bout of dry-heaving to his desk. He felt the unbearable weight of the unsaid, and it was growing.



“Can I call you back,” Nia asked when she answered the phone in a breathless whisper. Smith pictured her just as she was, seated in the Harvard Law Library amid hunchbacked hordes of the similarly studious. When he’d visited his sister last winter, he’d found that the gothic environment suited her. A hurricane of focused intensity, she’d zipped from home to class to her desk at the Law Review. Others, mid-December, looked sleepless and sullen, but she was enlivened. Asked over break if it had been “difficult,” as 2L was said to be, she’d answered quickly, “Yes,” then, “Well, no, not particularly.”

“I’d rather talk now,” said Smith in a leaden voice. He’d stepped out to the balcony of the twenty-eighth floor, where the afternoon air had the feel of wading into a lukewarm lake, his body instantly sheathed in sweat. “I need to tell you something.” His change of heart had come swiftly, and he was fearful that even an hour’s delay would reverse it.

“Okay,” she breathed. “One second.” He heard the yawn of a wooden chair as she took her stack of casebooks into the hallway, then out into the buoyant afternoon. Amid the brisk thrill of early autumn, Smith could picture lanyard-necked freshmen splayed out on the Cambridge Common, their laughter filled with dumb, essential optimism. Nia had always been the star, the sun, the firstborn, and setter of the mark to which Smith attempted to measure. And though they’d gone to the same schools and taken the same classes, she alone possessed a gravitas that earned respect from any room—which, lacking, Smith had learned to substitute with charm. “What’s up?” she said, returning.

“I’m gonna say something, and I need you to not speak until I’m done,” he said. She agreed, and he drew a labored breath before beginning to recount the night in question: From the group dinner with friends of Carolyn’s to the nightclub carousel of odious hellos, he detailed each exhaustively should anything prove relevant—he’d chosen to tell her in part because, though she had yet to take the bar, she could still dispense legal advice illegally. And as he told her, he was aware that he could be seen, if not heard, through the glass that separated him from his colleagues, who, if they looked closely, would discern from body language that the words caused him both pain and relief. He knew that once he spoke them, they would become a known quantity, a problem to be managed rather than something ineffable, unuttered. Words were a way to make meaning, but he distrusted them, also, not naive to how they could be spread, warped, weaponized. Recalling his body bent over the hood of a cop car, he gave into that submission. Nia would do what needed to be done. She would tell their dad, who would tell their mom, who would tell their uncles, aunts, and country cousins—an elaborate prayer network of scarcely known kin—breaching the many barricades he’d built around his solitude.

That evening, the heat wave broke. A pause, then panic, as the sky fell in an iridescent sheet all across the rush-hour city. Droplets struck the hot concrete and sent sighs into the air as workers thundered home, making umbrellas from whatever they could. Newspapers, backpacks. They huddled under awnings that offered relief. It was right, Smith thought, drenched and shivering on a subway platform, the train delays and traffic, the collapse of basic rhythms that allowed them to move through days of illusory order. They were not gods but warm, wet bodies in the grip of surrender.



Later, when Smith learned that his mother, upon hearing of his arrest, had collapsed to the floor of her kitchen, he thought to himself, That is so like her: the stagy dramatics, in contrast to his father’s stern composure. Nia relayed that their dad had been silent when she told him, “transcendently calm,” and had asked just one question. That, too, was typical. David Smith Senior was a man of well-chosen words. A man whose adolescence, on Chicago’s South Side, had endowed him with a street-weary sangfroid that cropped up in odd ways in his present life as a retired university president; he could be unforgiving about a speck of dirt on the carpet but often shrugged in the face of catastrophe.

His question was this—“What now?”—and by noon the next day, they had all shifted to it. On the phone, Smith could identify the background noise on each line: the street sounds of Nia’s surroundings, the ticking clock in his father’s home office. His mother’s voice sounded strained, from either observation or unexpressed anxiety. Lying awake the night prior, Smith had sensed her insomnia—her desire to call, scold, comfort—but figured Nia would have warned her off each of these with an insistence that nothing was to be gained from such an emotional autopsy; it was still too soon. So Nadine spoke in a tone reserved typically for the diagnoses she most dreaded delivering, vivacious women learning of seropositive tests or cancerous masses, treating it not as a moral failure but a clinical fact.

“The immediate concern,” she said, was “to retain a lawyer”—an effort to which they could all contribute. She herself would solicit the recommendations of her mother, a criminal attorney who’d defended dozens of similar cases throughout the years; Nia would hang back after two of her classes, Facts and Lies and Capital Punishment in America, to furtively consult her professors; and Smith would ask the Astleys, Carolyn’s grandparents, if they knew of anyone local. Tasked with this, Smith didn’t have the heart to confess that he had no such intention and had, in fact, already forbidden Carolyn to tell her family (or anyone else) what had transpired that weekend, fearful that the revelation would irreparably shift how they saw him. One’s reputation was a thing of glass. Still, he made a mental note to ask if there was some way she could subtly extract the information.



The first lawyer, Jordan Blackwell, came highly recommended for his charm and killer instinct. Even his photo on the law firm’s website—mocha skin beyond a wry white smile—radiated an alluring intensity. Joining the call, Smith heard his father’s voice booming and bright with the memory of some last laugh, which petered out before he asked, “David, is that you?” Smith confirmed that it was. “So, Jordan,” Senior continued, taking command, “it’ll just be the three of us. I figured that would be best, and we can relay the information to my wife and daughter afterward.”

“A family affair,” Blackwell joked, though gravely. He spoke without embellishment, breathless gaps between his sentences as he explained that he didn’t typically take on low-level drug crimes but, because they’d been referred by his favorite professor from Harvard Law and because he was familiar with Senior’s work at Whitley College—he himself was a Howard grad—he was happy to make the time. “David, you still there?” Smith confirmed that he was. “Great. Now, tell me about this arrest.”

Smith found his directness disarming, especially given that his parents had, in recent days, taken to calling it “the incident,” as if their very texts were a part of the record they hoped to have expunged. “Well, basically,” he began, “I was out in Southampton last weekend. And we were at this party or whatever, at a club, and—”

Blackwell interrupted. “Let’s try that again. If I’m going to help you, I need all the gory details, play by play, of the entire evening.” Smith’s retelling, then, became a collaborative exercise. He recounted what he could, approximating some details—the dinner and who had attended it—and, when pushed, essentially invented others, like the exact quantity of cocaine he’d had in his possession at the time of his arrest. All of this was punctuated and pushed along by Blackwell’s own incisive questions, which occasionally betrayed his motive, the pathways by which he hoped to have the case dismissed. Hearing that Smith had been searched by plainclothes police only once they’d brought him to a public street seemed especially of interest, prompting an aside—“That’s how they got Skip Gates”—to which Smith did not respond, unsure why the detail was relevant; Skip Gates had committed no crime, while he, admittedly, had. And after he had finished, Blackwell paused for an agonizing beat, then, with a certainty that teetered on arrogance, spoke. “I’ve defended my fair share of clients in the Hamptons; I had a felony rape out in Quogue last summer. And the thing about these Hamptons courts is, they’re used to two-bit local lawyers, so when a real city lawyer comes out, they know—forgive my language—not to fuck with us. Hearing the details here, I can say with utter confidence that I’ll be able to get this handled and have your record sealed.”

Smith heard his father’s long exhale. The man’s aggressive competence had put them both at ease; he seemed familiar, a killer whose rote precision was the product of a lifelong tightrope walk that left no room for error. And when he gave his word—“I’d fight for you as I would for myself”—Smith believed him. He listened as his father ran through a few technicalities, cost and timing, then ended the call with a mention of the upcoming Howard-Whitley game, which Blackwell confirmed he’d be attending. You could hear his gummy smile. “My man,” Senior said, reclaiming the back-clapping fraternity with which the call had begun. “We’ll be in touch.”



Though they were mostly decided, the David Smiths agreed in the interest of diligence to keep the next call on the calendar. The second lawyer, James Walsh, had come on the recommendation of a friend of Carolyn’s from East Hampton AA; his sole qualification seemed to be the successful defense of a reality star of whom she hadn’t heard. He answered the phone in a cascade of Hellos and How are yous. “I’m sure it’s hot down south this time of year,” he said, laughing affably and with a charm that contrasted Blackwell’s greatly, more relaxed and yet endowed with a salesmanship better suited to the trade of used vehicles. Smith pulled up a picture of the man as he spoke. Fifty-something with a good-old-boy grin and a careful quaff of blondish hair, he seemed determined to exhaust all conceivable small talk before arriving at the issue at hand. “All right, then, David Junior. Why don’t you tell me about your big night?”

Having dry-run the monologue with Blackwell, Smith littered his account with the agreed-upon details—which were appreciated, or at least granted safe passage without interruption, until halfway through the story, when the first cop appeared. “And did you get his name, this officer?” Walsh asked. Smith, obviously, had not. “Well, what did he look like?”

“Tall,” Smith said. “Shorter than me, but, yeah, tall. Brown hair, good-looking.”

“That was probably McClatchey,” Walsh confirmed, if only for himself. In truth, it would never have occurred to Smith that either of the cops had names, at least not ones useful to him. In his mind, they were faceless drones, Dementorial in their joyless authority. But Walsh seemed distinctly interested in names, in faces and exact locations. He was, or at least pretended to be, familiar with not only the arresting officer but the nightclub and even the side street to which Smith had been taken—“Behind a big blue house, correct?”; his familiarity with the shape of the scene added texture to the memory. The grass recovered its green and the night air its music, the cuffs clamped again around his wrists. “Well, it certainly matches the fact pattern of a lot of cases I’ve seen out here, plainclothes police manning the bars and clubs during high season to crack down on drugs and DUIs. May I ask, how many others were in there with you at the station?”

“Just one,” said Smith, recalling the only other detainee, who’d been brown and curiously pantsless—and all the others he’d seen, in the bathrooms, on the dance floor, carrying on without consequence.

“Huh,” Walsh said, and for the first time on their call, he seemed surprised. “Usually it’s a real party in there on a holiday weekend, especially Labor Day; that’s like their Super Bowl. They can get a bit antsy toward the end of the season with the weekenders headed back to the city. It’s big business, these arrests,” he said, his voice warm and remorseless. “So which judge did you get?”

Smith paused, and his father stepped in. “Judge Harrelson. You familiar?”

“Yes, I know Lisa well. My uncle was in the DA’s office with her for decades. She’s, well, she’s tough,” he said bluntly. “You know, really, I would’ve wanted to hear Lambert or even Donaldson, but okay. We got Harrelson.”

Senior cleared his throat and attempted a casual, golf-game patter. “So, James, what would you say are the odds of getting this thing tossed out altogether?”

The man sighed deeply. “Well, let’s see. I’ve defended a whole bunch of these possession crimes in the Suffolk County courts, maybe a few dozen, and with a young man like David—college-educated, no priors, parents at his side—he’s likely to get off with a little community service, drug counseling. And of course, you’ll have to pay the county fine, there’s no getting around that. But yes, in all likelihood, I’d say he walks without a record.”

“How likely, would you say,” Senior pushed, clearly hoping to hear something along the lines of the 100 percent or your money back guarantee that Blackwell had all but offered.

“I’m not a betting man,” said Walsh, laughing coyly. “But, look, as I said, I’ve known Lisa a long time. And she’s sharp as a whip, but tough. If it were Lambert, it’d be a different story, but Harrelson? Sometimes she likes to make an example out of kids who come out from the city and bring drugs into the community, but again, I know her and, of course, the DA personally, so my word goes a ways.” He paused. “May I ask who else you’ve spoken to?”

Realizing his function in the conversation was at this point entirely ornamental, Smith eyed the street below, its distant, ant-like frenzy. “We had a conversation with another lawyer yesterday,” Senior answered. “Man named Jordan Blackwell.”

Walsh made an unintelligible sound halfway between a grunt and a chuckle. “Haven’t heard of him. City lawyer?”

“Yes, he’s in Manhattan.”

“I’m sure he made you a bunch of promises, huh?” he asked, accepting their silence as confirmation. “City lawyers tend to think they can bulldoze their way in here, not understanding the nuances of the local courts. Look: If this were, say, a murder case, I’d recommend you go with whomever you think is best. But given what it is, which is something that could go really bad for you or, you know, could basically disappear, what you need is what I like to call ‘local color.’ Someone who knows the courts and the parties involved, and that would be me.”

Satisfied, Senior asked him for his rate, then typed the five-digit figure into an empty spreadsheet cell—a new car, a Rolex. And then, just as quick as it began, the conversation ended, again with the promise to be in touch, though this time spoken with a stiff formality. They would never know this man beyond his immediate function. Still, Smith knew—even as they hung up the call and entered another, where, with Nia and Nadine, they debated the merits of each: the hard power of a cool command of the law versus the soft and all the more insidious power of network—the answer was obvious. Pretending otherwise was a waste. They would go with the second lawyer, who’d refused a guarantee but had called the judge by name. Of course they would. He knew.





CHAPTER THREE

“We’re going with your guy, by the way,” said Smith during a lull in conversation. Across from him, at a table in the sun-slant corner of a packed restaurant, Carolyn arched her eyebrows. “The lawyer,” he clarified. “The one you suggested.”

“Are you serious?” she asked, her mouth open in awe, which spread across the rest of her features as he nodded. She grimaced. “I would hardly say I suggested him.”

“Well, yes, I know,” he confessed, though the fact had become slightly muddled in his mind, undergone the redesign of all good lies, which take on the veil of truth in their retelling. But her expression (was it anger? Concern?) recalled fully his recklessness. “We did our research, though,” he continued. “We talked to him, and he seems like the best bet. My parents agree. My sister, grandmother, everyone. It’s done.”

“Huh,” she said, glancing down at the menu. That day, she wore a cream duster they’d found together last spring in a consignment shop off Bedford Ave. Bunching like a robe in her chair, it gave her the look of a virginal bride in some Catholic pueblo, head haloed by a mass of blond hair.

“Anyway, sorry if this is boring you.”

“Not at all,” she snapped, her eyes pools of blue. “I just really hope that’s the right choice. You know I’d feel devastated, and maybe even partly to blame, if—” Their waiter arrived just then with a carafe of sparkling water and, pouring it, asked if they’d had enough time to look over the menu. They had not, but nonetheless each ordered a latte and one of the restaurant’s six takes on eggs. The man repeated their words back to them, eager to prove his attention, then carefully pronounced the phrase Excellent choice before leaving.

“Thought he’d never fuck off,” she said quietly. “What was I saying?”

“Just that you’d be devastated if I went to prison.”

“Hamstrung, suicidal even,” she decided. “Don’t even joke about it.”

Since he’d fled her grandparents’ house the weekend prior, the two had barely spoken. A few texts, a missed call. It was a significant silence, given their usual cadence. But he’d pictured her daily waking up to find him gone, overcome with fear and perhaps even guilt. Of course, now thirty days sober, she hadn’t supplied the drugs nor suggested the party, and indeed, at the moment of his arrest, she had not even been present, having sent herself home before midnight. Rather, summoned from sleep into his tearful confession, she hadn’t had the words. And Smith could sense her regret for that ineloquence, that inopportune aphasia, because all her life, in some sense, she’d been learning the language of addiction.

As a dancer in the early eighties, her mother had defected from a ballet company in London to train with Trisha Brown in New York but soon found herself routinely snorting blow between auditions before a slew of rehab stints introduced her to not only Carolyn’s father, a then minor downtown gallerist, but a redemptive second act. Now a behavioral psychologist, she studied the mechanisms underlying addiction, its early signals, and as a mother, she’d pointed them out to Carolyn, echoes of her own history—charisma wielded to allure and obfuscate, drawing people into her orbit even as it increasingly devolved to chaos. Still, Carolyn had never known moderation. As a child, she’d had a real problem with picking scabs until they bled, often to the point of infection. With drink, with drugs, with sex, with love, she was the first to call herself a glutton, and so she’d always known she would have to eventually stop, as had her mother when life became unmanageable. Yet it hadn’t been some squalid rock bottom but Elle’s death that finally made her try.

Their lattes arrived, and as they sipped them, they found their spirits leavened by caffeine, sunlight, and the petty gossip Carolyn had gathered up the road at her morning AA. She glanced around for her sponsor. “I figure if I’m going to do this, I may as well pick the most intense bitch in there,” she explained, outlining the woman’s infamous diktat: to attend ninety meetings in her first ninety days and check in, in person, afterward. “I’m literally three minutes late the other day and she spends the better part of an hour scolding me, saying how tardiness implies I think my time is more important than hers. She called me a selfish twit.” Smith laughed loudly and for a longer time than intended, like an abstinent back to bingeing. He hadn’t had cause to laugh like that in weeks, so the outburst loosened them both, relieving their earlier tension. “Oh my God,” she continued in a whisper once he’d quieted. “I haven’t even told you what happened yesterday at Dmitri’s.”

For the past year, she had worked as the studio assistant to an interior designer named Dmitri Petrovna, known for re-outfitting the homes of Manhattan’s rich in post-Soviet austerity. His rooms were unmistakable, a minimalism so arch it became avant-garde: Tribeca lofts and West Village brownstones utterly devoid of satisfactory seating. Carolyn despised his work but enjoyed the job’s many perks—invitations to glamorous parties, discarded gifts, and weeks-long stays at the Chateau Marmont whenever she accompanied him to Los Angeles. Yesterday, she explained, Petrovna had asked her to deliver a gift on the occasion of a good friend’s opening. This friend was a chef and restaurateur of enough renown that even Smith, whose ambivalence about fine dining had long been a joke between them, perked up when she said it. She’d arrived at the restaurant around noon, when his assistant had said he’d be there consulting on the prix fixe menu for opening night. The restaurant, Inducio, was a pan-Asian blend that would become known in a matter of days for serving a duck-egg fetus so rich it would be described in a rave review as “an experience of indulgence not unlike Tantalus’s first doomed taste of ambrosia.” These duck eggs, among other otherworldly delicacies, would be served in the cavernous dining room that Carolyn had entered, which could seat three hundred across a third as many tables. It recalled other colosseums of downtown dining, which evoked both the scale and the inconceivable wealth of the city they inhabited. And into this theater of excess she’d walked, hands grazing the velvet that dressed every booth, confidently toward the man.

Explaining that she was Dmitri’s assistant, she’d watched his face bloom with the memory of their last interaction, months before, through which she’d stuttered charmlessly, undone by two days without sleep. But a month’s sobriety had restored to her face a placid beauty. It was thin, clear, angular, and gazing upon it, in comparison to its lesser twin in his memory, he’d actually said the word Wow.

Seeing where this story was headed, Smith insisted she pause so that he could google the man. In the portrait preferred by the internet, he wore a chef’s hat and apron, his stature cropped by the edges of the pass through which he’d been pictured. He was Asian, perhaps half, with a brush of thick black hair and an evenly brown complexion. Though now in his fifties, he’d managed to maintain the boyish allure that had earned him the nickname “Tomcat à Toque” in an article detailing his romantic exploits over the past quarter century.

He’d quickly ended his meeting—the 1,200 banana leaves ordered for their opening week’s mok pa would be plenty—and joined Carolyn in the next booth, asking if she wanted a tour. “Obviously, I agreed,” she said, taking a bite of her Benedict. He stood five foot eight, barely clearing her shoulders, but his honey skin and mean, narrow eyes were a draw; she’d eaten her high-school prom dinner at one of his uptown restaurants. He’d beckoned her past the bar, where a hidden door opened into a den-like room with sunken floors. She was complimenting the decor when he placed his hand on her lower back, stared at her for a second—the awkward half-light catching a bead of sweat on his forehead—then leaned in and kissed her deeply. Startled, she kissed him back (“It seemed rude not to”), then, after several minutes of tongues entwined, excused herself and left the restaurant swiftly.

“I called my sponsor right after,” she told Smith, describing the thrill and guilt she felt then, slipping out of the restaurant onto Eighth Avenue. Like a relapse without touching a bottle, a powder, a pill. “I told her everything, for some reason. I suppose I was craving absolution, and I figured she was going to yell at me or call me a twit again, but she just sighed into the phone and said, ‘Of course your desire for chaos will long outlast your desire to drink.’ ” The chaos to which she referred: Carolyn knew that Rune was married, had just had a son. His wife was a design editor, profiled often by publications who referred to her as their “girl crush” or “style guru,” mused adoringly over how she “got it done.” The two had even met once, at a party. “Still, I didn’t give her a single thought in the moment.”

Smith appreciated this quality of Carolyn’s, unapologetic about what she desired, even when it teetered on narcissism. She moved through life as one hopes to move through any party, a frothy champagne whisper, never in any one place long enough to grow dull. “I do think my sponsor was right, though,” Carolyn considered, peering out the open window. “About the chaos. If I’m not going to drink, I need to at least do something interesting.”

“So you’re going to see him again?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. He’s been texting.” She pulled up the three messages he’d sent that morning, which joined two unanswered ones from the day prior to construct a thoroughly one-sided conversation. Not just u ups and hrus but the kind of florid odes to her beauty that men in their fifties favor. Smith knew that she would text him back, eventually, providing the excuse that she “just saw this,” as if her phone were some funny cipher that didn’t deliver messages immediately on receipt but at its leisure. He knew that even if, or perhaps because, she liked him, she would affect disinterest with the goal of renegotiating her relative power, which, while middling in the structural sense, was clearly immense interpersonally, and that this would work because it always did.

From her, Smith had gleaned many of the strategies that allowed one to move through life with an air of apparent ease. It was easy enough to sink ships if you dealt charm and coldness out in equal measure, made good jokes all through dinner, then left before dessert. He remembered so clearly the night they met, at a kegger their third week of college; she’d caught him by the arm to compliment his white pants, and he’d allowed his eyes to widen, pretending to have just noticed her, though he’d seen her walking in, looking expensive and bored, and had observed the subtle libidinal shift that always arises in a room when a fresh object of envy enters.

Still, years later, he sometimes caught himself watching her like that, as a character on-screen. He wondered—as he often had with the heroines of his favorite books and films—what it would be like to be his own aesthetic opposite, to have his body so tethered to the age-old markers of beauty, class, and desire as to be the default center of any room.
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