
Chapter One

			Alex

			“My bailiff has advised me that the jury has reached a verdict. Who was elected foreman of the jury?” Judge Court asks with an air of indifference. She seems more concerned about how her black robes are arranged than the fact that we are about to close the case.

			I raise my hand. “I was elected foreperson, Your Honor.”

			“Foreperson.” She assesses me over the rim of her dark-framed reading glasses. Despite the pounding of my heart, I stand a little taller, waiting for her to chastise me for correcting her. She doesn’t. Instead, she seems to be holding back a smile. “My apologies. Have you reached a verdict?”

			“Yes we have, Your Honor,” I say, trying to project confidence that does not come naturally to me.

			“Please hand the verdict form to the bailiff.”

			I’m happy with the verdict I hand to the bailiff. I am savoring the feeling that justice is about to be served. I am satisfied that the jury has served its purpose but avoid looking at either the plaintiff or the defendant. I can’t figure out where to focus my attention as I wait for the bailiff to return our verdict. I glance at Vicki, and she gives me a reassuring smile. So do Sarah and the other members of the jury. Are they avoiding looking at the plaintiff and defendant as well? It sure feels like all the attention is on me. It’s everything I can do to keep myself still.

			Finally, the bailiff returns the paper, and the judge asks me to read the verdict.

			“We the jury, in the case of Aschbran versus Menjivar, render the following verdict. To the question of a legal contract with a noncompetition clause existing between the parties, we find that there was no legal contract. Therefore, there can be no breach of contract and no damages, financial or emotional.”

			From the corner of my eye, I see the defendant grab her lawyer’s hand. I can sense her relief from where I stand in the jury box. She looks stunned. Her lawyer leans forward to whisper in her ear and the defendant throws her arms around her, tears streaming down her face. The plaintiff is arguing with his lawyer, but the judge is smiling hugely. She regards me as though we’ve done the right thing with our verdict.

			Are judges allowed to show such emotion?

			I’m about to sit to wait for our next instruction when Judge Court motions for me to keep standing. “Just a moment, Juror Eleven.” She shuffles through the papers in front of her. “Alexandria Verita.”

			“Yes,” I say. Am I in trouble here? The air in the courtroom crackles with tension. She’s no longer smiling, and the delay is as painful as the dramatic pause reality TV shows use before they eliminate a contestant.

			“You said this was your first experience serving on a jury.”

			“I did.”

			She removes her glasses, carefully folds them, and sets them on the bench. “I didn’t mention it as the trial started, but this is my first experience as a judge.”

			I cock my head in confusion. Why is she telling me this?

			“You see, while you believed you were being filmed for a documentary about what it is like to serve on a jury, the subject of this show is really you.”

			I don’t understand and glance from defendant to plaintiff to bailiff to my fellow jurors.

			“Every person in this room is an actor. None of what we have done this week was real. The case was fictitious. The lawyers? Actors. The courthouse? Well, it was a courthouse once, but it has not seen a real case in years.”

			I’m starting to feel lightheaded, but I’m acutely aware of the cameras that are filming. I know they are trained on me. I hiccup from the shock of what I am trying to ignore. I turn to the jury, these people I’ve grown so close to over the course of the week, in hopes they will help me grasp what the judge means.

			“Actors,” Judge Court says as my eyes land on Vicki.

			“Actor?” I whisper, barely able to vocalize the word. I’m having trouble breathing, and my vision is starting to narrow. Sarah is suddenly next to me and encouraging me to sit. Vicki tries to take my hand, and I snatch it away. I can’t speak, but I want more answers. How is this show about me?

			“And though none of this proceeding was real, humanity was on trial this week. We live in a time of apathy. People draw conclusions of innocence and guilt largely based on appearance, yet you rejected that. Your keen attention to detail kept our writers on their toes as they scripted the court case.”

			The lawyers are smiling at me now, but I have no control over the muscles in my face to smile in return. My instinct is to run from the building, away from everyone watching me, but I am stuck in the jury box. I’ve seen reality TV. They’re waiting for me to laugh and join in this revelation. The judge keeps talking about my amazing leadership of the jury, but I’m stuck on how none of it was real. Sarah Cooper is real. I’ve listened to her podcast. Read her book. But Vicki… She’s an actress?

			You lied, I mouth at Vicki.

			“Alex,” she says so quietly.

			My name on her lips is a punch in my gut, and I push myself to my feet, the echo of her whispered Alex ringing in my ears.

			“She hasn’t gotten to the best part,” Vicki says, trying to take my hand again, trying to hold me in place. I step out of her reach. If she touches me, I will lose it. My heart is hammering so hard it’s difficult to catch my breath.

			I try to focus on what Judge Court is saying, but it’s like her words scramble and float around the room instead of traveling to my ears and brain. Everyone is applauding and cheering, and I can’t. I scan the room, desperate to ground myself. Sarah appears next to me and asks if I’m okay.

			“I need to get out of here.”

			Without another word, she has her hands on my shoulders, guiding me past the other jurors and out of the courtroom. I worry I’m letting everyone down, but I can’t stay in the room a second longer.

			




Chapter Ten

			Vicki

			I am in such hot water. I barely slept last night because I couldn’t stop musing about Alex and wanting to see her again. Not on the show but on a date, and I can’t date Alex. Not right now. But could we after? I should not have given her a ride. I swear my car still holds the faintest hint of her perfume. Wait…I shake my head, reviewing all the things I just thought and revise. I want to see them again. My car holds their scent, and would they wear perfume or cologne?

			We’re gathered in the jury room. I haven’t seen Alex yet, and just as my mind flip-flopped all night long, it continues, going from wanting them to arrive with time to chat before the day begins to hoping they squeak in on the dot so I can reestablish a professional distance today.

			“Good morning,” Sarah says, sitting next to me. At my mumbled “Good morning,” she assesses me and furrows her brow. “Everything okay?”

			“No! Nothing is okay!” I blurt. I grab her by the sleeve of her denim jacket and haul her to the small kitchen space off the holding room. I cross my fingers nobody will need the fridge or microwave this early. “I fucked up,” I say.

			“Say more,” she says, and it’s like I’m a guest on her podcast. She would probably invite me onto her show to talk about questionable morals and choices. I push aside the thought. It only makes me feel worse.

			“I hung out with Alex after the show yesterday.”

			“In what capacity?”

			“They needed help with their car. I gave them a ride.”

			“They?” Sarah asks, cocking her head. “That means pronouns came up?”

			“They did.”

			I can see Sarah weighing this. “Which means she trusts you. They trust you. So you were genuine with them. You created a space that made them comfortable.”

			“Yes.”

			“And you stayed in character?”

			“Obviously,” I huff.

			“And you didn’t talk about the case? If this were a real trial, that would be problematic, so it would throw a wrinkle in filming if you had to divulge that.”

			“No, we didn’t talk about the case. But we talked. A lot. And my brother helped fix up her car. Their car. And then we had dinner. I told my brother I’d be in character and he had to play along, but he said he thinks I can do better than my made-up boyfriend, which is so bad because I feel this amazing chemistry with Alex.”

			“Oh, no.”

			“That’s bad, right? I fucked up.”

			Sarah’s face doesn’t hide her disapproval. It’s as bad as I feared, maybe worse. “You need to tell the team, so they can assess what to do. Maybe they’ll give your boyfriend a medical emergency and rotate in an alternate.”

			“I want to be on the show!”

			“But you and Alex clearly have chemistry. If the two of you start to have feelings for each other, that could seriously mess with Alex’s head. They cannot think they’ve been messed with emotionally. That’s why I’m here, to make sure that Alex isn’t harmed in this process.”

			“I know. But I’m not lying about being attracted to them.”

			“I know that, but they think you’re Vicki. You’re not, and you’re blurring dangerous lines by inserting them into your real life. That’s why you wanted to talk to me. You already know you can’t do that.”

			I nod. That is exactly why I pulled Sarah aside to talk to her. Damnit if my eyes aren’t pricking with emotion. I don’t want to be Vicki. I want to be myself so badly right now. Even though I barely know Alex, there’s this sense of possibility that I can’t bear to let go.

			“I’m sorry,” Sarah says, wrapping her arms around me. “I can tell that this is all really hard.”

			“Oh!”

			Both Sarah and I start at the sound and step out of the hug to witness a very surprised Alex standing awkwardly by the door with a lunch bag in their hand. Those eyebrows… It’s like they are attached to all my nerve endings. When they go up like they are now, I feel the pull everywhere.

			“Sorry.” They turn as if to go, and I have to stop them.

			“Alex!”

			I glance at Sarah, and something passes between us. I hear her warning about not harming Alex in any way. If we are spending time together, even if it is only in this fictional world the writers have created, I cannot have her thinking that I’m seriously dating a guy. “Malcolm broke up with me.”

			This brings Alex to my side. Today they’re wearing cowboy boots and jeans with a formfitting green T-shirt tucked in. Have they decided to present more masc of center since sharing their pronouns with me? The pressed shorts and button-down shirts they’ve worn on previous days present significantly more androgynous. Today they carry themself with more certainty. They rest a hand on my shoulder. “Oh, I’m so sorry. When did that happen?”

			“He literally just texted me. He knows we’ll be going into court, so I can’t call.”

			Sarah’s eyes bore into me, but I will not meet her eyes. I’ll get a sense for what kind of wrench I’ve crammed into the gears when we meet with the producers and scriptwriters.

			“Can I get you anything?” Alex asks. “I could go check out the vending machine. Chocolate always helps, right?”

			“Always,” I say with a twinge of guilt.

			“Okay. I got you. Are you an M&M’s kind of person? Snickers? Twix?”

			“Plain M&M’s, if they have them?”

			They squeeze my hand. “Peanut are better, but I’ll get you plain if they have ’em,” they say and rush from the room.

			Now I can’t avoid Sarah’s gaze. “You’re playing with fire here, Vicki.”

			“I know. Oh, I know.”

			“And they’re right. Peanut are way better than plain.”

			“You can lecture me on both after trial today.”

			Outside, the doors to the court are now open, and Alex is waiting there with a bag of M&M’s they hand to me as we enter the courtroom and take our seats.

			Once the judge has called the court to order, she invites counsel to call his first witness.

			“Your Honor, for my first witness, I call Geoff Aschbran to the stand.”

			The plaintiff stands, adjusts his tie, and buttons his coat purely to cross the courtroom and sit down to be sworn in by the clerk.

			“Do you solemnly swear or affirm that the testimony you are about to give in this issue of matters shall be the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth?”

			Geoff sits straight-backed, very solemn and, I’d add, entitled as he holds up his hand and says, “I do.”

			We’ve been warned that real court can be boring, but watching paint dry must be more exciting than listening to this guy spell his name and confirm that he’s the plaintiff. Why does he have to confirm that he’s the plaintiff and that he knows the woman sitting at the defense table? He’s suing her! Of course he knows who she is. I can’t understand why it takes so long to get to the point. Is it important for us to know that he was studying psychology or that she was studying animal husbandry?

			Alex is writing furiously on their notepad, so I at least jot down what they were studying in college even though I seriously want to ask Alex if this is more boring than watching paint dry.

			“How did the two of you meet?” The lawyer has his hand in his pocket, his posture relaxed. He consults a notepad from time to time, moving his pen as he progresses through his prepared questions, and from what it seems, this is a game of a lot more than twenty questions.

			Geoff nods. He has clearly rehearsed this.

			“I was dating her roommate. She was never ready on time, and we’d get to talking.”

			“Did the two of you talk about going into business?”

			“We talked about it, yes.”

			“And how did that come about?”

			“We quickly saw the overlap between horseback riding and therapy. My brother has cerebral palsy, and we talked about the benefits of horseback riding. There are stables that offer therapeutic riding, but we got the idea for a mobile unit because we were always waiting on Janet…”

			“Janet was your girlfriend?”

			“Yes, and Ms. Menjivar’s roommate,” Geoff says.

			Alex underlines something forcefully, so I steal a peek at her notes. She’s written Roommate? and underlined it twice.

			They catch me peeking and make a face as if they’re thinking, Roommates. Yeah, right.

			Roommates? This sparks an idea I can take to the writers, one that might make the water I’m sitting in less hot.

			




Chapter Eleven

			Alex

			There is something about the way Mr. Aschbran says roommate that moves my attention back to the defendant. She’s not showing any emotion at all as he describes how they fell into a friendship that outlasted both the dorm roommate assignment and the relationship. She never looks his way, yet he keeps a steady eye on her as he explains how they brainstormed ways to make therapeutic riding more accessible.

			I’m writing notes as the alleged contract that the friends wrote together is entered into evidence and given to the jury to examine. I take note of how few of the other jurors even give the contract a once-over as it is passed from person to person. Most of the other folks don’t even have their notepads out. Sports Guy holds the contract in his left hand and after a moment swings an imaginary racket as if he is volleying the contract to Waverly, the old crone. She takes forever to find a stopping place in her knitting or crocheting—I don’t know the difference—before she can take the contract. At least she studies it briefly before passing it down the line.

			This is only the first witness, and nobody appears to be listening. Even Vicki is distracted, thumbing candy into her mouth and chewing with exaggerated slowness that, in my opinion, amplifies the crunch. I want to tell her we’re in court, not at the movies, but I can’t. I’m the one who got her the chocolate in the first place.

			Our fingers brush when she passes the contract to me, and though it feels utterly inappropriate, my insides whisper She’s single! But that doesn’t make her available. Maybe there are rules against jurors seeing each other. Beyond that, I am not gaming to be Vicki’s rebound.

			Am I?

			The document that has been entered into evidence as the contract doesn’t resemble any legally binding document I’ve ever seen. It’s scribbled on the back of a handout from one of their classes and is stained with grease and rings from cups or bottles. It reads more like a grocery list than a business. Ponies! Wheels! Accessible! City parks? More than rich suburbs. The most important thing is scrawled in all block letters: IN IT TOGETHER OR NOT AT ALL!

			I make a note of that and pass it to my left, but Scooby Doo Fred is snoozing. I poke him with the cap side of my pen, and he startles awake. Dude. We’re on the first witness, and he is already nodding off? I try for a What the hell! look but can hear my brother teasing me about how ineffective my face is at conveying disappointment.

			“You gotta get rid of the permanent smile,” he’d said. “Or nobody’s ever going to take you seriously. You ever seen a smiling cowboy? No. The Marlboro Man is stern. Tough. Not all sunshine.”

			Hanging out with Vicki’s brother yesterday has opened a floodgate of memories about my family. I’m literally thousands of miles away from them, but they’re still in my head.

			The defense lawyer stands up and smooths her hijab. Today it is saffron, which matches something close to a paisley pattern in her shirt. I’m pretty sure she’s humming the way she does as she gathers her thoughts. It’s too quiet to identify what the tune is, but her lips are in an “O” shape, and her head is bobbing.

			She approaches the stand and smiles at Mr. Aschbran. Then she tips her chin up, again as though there are teleprompters in the corners of the court ceiling. “Isn’t it true, Mr. Aschbran, that you and Ms. Menjivar did, in fact open a business together, thereby satisfying your agreement?”

			“Yes, that is correct.”

			The lawyer takes a deep breath and hums another refrain before asking, “And isn’t it also true that you asked your cousin, who is a lawyer, if this is a binding document?”

			“I did.”

			“At that time, had your cousin passed the bar in California?”

			“No. He had not.”

			“And did it take twenty-five attempts for your cousin to pass the bar?”

			“Yes.”

			“No further questions, Your Honor.”

			“Counsel, call your next witness,” Judge Court says.

			The handsome lawyer stands. Today’s suit is just as pressed as yesterday’s. Every hair is swept into place, and he smiles at all of us like we are the best of friends. “As my second witness, I call the CPA for TheraPony, Lance Wood.”

			I glance at Scooby Doo Fred as the CPA takes the oath, spells his name, and confirms his schooling and how long he has been an accountant. Scooby Doo Fred is leaning forward and blinking like a long-haul driver trying his best to stay awake at the wheel. Am I the only one paying attention? I surreptitiously glance around at the other jurors. Two have the notebooks we’ve been given open on their laps, and I’m pretty sure that Ripley, the woman who did the first talking-head interview with me, is doodling from the way she keeps tipping her head to examine the page. Even Vicki’s notepad is on the floor. She discreetly tips the bag of M&M’s I bought her in my direction. I shake my head, again thinking we aren’t at the movies, and it’s like she can hear what I’m thinking because she folds the edge of the wrapper and tucks it into her bag.

			Still, she doesn’t pick up the notepad. Why would they provide us with one unless we are supposed to be taking notes? I have no desire to be foreperson once we get to deliberations, but if nobody else is keeping track of the evidence, then how are we ever supposed to assess it critically? We are supposed to be a jury of the defendant’s peers. Maybe I am more invested because she so obviously falls outside of social norms, but I know that even if it were Mr. Clean Cut in the defendant’s seat, I’d be keeping track like I am now.

			The accountant is finally past all the stuff that they must have to go through for the court reporter and gets to information that seems relevant to the charges we will be deciding.

			“During the years employed by the business, do you have a record of how much money they made?”

			“Yes. At its peak, TheraPony was bringing in two hundred thousand dollars a year.”

			“Did you continue to be the accountant after Ms. Menjivar breached the agreement?”

			“Objection!” the defense lawyer says, standing.

			We are all waiting for her to state what she objects to. Even the judge holds out her hands as if to prompt the lawyer to continue.

			She’s humming again, louder, like she’s agitated or nervous. I think I recognize the tune now and turn to see whether anyone else is reacting to what I’m pretty sure is “Baby Shark.”

			“There is no evidence that there was a noncompetition agreement…” She searches the ceiling for more words. “Without an agreement, there can be no breach.”

			“Sustained,” the judge says, making a note. “Counsel, proceed.”

			“What was the annual income after Ms. Menjivar opened No More Stubborn Mules?” the plaintiff’s attorney rephrases.

			“Seventy-five thousand, the base operating cost of TheraPony.”

			I’m relieved that the judge calls for lunch after the cross-examination. We’re instructed to leave our notebooks and return in an hour and a half. All morning I have been wanting to talk to Vicki. Her offer to share candy makes me wonder if she would go to the movies with me. Not like a date or anything, but as something to do to take her mind off the breakup.

			Before I get out into the hallway, she and Sarah are already walking side by side down the hall. Disappointed, I settle for finding a quiet place to eat my lunch.

			I am conditioned to search outside since I’m usually trying to escape paint fumes during a break in my workday. At this time of day, there is no line to enter the building through security. Several of the jurors from my trial have the same idea I do and push through the exit doors.

			Eyeing my bag, Waverly gestures and says, “I think there is a picnic bench around this side of the building. Since you brought a lunch, too?”

			“I did,” I acknowledge reluctantly. Once I admit that, I can’t say I’d rather sit by myself.

			I needn’t have worried, because shortly after Waverly and I settle on the concrete picnic table under a canopy of shade trees, a bunch of the other jurors who bought lunch from the food truck join us. Sports Guy is inhaling a chicken wrap and talking to Waverly about how it’s too hard to get the calories he needs without eating meat.

			They look expectantly at me and the sandwich I’m eating. “Cheese and pickle,” I say, relieved I didn’t make myself a turkey sandwich this morning.

			“I could feel that,” Waverly says.

			“Feel what?”

			“Your sandwich doesn’t give off the same air of suffering,” she explains.

			Sports Guy studies his wrap. “My wrap has an air of suffering?”

			She nods. “I wouldn’t be able to stomach it.” She points to the other meals that include meat. The nachos with ground beef that Scooby Doo Fred is eating exudes “suffering,” as does the hot dog a goateed Latino guy is eating. “I didn’t think that anything could feel worse than the courtroom, but this is about to make me start crying.”

			“What’s wrong with the courtroom?” Scooby Doo Fred asks.

			“You don’t feel all the residual conflict from prior cases?” She scrutinizes everyone at the table.

			Nobody responds. I make the mistake of looking her way and meet her eyes. “There have been terrible, horrible cases those walls have heard, and from the feel of it, it’s never once been cleansed. It has to impact the new cases, and I have a bad feeling about this one. The walls tell me that many women have cried in that space. Do you think the judge would be open to a smudging?”

			Scooby Doo Fred chokes on the soda he is sipping through a straw. “You can’t be serious,” he says when he recovers from the drink he aspirated.

			“I am quite serious,” Waverly says. She lays eyes on each of us at the table in turn. “This court has upheld sexist expectations of women and punished them when they have dared to walk their own path. I tried to balance the energy after sensing the grave suffering trapped in this space. I put smoky quartz under each of the jury seats to promote healing and balance our masculine and feminine energy, but it’s not working.”

			“Are you crazy?” Scooby Doo Fred exclaims.

			“Can that hurt us?” Sports Guy asks. “I’m in training for a pickleball tournament. I don’t want you messing with my energy.”

			“It should improve your game. These stones help you with balance. When you are at harmony with yourself, you’ll notice how in tune you are with the world around you.”

			Scooby Doo Fred angrily crumples his trash. “The judge is going to hear about this. You’re not allowed to bias the trial.”

			“But it is already biased!” Waverly cries. “That you don’t feel it is more evidence that the room favors men.”

			“This is a load of crap,” Scooby Doo Fred grumbles.

			My palms are starting to sweat from their conflict. My heart is racing. It gets worse as others join Scooby Doo Fred’s side and demand that she collect her stones. I want to ask how they could possibly hurt anything. None of us even knew she put them under our chairs. I don’t care that there is one under mine. I can’t imagine that a bunch of rocks can undo bad energy, and contemplating how messed up and imbalanced our society is, it kind of makes sense to me that a space could be biased. Isn’t that what I felt strictly by looking at Mr. Clean Cut plaintiff and the defendant that Waverly said was on the granola end of the spectrum? The guys at the table seem threatened by Waverly. It’s all about power, I think. It always is.

			“I’m with a lot of you here,” I’m surprised to hear myself say.

			The whole table goes quiet, which is a relief and terrifying at the same time.

			I gulp. “I don’t get the whole energy thing, but it’s clearly important to Waverly. We have to work together on this case, so it’s important for us to listen and respect each other, even if we don’t understand. I’ve never once thought about what a room might hold.” I shrug, not really knowing where I’m going with this.

			“That’s true,” Goatee Guy says. “When my uncle bought his house, they had to…I forget what the word for it is, but they had to tell him someone had died there.”

			“Disclose,” Waverly says.

			“Yeah, disclose,” Goatee Guy says.

			“Guy in my neighborhood shot himself, and the house is still on the market. Nobody wants to buy it,” Sports Guy says.

			Waverly excitedly points at him. “Exactly! Because a lot of people can feel the negative energy that stayed in the house. Negative energy stays in all sorts of spaces, and it would be better if we cleansed the courtroom.”

			For some reason everyone stares straight at me like it’s my decision. “We can’t stop you from asking the judge if it’s possible,” I say. “Right?”

			I’m surprised when even Scooby Doo Fred begrudgingly says, “Whatever. Let the judge decide.”

			I’m not going to lie. It feels like a small victory, and I’m glad I spoke up.

			




Chapter Twelve

			Vicki

			“We should run with this,” Hiroki, one of my favorite writers, says. “I knew the two of you had chemistry. This is what makes great TV! Why wouldn’t we let this play out and see where it goes?”

			“I wonder how often people hook up when they serve on a jury,” Ryan says.

			“What you’re suggesting is highly inadvisable and exactly why the producers asked me to take part in this,” Sarah says. “My job is to preserve Alex’s emotional well-being, and allowing Alex to form an emotional connection to a fictional character is anything but.”

			“Ignoring the chemistry between us will hurt them,” I say. “I can tell that my dating a guy threw them off. We don’t want them doubting themself and their read on people, do we?”

			“What if you come out as bi?” Ryan suggests.

			“And your boyfriend comes around? That would make you safer to hang out with but also help ease Alex’s confusion?” Hiroki looks at Sarah as he says this.

			She’s weighing this against my impetuous decision to say my fake boyfriend dumped me.

			“That won’t work,” I say. “Vicki’s whole fear of sending her boyfriend off to the reunion alone is rooted in the old girlfriend snagging him back. It isn’t believable for him to come running back so soon.”

			“Unless he dumped Vicki to hook up with the girlfriend and immediately learns he has misjudged her interest,” Hiroki muses.

			“What was your long game when you ended the relationship?” one of the producers asks.

			I can’t tell him that my long game is for Alex to still like me after the reveal, to more than like me. I can’t tell him that I want for Vicki to be more like me, so I can assure Alex that who I have been with them is not a lie. “They’re not seeing anyone, and I get the sense that they were dumped.”

			“Wait,” the producer says. “Are we talking about Alex here?”

			“Yeah. Alex uses they/them pronouns.” I can feel Sarah’s eyes on me, but I can’t look at her because I’m unsure about how much to divulge about my interaction with them yesterday. “I drove them home yesterday, and we ended up having dinner.”

			Hiroki’s eyes light up “Are you driving her—”

			“Them,” Sarah and I say in unison.

			“Them,” Hiroki repeats. “Are you driving them home again today? Can we set up a camera on them? All the jurors are reminded not to talk about the case. So we could follow them and record what the jurors do end up talking about?”

			“I didn’t drive them today,” I say.

			“Totally inappropriate,” Sarah says.

			The producer says, “Is it though? She’s agreed…”

			“They,” I say in time with Sarah and Hiroki.

			The producer bows his head. “They signed a contract agreeing to be filmed. The mobile camera is on everyone having lunch out at the picnic table. What’s the difference if the camera covers Vicki and Alex if they get together outside of court? As long as Vicki is in character, we’re getting more backstory on Alex, seeing how they think, right? We might score some material that will tie in with deliberation and verdict.”

			Sarah voices her doubt. “That’s quite an extension from jury service.”

			“Is it, though?” Ryan asks. “Remember we brainstormed about sequestering them to get more material? This would be similar, only without the expense of putting everyone up at a hotel. This is perfect!”

			“And you’re comfortable spending more time on the clock?” the producer asks.

			“Absolutely,” I say, ignoring the cautionary look Sarah directs at me. “They wrote something down during court today that I need to follow up on. When Geoff was talking about Marlene being roommates with his girlfriend in college, they underlined ‘roommate’ a bunch of times. I think they’re hypothesizing that Marlene and the girlfriend were more than roommates. Could we work that into the case?”

			“How so?”

			I’m jazzed that Hiroki wants to run with the idea and do my best to create a legitimate suggestion. “I haven’t had very much time to consider, but Waverly has already pointed out that Marlene is granola. That would track with her being lesbian.”

			“Being granola does not make her a lesbian,” Sarah interrupts. “Plenty of straight folks are granola, and plenty of the lesbian population is far from granola.” She points to herself as an example.

			“I know it plays to the stereotype, but this is TV. Isn’t Geoff as much a caricature of the entitled straight white guy as Marlene is a granola queer? Isn’t our whole purpose here to challenge how quickly people assume innocence or guilt-based on how ‘presentable’ a person is?”

			“Does using they/them pronouns make Alex queer?” the producer asks. “Because I like the idea of pulling an important part of their identity into the deciding of the case. That aligns with our wanting viewers to reflect on the potential consequence of snap judgments people make largely based on appearance.”

			“Exactly,” I say, excited. “What if the business split because Geoff’s wife left him for Marlene?”

			“So it’s not about the money as much as it’s about hurt feelings,” Hiroki says.

			“Bingo. Jealousy makes good TV,” I say.

			“We could brainstorm how to bring in an ex,” Hiroki offers. “It would help if we had the rest of the day to work out a new scenario.”

			“We’ll create a diversion,” the producer says, and we’re released back to court for whatever will transpire for the rest of the day if we aren’t returning for more testimony.

			The collaborative brainstorming as the team considers the angles of an idea and develops it further is so exciting. I love being part of this energy and creativity and knowing that the next time we meet, I’ll be able to see where the writers take this small idea I’ve given them.

			“That wasn’t exactly coming clean,” Sarah says as we leave to grab lunch before we’re due back in the courtroom.

			“You steered them away from the love interest idea. Isn’t that the important part?” I ask.

			“It would be better if they knew how accurate they are about you being attracted to each other.”

			“You think they’re attracted to me?” I whisper.

			Sarah playfully shoves me. “‘Duh,’ as my daughter would say.”

			“So all I have to do is be as authentic as I can be during the rest of the trial. Then when it’s all over, I can ask them out.”

			We’ve walked out to the food truck to collect our lunches, and Sarah’s silence unnerves me. I want so badly for her to agree with me. “They’re going to feel betrayed, Vicki. They trust you. I worry that it would have been better for you to stay with the boyfriend. Then when it’s all over, you could say that everything was made up.”

			“Except for how much I really like them.”

			“That cannot be your focus right now. Use the time together to help establish that their insights as a nonbinary and queer person are important. Bolster their confidence, but do not play with their emotions.”

			The lunch group that includes Alex is headed back to the entrance, and my insides flutter as Alex slows and separates from them.

			“Are you doing okay?” They look like they want to hug me, and I would love a hug. Emelynn would love a hug. Vicki has a reason to be hugged. I cannot hug them. I put my hands in my pockets and curl my shoulders protectively. Sarah reaches over and gently wraps her arm around me.

			“I hope you know you can talk to me about it anytime. I am happy to help,” Sarah says.

			“I feel bad making you work when you’re on jury duty,” I say.

			“Nonsense. I went into marriage and family therapy precisely because I enjoy helping people. Alex? Anything troubling you? My calendar is free when they dismiss us for the day.”

			“No, thank you,” they say so formally I expect them to tack a ma’am on for good measure.

			Sarah squeezes my shoulder, and I see it from Alex’s eyes as the supportive action for someone still stinging from being dumped, but I feel in it the cautionary reminder that I must stay in character.

			The tenderness of the gesture makes tears spring to my eyes, which I brush away with the swipe of my wrist.

			Alex pulls a pressed handkerchief from their back pocket. Who carries a handkerchief anymore?

			They shrug apologetically. “It’s old, but it’s clean. I promise.”

			I take it, and the cloth is soft with age. I gently press it to the corners of my eyes. My voice cracks when I thank them. “You carry a handkerchief that you don’t use? Are you on a quest to find a damsel in distress?”

			“You’re no damsel in distress,” they say. “You’re a real person having a shitty day. I know how it feels.”

			Their voice quavers, and they swallow hard as they try to push away the emotion. They look so vulnerable that tears spring to my eyes again, and now I’m genuinely crying for how tangled this all is.

			“Can I hug you?” they ask quietly.

			I should say no. To accept is to step onto a slippery slope, but I can’t help myself. I nod once, and then their arms are around me, and my face is resting against their shoulder. I am absolutely me when I press into them and breathe them in. They smell like the mountains, like a field of wild grass and clear blue skies.

			“Alex!”

			We step apart much too soon and well after the damage is done. Hiroki and a camera operator have approached to ask about filming home segments for the jurors, but Alex isn’t listening. The way their eyes stay on me, I know they are as lost in the hug we shared as I am, as if the body contact has plucked a chord that continues to resonate. I am meant to be in their arms. I felt it. They felt it.

			I press the soft handkerchief to my face again. I am in such hot water.

			




Chapter Thirteen

			Alex

			I was nervous enough about going over to Vicki’s house after court without the added weirdness of a camera coming home to shoot a segment completely focused on me. When we’re in the courtroom, I’m so focused on the details of the trial that I don’t even notice the camera. I was aware of the portable camera following us to lunch but similarly tuned it out once Waverly got to talking about crystals. That whole conversation was so freaking weird it felt like we were shooting some kind of reality TV show.

			I pull out my phone to tap out a note to bring up the crystals tomorrow when we return to court. As soon as we got through security, we were shuttled right back outside. Something about the building losing water and not being able to resume court if the bathrooms are not in working order. There are sure a lot of delays. I would have a hard time if my workday was as consistently cut short as our time in court has been.

			It crosses my mind that reality TV often is built around interviews like the one I’m about to do, but I dismiss the idea. Documentaries must do individual interviews as well. I hastily tidy my room before Nick, the documentarian, arrives to film my home segment. Apparently, they’ve already been shooting the other members of the jury, which seems a little weird. Nobody has talked about it, and they didn’t tell us at the beginning that they would be following us once we left court. Now, they’re interested in filming us outside of court as the trial progresses to see how who we are as individuals ties into how the trial is decided. It’s similar to the voir dire process the lawyers did at the beginning of the trial, but visual for television.

			I keep my room tidy, but there’s not a whole lot I can do about the spaces I share with my roommates. All I can do is hope that Nick will want to use my room to do the interview. I’m wiping crumbs from the counter when the doorbell rings. Nick is there with a familiar camera operator behind him. I lift my hand in greeting, and he simply nods.

			“Do you mind if we film from the beginning? Part of filming a documentary is that you never know what tape is going to be useful.”

			“That’s fine,” I say. “Come on in.” What was the living room at one time is walled off to make another private room. I lead them through the kitchen with its small circular table. “I mostly spend my time in my room if I’m here,” I explain as the camera operator does a sweep of the kitchen. It’s super old with tuna-colored tile and terrible lighting, but I’m not home that much, which I explain to them.

			“How many people do you share the house with?” Nick asks.

			“There’s five of us. Two downstairs and three upstairs. We each have a section of the fridge.” I open the door to show them the shelves that have tape with our names to identify where we can store food. On the outside of the fridge is a list of common chores—taking out the garbage, sweeping the kitchen, and such—on a wheel that rotates, giving each of us a different job each week. “My room’s this way.”

			I lead them by the tiny downstairs bathroom. It’s convenient that my room is closer to the bathroom, but the downside is all the noise from the kitchen that filters through at all hours of the day. I’ve decorated my room with castoffs from jobs—a dresser I patched up, a desk with a missing drawer. “I didn’t have any savings when I left Kentucky. I didn’t even have a car, just hitched a ride with a family friend who also helped me find this place when it didn’t end up working for me to stay out at his barn.”

			“Are you a cowgirl?” He motions at my boots and then to a rope I have hanging on the wall.

			“I can barely catch a kitchen chair.”

			He smiles. “Show us?”

			“It won’t make any good video. I tried to learn from Tom. He’s the one who brings a twenty-mule team to pull a bunch of ore wagons in the Fourth of July parade.” I pick up a picture and hand it to him, pausing for the camera operator to capture the image. “My parents run the museum that owns the wagons. That’s them.” I point. “And Tom.”

			“Do you have other photos of your family?”

			I kind of laugh at that, at the assumption I have that picture out because my mom and dad are in it. I keep it despite the fact that they’re in it. I keep it because when my parents tried to tell Tom what an embarrassment I’d turned out to be, he said he’d never had any luck asking a mule to be a horse or a horse to be a mule. After driving across the country with him, I got to understanding what he meant by that. We had stops along the way where I earned my keep by helping unload and care for the animals. As hard as I tried to follow Tom’s instructions, I never got the hang of working with those enormous animals. I did admire his ability to read all the differing personalities of the mules, especially since that skill contributed to my parents recognizing that he got me better than they ever did. Tom agreed and said California would be a better place for me to live and invited me to come out here with him. My parents kept praying for my salvation, and those twenty mules turned out to be the answer.

			“Are you still in touch with your family?”

			“No need,” I say. “They’re only interested in my coming home if I’ll be the girl they raised me to be.” I run my hand through my buzzed hair and smile. “It would take a long-ass time to grow my hair out long enough to even think about going back.”

			“Does that make this Tom fellow your family now?”

			Tom’s a businessman. He doesn’t keep stock in his barn that don’t work for him. I wonder for a moment if he’s ever sold any of his stock to one of the businesses we’re hearing about in this trial. Too bad I can’t ask him with the judge’s orders not to discuss the case outside of her courtroom. “I guess he’s kind of like the uncle you see every other Christmas. But most of the time you don’t think about them.”

			“What about your roommates here, or a coworker? Anyone we could get on camera to round out the picture of who Alex is?”

			I shake my head. All I hear are the voices I left back in Kentucky telling me I was the girl in their photo album pictures. I was only lovable if I stayed the girl in those pictures. My family I could comprehend. Lilian I couldn’t. For a second, I imagine what the Lilian I’d been so happy with might have said about me to this camera. Risk-taker. She’d told me that once, that she admired the risks I took. She said they made her feel brave, too.

			Wasn’t that partly why I’d believed I could be even more of myself with her? But when I cut my hair and bound my chest, I’d lost her, too.

			“I’m not attracted to boys.” Her words are seared into my brain.

			“But I’m not a boy,” I’d insisted.

			“But now you look like one. That’s how everyone sees you,” she had complained. I couldn’t be who she wanted me to be. I’d never be a good Christian, either, in anyone’s eyes. And I know there’s no way I’d change any minds staying there.

			“Sorry,” I say. “It’s just me.”

			“No, no apology,” Nick says. “This is good stuff. Tell us about your business.”

			It’s awkward, at first, talking about myself so much, but the longer I talk, the more relaxed I am. I explain how I started with Tom’s place as a way to compensate for my keep and then branched out to people he knew until I’d gotten enough word-of-mouth praise that contractors started hiring out their paint jobs to me. “I’m proud to do a good job. A job well done makes me feel good. A nice, evenly coated wall or clean lines on my trim…It’s satisfying, you know?’ I’m a little self-conscious saying that. It seems like such a small thing to take pride in your work, but I guess that’s not everyone’s priority.

			“I get the sense that there’s a lot of folks out there who focus on speed and don’t care at all if their work is sloppy. Everything I paint, I do it like it was my home, like I am going to be the person staring at that wall every day. I want it to be perfect.”

			“I’d say it’s a rare thing for someone today to be driven by that kind of inner code.”

			I blush at the compliment, but I hold on to it like a treasure I can take out of my pocket later to enjoy again.

			“Are you on a job now?”

			“I actually might be. I kinda owe Vicki for some help she gave me with my car. She said I could repay her by doing a paint job. I haven’t seen what she needs yet.”

			“Fantastic! I’d love to get footage of you doing your painting thing, and we could grab Vicki’s interview at the same time. What do you think?”

			Butterflies rise in my stomach at the thought of seeing Vicki outside of court again. “You don’t think it would be a problem to do that when we’re still on the jury?”

			He waves away my concern. “As long as you don’t discuss the case, I don’t see why it would be a problem at all.”

			“It’s not really part of being on a jury, though,” I say, finding it weird that they would want to bother following up on my painting. Watching someone paint is about as exciting as waiting for paint to dry.

			“Like you said, you and Vicki can’t talk about the case. It would be great for the documentary to explore how difficult that might be.”

			I shrug. “Guess I’m game if she is. Since she’ll be doing one of these, too.”

			“We’ll set it up.” He motions to the camera operator to cut the recording and pack up.

			They’re gone within minutes, and I’m left in the quiet speculating about what it will be like to see Vicki at her house but with cameras. It’s about repaying my debt, not about testing the waters of whether she might like me or not. As if that’s a fair thing to presume when she just got dumped. I run my hands through my hair. The trial has thrown us together at such a bad time. I cross my fingers that the painting thing will help me sustain a connection to Vicki beyond the trial.

			




Chapter Fourteen

			Vicki

			When we reenter the courtroom the next day, assured that water has been restored, several of the jurors crouch in front of their chairs before taking a seat. I don’t understand and look to Alex.

			“Waverly told us at lunch yesterday that she put rocks under our chairs.”

			“Not rocks,” Waverly corrects. “Smoky quartz. I brought them to counter all the negative energy in the room.”

			Alex kneels and extracts a rock—no, a piece of smoky quartz—from under their chair and hands it to Waverly. Is there one under my chair as well? I investigate and find what appears to be a chunk of brown glass. With a quizzical look, I hand it to Waverly. She’s collecting them from all of us, stowing them in a reusable cloth bag. “There’s negative energy in the room?”

			Waverly places her finger over her lips and subtly shakes her head, her gaze on the plaintiff and the defendant. “We shouldn’t discuss it in front of them.”

			Happy for the excuse, I lean close to Alex and whisper, “What’s she talking about?”

			“She says that all the past cases are going to prejudice the court in favor of the plaintiff since he’s a guy. The quartz was supposed to neutralize the energy.”

			“Do you buy it?”

			Alex shrugs. “I mean, it’s probably true. Historically, I would guess things have gone better in court for men than women.”

			“Can I keep mine?” I hear the athlete from the jury ask. “I think you were right about balance. If I keep it in my pickleball bag, will it help me improve my game?”

			“Give me the smoky crystal.” Waverly holds out one hand while putting her other into her coat pocket. She places the chunk in the bag, freeing up her left hand. From her pocket, she has extracted a fistful of smaller stones that are all smooth and shiny, which she pours into her open palm. She pushes through them with a finger, and I want to do the same. They look so soothing. “What is it you seek? Balance? Confidence? Strength?”

			“Training for this tournament has knocked my confidence.” He reaches for a green stone.

			“That’s peridot. It’s good for a detox. Could reduce your stress, but it’s more for reducing anxiety or anger in relationships. I don’t think that’s what you’re going for.”

			“But it’s green. That feels appropriate for pickleball.”

			“How about amazonite?” Waverly says, plucking another green one from her palm. “It’ll soothe your nerves.”

			How does she know all this? She must be making it up as she goes along. I peek at Alex to see how this is landing, and they look as transfixed as I feel.

			“All rise,” the bailiff says as he does each morning. “Trial court of the State of California Seventeenth District is now in session. The Honorable Judge Court is presiding.”

			“How about a tiger’s eye?” Waverly whispers. “It’s great for power and motivation. It’ll neutralize self-doubt.”

			“Oh, that sounds good!” he says. He plucks it from her fingers.

			“How does it feel?”

			Judge Court bustles into the room, but they don’t acknowledge her at all.

			“Heavier than I thought,” the athlete says. He closes his eyes and curls his fingers around it and appears to be centering himself for meditation. “But it feels warm, too, maybe…encouraging?”

			“Good, that means…”

			 Judge Court clears her throat loudly. She’s leaning on her bench, fingers splayed, eyebrows high. “I’m sorry, am I interrupting something important?”

			“Clearly,” Waverly says. I have to bite my lip to keep from laughing out loud, and Court struggles to suppress a smile.

			Waverly pockets the little stones again. Then she raises up her cloth bag. “You see, Judge, I have healing stones. I carry many in my pocket to help balance various energies. You never know what kind of support you might require, especially when you have to spend long periods of time in an enclosed space with a lot of history. I brought pieces of smoky quartz to help with this space, but my fellow jurors asked me to remove them from under their chairs. With your permission, may I leave the others?”

			“There are more crystals?”

			“Yes, Your Honor.”

			“In my courtroom.”

			“Well, not all of them are crystals. I put a blue lace agate under your bench to amplify the voice of justice.”

			They
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