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​Chapter One - The Bar in the Dream
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The bar has no name.

Ezra has been here long enough to know that — long enough to have stopped looking for a sign above the door or a napkin with a logo printed on it, long enough to understand that this place is not the kind that announces itself. It simply is. It exists in the specific way of things that have always existed, that were here before you arrived and will be here after you leave, if leaving is even a thing that happens here.

The light is amber. It is always amber — low and particular, the kind of light that makes every surface look like it holds something warmer than it actually does. The bar itself is dark wood, the long kind, with stools that are neither comfortable nor uncomfortable, just present, the way furniture in dreams is present: you know it's there without having to decide to believe in it. Behind the bar there is no bartender. There has never been a bartender. The glasses are full when you need them to be.

The jukebox is in the corner.

It plays something Ezra can never name after waking — never the title, never the artist, barely even the melody. What remains is the feeling of it, which lives not in the ear but somewhere lower, in the place behind the sternum where old things settle. Whatever it is, it has been playing for as long as Ezra has been coming here. He has stopped wondering who chose it.

He sits at the bar.

He has a glass. He doesn't drink from it. He is waiting.

This is the part he can never explain, even to himself — the quality of the waiting. It is not the anxious kind. It is not the resigned kind, which is the only other kind Ezra has allowed himself in his waking life. It is something else, something with no name in the professional vocabulary he has been building since he was twenty-two years old. It is the feeling of a question you have been holding for so long that you have stopped expecting an answer, and now the answer is on its way, and the feeling is not relief exactly, but the thing that lives in the same neighborhood as relief.

Across the room, a man sits at a table.

Ezra cannot see his face. This is simply how it is — the amber light arranging itself strategically, the angle of the man's head, some quality of the dream's grammar that withholds what it withholds. What Ezra can see is the shape of him: broad through the shoulders, a stillness that does not read as stillness so much as contained energy, the way certain large animals are still — not at rest but waiting, like him.

And the hands.

Ezra can always see the hands. They rest on the table, palms down, and there is something about them — he could not say what, could not stand in a courtroom and argue it with any rigor — that he knows. That is the only word. He knows them. In the way you know certain pieces of music before you've been told what they are, in the way you know a room you have never been in but have somehow always been in. He knows those hands.

The man across the room stirs. His head lifts, just slightly — not enough to be seen, but enough to be felt, the way presence can be felt even in the dark.

Ezra reaches.

He reaches across the bar, across the air, across whatever twelve feet of amber-lit space is between them, reaches with the specific urgency of someone who is about to lose something and does not have a name for it yet —

The alarm.

Six fifteen a.m. The apartment. The ceiling, which is the same ceiling it always is and does not have amber light, does not have a jukebox, does not have the person across the room — the person whose hands Ezra has been reaching for in the dark for longer than he would, under any other circumstances, permit.

Ezra lay still for four seconds.

He had learned to give himself four seconds. Not to mourn the dream — mourning the dream was a luxury he did not extend to himself — but simply to let it leave properly, the way you clear a courtroom before the next session. Four seconds, and then the day.

He sat up.

His apartment in the morning had a specific quality he had come to associate with rightness: clean lines, controlled light, the smell of cedar and the absence of other people. The books were arranged by subject along the south wall, which was the longest wall, floor to ceiling, the kind of shelving that had required a professional to install and that had cost more than his first month's rent at his first apartment and that he had never once regretted. There were no photographs on the walls. There was a mirror in the hallway, framed in black, and he passed it on the way to the kitchen every morning.

The plant on the windowsill had survived four years. He watered it on Sundays and talked to it occasionally, in the specific way of people who live alone and have stopped being self-conscious about it. It was a peace lily, which Ezra had bought without knowing its name and had looked up afterward and found appropriate in an ironic way he did not allow himself to dwell on.

He made coffee with the particular attention he brought to anything worth doing well. The grind, the temperature, the ratio — these were not small things. In the architecture of a morning, they were load-bearing. He stood at the counter while the coffee brewed and looked at the city through the kitchen window, the way it assembled itself in the early light, all glass and gray stone and the particular blue of a sky that has not yet decided what kind of day it wants to be.

He was forty-three years old. He had lived in this city for seventeen years. He had lived in this apartment for nine, long enough that the doorman called him Mr. Ezra without irony and long enough that the coffee place on the corner had his order memorized, though he always told them anyway because it was polite. He had a caseload that would have broken a less organized person, a firm that respected him in the way large institutions respect useful things, and a recurring dream he had been carefully not thinking about for approximately seven months.

He was fine.

He was very fine.

He poured the coffee.

The bathroom mirror offered what it always offered: the evidence. Six-foot-one, lean in the specific way that came from not enough sleep and too much desk work rather than any kind of program. Deep brown skin, the silver threading through his locs catching in the bathroom light — that had started at thirty-eight and he had, after an initial period of something he declined to name, decided to be at peace with it. The locs reached his shoulder blades now. In the courtroom he wore them back, pinned with something understated — a matte clip, nothing decorative. At home they were loose, and the difference between the two versions was not a thing he examined closely.

The beauty mark at his left jaw. The dark eyes that his mother had always said were his grandmother's — sharp and warm at once, the contradictory kind. The general impression, he had been told more than once, of a man who was thinking about three things simultaneously and was comfortable with all of them.

He chose his suit with the care of someone who understood that presentation was language. Today was a working Thursday — no court, depositions at two, a partner meeting at four. The charcoal, then, with the shirt that was exactly one shade warmer than the standard white, a choice that nobody in the room would consciously register but that he would feel, quietly, as his own. He chose his accessories last, the way you place the final argument: a pair of small geometric earrings, dark gold, the kind that walked the precise line between professional and expressive without crossing over into either territory so far that it required a response from the room.

He put them in.

He looked at himself in the hallway mirror.

Then he took them out.

He put them in the shallow dish on the console table, alongside the others — the amber drops he'd worn to a firm event two years ago and taken out in the elevator, the hammered silver ones he'd gotten in a market stall in a city he visited once for a conference and hadn't been back to, the small hoops his mother had given him at thirty and that he still reached for sometimes on Sundays, which were the only day the building was empty enough. He set the geometric ones down carefully.

The single stud. The small one, dark gold, discreet enough to be unremarkable, expressive enough that he knew it was there.

That one.

He locked the apartment door and went to be excellent.



Whitmore & Associates occupied the thirty-eighth through forty-second floors of a building that had been designed to communicate, through its proportions alone, that whatever happened inside it mattered. The lobby was marble and spare, the elevators were fast and quiet, and the receptionist on thirty-eight had been there for longer than Ezra and had the particular composure of someone who had watched many important things happen and had formed no opinions about any of them.

Ezra arrived at seven twelve.

The floor was quiet at this hour — the cleaning crew had finished, the associates wouldn't arrive until eight-thirty, the partners not until nine if they were feeling senior about it. Ezra was neither cleaning crew nor late. He had been arriving at this hour for twelve years, and in twelve years it had become one of the things the building knew about him, the way buildings know things: the first car in the lot, the nameplate straightened before the day began.

He straightened it now.

EZRA OKAFOR-REYES | SENIOR ASSOCIATE

Twelve years. He had been a senior associate for four of those years, which was longer than any of the other senior associates, including Garrett, who golfed and whose father had been a client of the firm's founding partner and who had never, to Ezra's knowledge, arrived before nine. The partnership track was not, technically, a race. It was, practically, exactly that.

He went to his office.

The city was dark below him still — not the full dark of the small hours but the particular pre-dawn gray that made the lights look deliberate, like the whole city had been arranged by someone who understood how to stage a scene. Ezra stood at the window with his coffee and looked at it, the way he did every morning, and felt the specific thing he felt every morning in this spot, which he had learned to call readiness because readiness was useful and the other word was not.

He opened his laptop.

He worked.

At seven forty-five Dominique arrived, which was early for her and meant something had occurred. He heard her bag drop on her desk in the way bags only drop when their owner is in a specific kind of mood, and then her footsteps down the hall, and then she was in his doorway with two cups of coffee — her own and a second one, placed on his desk with the air of someone performing a mercy they were being tasteful about.

"The Linden brief needs another pass," she said. "Priya's cite-check found two cases that went the other way."

"I saw them."

"Of course you did." She sat down across from him without being invited, which was her right and they both knew it. "You look like you slept four hours."

"I slept six."

"You look like you slept four. There's a case file landing today, by the way. Whitmore's office called mine yesterday afternoon."

Ezra looked up from the laptop. "What kind of case?"

"The pro bono kind." She said it carefully, in the register she used for things that required handling. "Religious institution. Wrongful termination."

He waited.

"Queer employee," she said. "Fired from a church."

Ezra looked at her for a moment. Dominique looked back with the expression she had — the one that said I see what this is and I am going to let you pretend that you don't.

"Friday," he said. "Tell Whitmore's office I'll review it by Friday."

"I already told them Thursday." She stood, picking up her coffee. "You'll want to read it before the weekend. It has a feeling."

He returned to the Linden brief. Behind him, the city was turning gold.

He did not look at the dish on the console table at home, where the earrings were. He did not look at the ceiling, which was not amber and had no jukebox and held nothing he could reach.

He worked.

The day began.
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​Chapter Two - Everything You Can Bill
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The elevator opened on thirty-nine at eight fifty-three and Dominique was already in the middle of a sentence.

"— which is why the Hadley settlement is a better comp than anything Garrett pulled, and if anyone argues otherwise in that four o'clock I want you to let me handle it, because the last time you handled Garrett you were polite to him in a way that read as deference and it isn't."

"It wasn't deference," Ezra said, falling into step beside her. "It was restraint."

"From this side of the conversation they look identical." She pressed the up button for thirty-eight. "Also, you got a seven a.m. email from Whitmore's office. That's the second this week."

"I know."

"It's about the partnership review."

"I know, Dom."

She looked at him in the particular way she had that was not a look so much as a calibration — taking the reading, filing the number. Dominique Achebe had been his second chair for six years and in six years she had developed an understanding of him that he found simultaneously useful and inconvenient. She was thirty-six and Nigerian-British and had graduated third in her class at a law school that produced people who did not take meetings to feel important, and she had chosen this firm and this team with the specific intentionality of someone who planned her moves four steps ahead. That she had chosen to stay on Ezra's team when she could have moved elsewhere had never been discussed between them. It was simply a fact, like the color of the hallway carpet, and Ezra had long ago decided to treat it as such rather than examine what it meant.

"You know what the difference is," she said, "between you and every other senior associate gunning for this partnership?"

The elevator arrived. They stepped in.

"I'm not gunning," he said, because it was what he said.

"You actually care about the work." She said it without heat, a statement of fact rather than a compliment. "Not the billing numbers, not the client development, not the profile pieces in legal publications. The actual work. The arguments. Whether they're right." A pause, as the elevator moved. "The problem is you only care about the work."

Ezra looked at the elevator doors.

"The problem," she continued, adjusting the strap of her bag, "is that the people in that room on Thursday are going to want to see a partner who understands that the work is the product, not the purpose, and you are constitutionally incapable of performing that."

"I can perform most things."

"Not that one." The elevator opened. "Your one o'clock pushed. I moved it to three."

She walked away down the hall with the unhurried velocity of a woman who had already thought of everything you were about to think of and was waiting, courteously, for you to catch up.

Ezra stood in the elevator doorway for a moment.

Then he went to work.



The thirty-eighth floor operated according to a social physics that Ezra had mapped over twelve years with the same attention he brought to case strategy. The partners occupied the corners; the senior associates occupied the interior offices with windows if they had earned them, which Ezra had, though his view was partially obstructed by a mechanical structure on the neighboring building that nobody had ever explained. The associates existed in an open-plan arrangement that had been described, in the facilities memo, as collaborative, and that in practice meant everyone knew when you were on a personal call and your lunch was vulnerable.

The associates on the Bautista-Marsh team — soon to be his team, if the case landed the way Dominique's intelligence suggested it would — were already in.

Terrence Osei was at his desk in the way of someone who had been there for two hours but was performing the just-arrived posture in case anyone was tracking. He was twenty-two and Ghanaian-American and openly, exhaustingly, cheerfully queer in the manner of someone who had grown up with the vocabulary and the community for it and genuinely did not understand why it would ever be otherwise. He had once described his coming out to his family as "extremely anticlimactic," which Ezra had found himself thinking about, in the small hours, more than once since. Terrence was also genuinely gifted in a way that was going to become obvious to the room in another year or two, and Ezra was quietly arranging his development like a man tending something he intended to outlast his own tenure here.

This was not a thing he said out loud.

Priya Subramaniam was at her desk with her second coffee and a printout covered in handwritten margin notes, which meant she had found something and was deciding how to explain it. She was twenty-eight, second-year, Tamil and meticulous, and she did the thing Ezra valued most in an associate and could not teach: she pulled threads. Not the obvious ones. The small, procedural ones that lived in the subordinate clauses of filings, in the routing metadata of internal documents, in the footnotes of cases that were almost relevant but not quite. She had found three things in discovery on the Hadley matter that Ezra's own review had missed, and he had told her so in writing, on the record, in front of the relevant parties, which was not a thing partners typically did for second-years.

She had looked at him afterward with an expression he had not been able to classify, something between surprise and the careful recalibration of an expectation, and had said, "Thank you," in the particular way of someone who had learned to take nothing for granted.

He understood that.

At the end of the hall, the conference room where the Bautista-Marsh materials had been assembled. Ezra made his way there, nodding to Marcus from contracts — who had come in last year and who had told Ezra, at a firm event, slightly too much wine in, that he'd taken this job specifically because of a talk Ezra had given at his law school, that he had written something down, that he still had it. Ezra had thanked him and changed the subject and driven home and sat in his car for a few minutes before going upstairs.

He was not comfortable with being someone's reason.

He didn't understand why. He thought about it sometimes, when the night was quiet and the dream hadn't come yet, and he thought the closest he could get to it was this: he had spent seventeen years making himself exceptional and invisible simultaneously, which was a complicated technical achievement, and being someone's reason required visibility, and visibility had always felt, to the particular architecture of his fear, like the first step toward the thing that came after.

He pushed open the conference room door.



The Bautista-Marsh file was a three-inch binder and a bankers box, which was standard. The case summary on top was Whitmore's office's work — terse, procedural, the language of an institution that had been assigned a pro bono obligation and was managing it efficiently.

He read it standing up, the way he read things he didn't want to get comfortable with.

Bautista-Marsh, Celestine. Age thirty-four. Filipino-American. Former director of community programming at Calvary Ridge Community Church, a non-denominational evangelical congregation with approximately eight hundred active members in the northeastern part of the city. Employed there for six years. Performance reviews: uniformly excellent. Salary: mid-range for the role.

Termination date: fourteen months ago.

Stated reason: Organizational restructuring. Position eliminated.

Unstated reason, per the complaint: She had come out as queer to her direct supervisor, one Patricia Almeida, in what she had described as a personal conversation in confidence. The formal notice of termination had arrived six weeks later.

Ezra set the summary down.

He turned to the supporting documents. Read for twenty minutes without stopping. The pattern was familiar in the way that the worst things are familiar — not because you have experienced them precisely, but because you have been preparing for them your whole life. The sequence of an institutional decision that cannot be named because naming it would be actionable, the way the paper trail is arranged to tell a story that is technically plausible and humanly false, the specific quality of a reason given in language that knows its own inadequacy.

He had looked at a lot of documents in his career. He could read a document's discomfort with itself.

The door opened. Dominique, with his coffee refill and an expression that said she was timing him.

"Thursday," he said, without looking up.

"I told Whitmore's office Thursday."

"I mean I'm taking the case."

She set the coffee down. "Okay."

"I'll need Priya on discovery and Terrence on client communication."

"Priya's going to want to know she was chosen for the work and not the optics."

"Tell her she was chosen for the work. It's true."

"I will." A pause. "And the optics."

He looked up.

Dominique was looking at him with the expression that preceded what he privately thought of as her surgical compliments — the ones that went in cleanly and left no visible wound. "You're the right attorney for this case," she said, "for exactly the reasons that make you the most complicated choice for it. I just want us to be clear-eyed about that."

He held her gaze for a moment.

"Pull the responsive discovery," he said. "I want everything they have on the termination decision, back two years."

She nodded and left.

Ezra turned back to the file. He read Celestine Bautista-Marsh's account of the conversation with her supervisor — the one she'd believed was in confidence, the one that had apparently moved very efficiently up a chain of command she hadn't known was watching. He read it with the stillness he brought to things that reached him, the one-beat-too-long stillness that Dominique had been cataloguing for six years without mentioning.

He thought about the first firm.

He thought about a conference room not unlike this one, the way a certain kind of silence had settled after a certain name was mentioned, the way the air changes when a room is deciding something about you that you cannot argue with because no one will say it out loud.

He did not let himself think about it for long.

He straightened the file on the conference table. He put the cap on his pen. He began building what Celestine Bautista-Marsh needed, which was a case so clean and precisely argued that the room would have to answer it.

He had always been better at building after the ground had been cleared.



The afternoon was the firm's daily theater — depositions running over, Garrett appearing in Ezra's doorway with the collegial manner of a man who was genuinely friendly and also making assessments, the partner meeting at four that ran ninety minutes and covered billing targets and client development and the specific anxiety of a quarterly review that had not, on net, been as strong as projected.

Ezra presented his numbers. His numbers were excellent. His numbers were always excellent. He watched Whitmore write something down and recalibrate slightly, in the way Whitmore recalibrated when something met his expectations without surprising him, which was the only thing he found reliably unsatisfying about Ezra's work: it was never surprising. It was never less than what it said on the tin.

"The Bautista-Marsh case," Whitmore said, near the end of the meeting.

Ezra had been expecting this.

"I'll begin intake on Thursday."

Whitmore's gaze moved over him with the even assessment of a man who had been reading rooms for forty years. "The opposition is Caldwell and Mercer. I've had it flagged that their employment practice group is strong. Haughton-Price specifically."

"I'm familiar with the firm," Ezra said.

"Haughton-Price's record is —"

"I know his record." He said it without sharpness. He had looked up the opposing firm that morning, the way he looked up everything, methodically, before it became relevant. He had read the relevant cases. He had a sense, already, of the argument they would build. "It's a strong record," he said, because it was true and because underestimating the opposition was the kind of error he could not afford. "We'll be fine."

Whitmore nodded once, the endorsement without warmth, and moved on.

Garrett caught Ezra in the hallway after, with the particular ease of a man who had never needed to be strategic about his ease. "Good numbers this quarter," he said. "Really solid."

"Thank you," Ezra said, with the even pleasantness of a man who had learned that good manners were a more durable armor than anything else.

He walked back to his office. The city was turning orange through the obstructed window. He had two briefs left and a call with a client at six and the case file on his desk that was about to become the case.

He sat down.

He worked.

The evening came in through the glass like something patient.

He did not look up for a long time.
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​Chapter Three - Pro Bono Is Not a Punishment
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The conference room on thirty-eight had a water stain on the second ceiling tile from the left, a detail that someone had clearly meant to address and then hadn't, and that Ezra had been looking at intermittently for six years with the specific feeling of a thing left unfinished that has become, by sheer duration, a feature. The radiator was also unreliable. The room was cold in the particular way of rooms that are used for things that are already difficult, as if the building understood its function and was adding atmosphere.

Celestine Bautista-Marsh arrived seven minutes early.

Ezra noted this without changing his expression. People who were punctual under duress were either very organized or very anxious, and her body language as she came through the door was something between the two — contained, precise, the movements of a woman who had recently learned that her physicality was being evaluated and had decided to evaluate it first. She was thirty-four, Filipino-American, with the kind of face that communicated at rest: I have already thought of the obvious response and found it insufficient. She wore a blazer over a blouse that was dark blue and she sat down across from him without waiting to be invited, which he found immediately useful.

"I've read the initial complaint," he said.

"And the counter-filing." She set her bag on the floor beside her chair, unhurried. "I had a paralegal friend look at their response. The organizational restructuring argument."

"It's thin."

"I thought so too." She looked at him steadily. Not testing him exactly — more the way you look at something when you've been lied to by people in similar rooms enough times that you've developed a protocol. "The position wasn't eliminated. They hired someone else into it three months later. A different title, exactly the same job responsibilities. I have the job posting."

Ezra wrote that down. He had already found the posting; he wrote it down because the act of writing told her she had been heard. It was not a technique he had learned from a manual. It was a thing he did when something mattered.

"Tell me about the conversation," he said. "The one with your supervisor."

Celestine's hands rested flat on the table. A stillness that took effort, he could see that — not her natural state, but a decision she'd made. "Patricia Almeida. She'd been my supervisor for four years. We had a good relationship. Good professionally, I mean — we had lunch occasionally, she knew about my family. She was the first person at the church I felt I could trust with something personal." A pause. "I came out to her on a Tuesday. The third week of April. We were in her office, after hours. I told her I was in a relationship with a woman. I said I wanted her to know because it felt dishonest not to, given how much time we spent together."

"Did you ask her to keep it in confidence?"

"I didn't have to ask her. She said it. She said, 'This is between us, Celestine. This doesn't leave this room.'"

Ezra wrote nothing. He looked at her.

"Four weeks later," Celestine said, "I was called in by HR. The meeting was with the director of human resources, not Patricia. Patricia wasn't in the room. They told me the church was restructuring several program positions and that mine was one of them. They said the decision had been in process for several months." She paused. "I asked to see the documentation. They said they'd follow up. They didn't follow up."

"Have you had contact with Patricia Almeida since the termination?"

"She sent me a text. Two days after the HR meeting. It said, 'I'm so sorry, Celestine. I didn't know this would happen.'"

"Do you still have the text?"

"Yes."

"I'll need it."

"I expected you would." She reached into her bag and produced a folder. Inside was a printout of the text exchange, which had been organized and labeled with the date. Ezra took it without comment. Patricia Almeida's message was in the middle of the thread, a gray bubble, timestamped 11:43 p.m. on a Thursday. I'm so sorry, Celestine. I didn't know this would happen.

Below it, Celestine had not responded.

Ezra set the printout down on the stack of papers he was building. He looked at the water stain on the ceiling tile for one beat — a habit, not a pause; something to do with his eyes so the rest of him could think.

"The framing of this case," he said, "will need to address the question of Patricia Almeida's culpability directly. The church will argue that whatever she communicated internally was procedurally appropriate — that she had an obligation to report. We'll need to establish that there was a confidentiality agreement, implied or explicit, and that the termination decision was causally connected to the disclosure."

"Her text is the closest thing I have to an admission."

"It's more than closest. It's evidence of consciousness of guilt, if we frame it correctly." He looked at her. "What was your position on the board's awareness of your relationship before this?"

"I assumed they didn't know. I was careful." A pause — the first one that felt different from the others, something in it that was not quite composed. "I had been careful for six years."

He heard that.

He did not look at the ceiling tile again. He kept his eyes on the file, on his notes, because Celestine Bautista-Marsh was watching him with the careful attention of someone who had learned to read what people did with information they didn't know how to hold, and he was not going to give her a thing to read.

"I'll have a full discovery plan by Friday," he said.

She looked at him for a moment — a moment that lasted one beat longer than a professional moment, the kind of length that means someone is deciding something.

"You don't have to pretend," she said, "that you don't understand what happened to me."

Ezra set his pen down. He looked at her.

"I understand the legal issues involved," he said carefully.

"I know you do." Her voice was even. Not unkind. The kind of even that comes from having had this particular conversation before, in other rooms, with other careful people. "I've done my research on you. Six years at this firm, before that Whitmore's previous location, before that a firm downtown that you left after two years without ever talking about why."

He said nothing.

"I'm not asking you to tell me anything," she said. "I just want to be clear that I know who I'm talking to. Not as an attorney. As a person." She picked up her bag from the floor. "I'll be ready for whatever the process requires. I've been ready for fourteen months."

She stood. He stood with her, which was instinct.

"Ms. Bautista-Marsh," he said.

She looked at him.

"The text message is good evidence," he said. "But the strongest part of your case is that you told the truth, and they built a lie to answer it. We're going to make that visible." He paused. "I'm going to need everything from the last two years of your employment. Every performance review, every email, every meeting note. And if there's anything you haven't included in the initial filing that you think might be relevant —"

"There is one thing," she said. "I mentioned it to the paralegal but it's not in the formal complaint yet." She reached back into the folder she'd given him and extracted a single page — a photocopy, slightly blurred at the edge, the kind of copy that had been made from an already deteriorated original. "There was an HR meeting in October of last year. Six months before I came out to Patricia. I was called in for what they called a routine performance check-in. There were two people in the room — the HR director and someone I didn't recognize. I asked afterward who it was and they said he was from administrative oversight. I never saw him again." She set the page down. "But I remembered his name because he introduced himself at the start of the meeting. He wrote it on a notepad and slid it across the table, which I thought was strange."

Ezra looked at the name on the photocopy.

He did not move for one beat too long.

"You're sure this is accurate?" he said.

"I wrote it down that day. That's a photo of the note I kept." She looked at the page. "I didn't know if it was relevant. My previous attorney didn't think so."

"Your previous attorney was wrong."

He said it without heat, the same way he said things that were simply true. He looked at the name again. Filed it in the precise architecture of the case he was building, alongside Patricia Almeida's text and the job posting and the termination letter with its thin structural argument.

"Friday," he said. "I'll have the full discovery plan."

"Thank you," she said. "Mr. Okafor-Reyes."

She left without further ceremony. Ezra listened to her footsteps down the hall, then sat down.

He looked at the ceiling tile.

He thought about a conference room downtown, twelve years ago. Not the same room. A different water stain, a different cold, a different case file that had been his and then had not been his, the transfer executed with the specific efficiency of institutions that have learned to manage what they cannot address.

He straightened his pen on the notepad.

He called Priya's extension.

"I need you to pull everything on a name," he said. "No context yet. Just the name. Run it against church administration, against Caldwell and Mercer, against any board filings from the last three years. Cross it with the routing numbers from the initial termination documentation."

"Sure," Priya said, pen already moving — he could hear it. "What's the name?"

He looked at the photocopy.

He told her.



After Priya had gone back to her desk, after Terrence had knocked to say the conference room was needed for a four o'clock and Ezra had told him to rebook the Linden parties, after the floor had quieted into its late-afternoon register, Ezra sat with the case file and did what he did with all the cases that mattered: he gave it one full hour of the kind of thinking that looked, from the outside, like stillness.

The argument was there. It was always there, in the structure of what the other side had done — the gap between what they'd said and what the documents showed, the negative space where the truth lived. His job was to make that space visible to a room full of people who had been told, repeatedly, that the space didn't exist.

He had been doing this for seventeen years. He was good at it. He had always been better at uncovering things for other people than he was at anything adjacent to that for himself, which was not a thing he examined closely, most of the time.

He would win this case.

He would win it for Celestine Bautista-Marsh, who had been careful for six years and whose carefulness had not protected her, which was the specific lesson he was choosing not to think about tonight.

He would win it and make partner and stand in the corner office and look at the city with the expression he was already practicing, which was the expression of a man who had arrived at the place he intended to arrive.

He gathered the file. He straightened the chair. He turned off the conference room light and walked back to his office in the particular silence of a building that has started to wind down for the evening.

The city was doing what cities do in the early dark. He looked at it.

He did not think about the dream. He almost always did not think about the dream, by this point in the day, if he was working hard enough.

Tonight he was working hard enough.
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​Chapter Four - The Third Pew
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The third pew had always been his.

Not officially — there was nothing official about it, no nameplate, no reserved designation, no quiet word to the ushers. It was simply the pew where Jabari Haughton-Price had sat since the age of nine when the church had moved into this building, since before the building had become what it was now, before the expansion that added the east wing, before his father's congregation had grown from one hundred and twelve members to over eight hundred and the parking situation had become, his mother always said, a trial of its own.

He sat slightly left of center in the third pew, and the regulars of Calvary Ridge Community Church knew this in the way congregations know the habits of their pastor's family — not discussed, simply understood. The Haughton-Prices sat in the third pew. Jabari on the left. His mother, Vivienne, in the center. The right side had been his grandmother's, and after she passed it had been his Uncle Leon's when he visited, and when neither of them were present it simply remained empty, as certain spaces remain empty, in churches especially, where the absent are always somewhat present anyway.

Today the right side was empty. His mother sat beside him in her Sunday coat, the navy one, her program folded precisely in her lap, her posture the particular uprightness of a woman who understood that the pastor's wife was always in some sense also performing.

His father took the pulpit at ten fifteen.

Pastor Wendell Haughton-Price was sixty-eight years old and had been preaching since he was twenty-four, and in that time he had developed a physical relationship with a pulpit that was not quite theatrical and not quite conversational but something between the two — a man genuinely at home in the space, the way musicians are at home on a stage, the way the room bends slightly toward them not because they demand it but because they belong there. He was silver-haired now, the full white of it, which had come early and stayed. He wore his collar with the ease of something worn so long it had become skin.

Jabari loved him.

This was the thing the novel would not let anyone misunderstand: Jabari loved his father, wholly, in the complicated permanent way of sons who are their father's disappointment and their father's pride simultaneously, who grew up in the warmth of a man's attention and in the shadow of a man's certainty, who learned the difference between the two slowly, over years, like water wearing stone.

He sat in the third pew in a suit that had cost twelve hundred dollars and listened to his father preach about integrity.

"The question isn't whether you know the right thing," his father was saying, his voice in its middle register, the one that settled people before it moved them. "The question is whether you'll do it when the doing costs you something. Integrity isn't a fair-weather virtue. Integrity is what you
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