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      Charlie George didn’t expect to have his mother’s death cause him so much trouble that Wednesday. After all, three years had passed since she’d died, and he’d been fine. At least he’d become fine, after a while.

      But sometimes events from the past exert an unexpected pull. And sometimes they knock you off course entirely.

      Mid-morning on Wednesday, Chalkley Bogart, known as Chalk, entered Charlie George’s office without knocking. Charlie George, annoyed by the interruption, looked up from behind his desk. In his late twenties, Charlie was a senior associate, a top-flight attorney, and next in line for partner. Chalk was only a second-year associate, just two years out of law school.

      In Charlie’s estimation, Chalk was not a bad attorney, but he was far from top-flight. And Chalk was only not-bad if you were willing to overlook his flaws.

      Chalk’s flaws included his inability to knock, his inability to properly use punctuation in legal documents, and his inability to act like a human being with a conscience.

      Chalk was carrying a case file in his hands as though he’d just found oil on some worthless land in Texas—jittery, eyes wide. His pale blond hair needed a trim, its ends curling around his ears. He looked sloppy. Charlie hated sloppy.

      But Charlie knew that Chalk, while sloppy, was also dangerous. Not only because he made reckless decisions, but also because he didn’t care whom he hurt. Everything Chalk did—from reaming out a paralegal for a small mistake and causing the kid to quit in the middle of a case, to making bad plea deals for Charlie’s clients without running the deals by Charlie first—had terrible collateral damage. Worse yet, Chalk seemed to revel in the damage he caused.

      Charlie knew that Chalk both admired Charlie and also constantly looked for ways to take him down. Chalk would take pleasure in knocking Charlie off his throne.

      Charlie glanced at the case file while keeping one eye on Chalk.

      The file was thin. Thin meant it was a new file, one that had just landed in the office. Somehow it had been deposited directly into Chalk’s unclean hands, and that was unusual.

      “You got a minute?” Chalk said.

      Sighing loudly, knowing it would needle Chalk, Charlie said, “For you? Precisely one minute.”

      Chalk bristled at the implication that he wasn’t worth Charlie’s time, but he shook it off. Waving the case file, Chalk said, “You’re gonna love this one.”

      Charlie knew that he should interpret Chalk’s words to mean the precise opposite. Chalk only loved the absolute worst cases: Wives beaten till their teeth fell out. Kids left in dumpsters to die. Horrible stuff. The stuff that turned even Charlie’s bullet-proof stomach. Chalk reveled in the misery of others, and he delighted in the most gruesome details.

      Chalk was, without a doubt, a psychopath.

      “What would give you that idea?” Charlie said, shuffling through papers on his desk, not bothering to hide his disregard for his fellow associate.

      Charlie worked at an elite law firm in Los Angeles. The firm paid Charlie a lot of money to defend criminals who could afford the firm’s outrageous fees, and he would never let a rookie like Chalk Bogart put his career at risk. Every chance he had, Charlie made sure Chalk knew just how beneath him he was in the firm’s pecking order.

      Chalk grinned, his teeth too large for his mouth, not at all put out by Charlie’s disdain. That was unusual: Chalk was always put out by Charlie’s disdain.

      Suddenly, Charlie was on alert.

      “The defendant in this case is a kid who shot his parents,” Chalk said. “He just cracked one day and shot them both right in the chest over breakfast.” Chalk dropped the file on Charlie’s desk, a cracking sound shattering the quiet air.

      Chalk seated himself in one of the leather chairs that Charlie kept for clients. Charlie felt the urge to tell Chalk to stand because he didn’t want the younger man to be comfortable in Charlie’s space. But that would reveal the surge of anger Charlie felt.

      The surge of panic.

      Chalk hadn’t stopped running his mouth. “I don’t know why Birch wants you to take cases like this. Probably because that pretty face of yours could convince any jury that some murderous teenager is innocent.”

      Romeo Birch, their supervising partner, decided who tried which cases. Obviously, Chalk wanted this one for himself. Probably so he could see someone suffer up close.

      “Will you let me second chair?” Chalk continued, talking too fast. “What do you think, bud?”

      “Don’t call me bud.” Charlie glared down at Chalk. “Grow up. This isn’t a frat house.”

      Chalk sucked in his breath. Charlie’s words had struck a nerve.

      Good.

      Because Charlie worked at a high-dollar defense firm, he usually worked white-collar crimes. But occasionally the work was gruesome. Stuff like O.J. Simpson and the Menendez brothers, although neither of those cases had come through their firm. And most of Charlie’s cases—like most criminal cases, period—ended in a plea, with no trial and no jury.

      Charlie eyed the case file in front of him—it was so thin. Why hadn’t anyone in the firm done any preliminary work on it yet? There was only one explanation.

      “Is this a pro bono case?” Charlie asked.

      “Yeah.” Chalk rolled his eyes. “Kill me now, right?”

      Chalk often complained about the firm’s commitment to pro bono cases. He didn’t understand why the California State Bar strongly suggested that every attorney provide fifty hours of pro bono work each year. But Charlie knew why he and Chalk and every other associate in the firm had to do the pro bono work: The partners wanted the firm to look good, which meant the associates’ had to make the firm look good. Charlie was next in line for partner because he understood his job, and he did it well.

      Charlie didn’t have a bleeding heart. He didn’t think they should represent every sad sack off the street, but he took his work seriously, and just because a case was pro bono didn’t mean he would do shoddy work.

      He took pride in his work, no matter what. Appearances mattered. Reputation was everything. Charlie was an excellent attorney, and the entire firm—the entire criminal bar in Los Angeles—knew it.

      He looked at the thin file again. The fact that the case was a pro bono referral explained why there hadn’t been any significant intake yet. Charlie would remedy that problem right away. He pulled the file toward him and opened it. As he flipped through the pages, he found a police report and a statement by the defendant upon arrest. Charlie was going to have to start from scratch.

      At the thought of real legal work, of the research, the interviews, the negotiations, the rhythm, the push and pull, Charlie’s panic and anger subsided. He could do this. It was just a case like any other.

      It had to be.

      An image flashed in his mind: the defendant with a gun. Firing it at his mother, then his father.

      Another image took its place. In this one, Charlie’s hand held the gun.

      Charlie swallowed hard, determined not to give Chalk the satisfaction of seeing his panic. Chalk might be subpar in a lot of ways, but he could sniff out fear. Sadists were like that.

      Charlie drummed his fingers on the desktop. “Anything else you’re forgetting to tell me?” he asked, sounding bored.

      Chalk reached across Charlie’s desk to the case file and flipped to a page near the back. “How could I forget?” He tapped the page with his finger. “This is the best part. I’ve got a great defense for you. The kid says that his parents abused his little sister, so he shot his parents to protect her.”

      At Chalk’s words, muscles in Charlie’s shoulders, and all the way down his spine, tightened.

      His body was as rigid as a drawn bow.

      His emotions surged again. The fear clawed up his throat like acid. Anger at Chalk filled him, a grenade with its pin pulled.

      But he revealed none of this to Chalk. Charlie was an expert at revealing nothing. Growing up in his family, revealing nothing had been a survival skill. His surface was smooth, perfect, like his two-thousand dollar suits.

      He flipped the case file closed. “I’ll take it from here,” he said to Chalk, dismissing him.

      “Everything all right, man?” Chalk asked.

      Charlie looked fine. He knew it. He would never show weakness in front of this animal. Charlie ignored him.

      Chalk didn’t give up. He was digging for something, his eyes bright, his grin too wide. “You don’t look so good.”

      “Nothing that your absence won’t cure,” Charlie said, nodding at the door.

      Chalk inhaled sharply, but he didn’t take the bait. He stood. “I was just wondering, you know, since your mom bit it while you were in law school. Didn’t know if this case cut too close to home.”

      With those words, Charlie was certain that Chalk was baiting him on purpose. But to what end? Was Chalk just feeding his desire to make someone else suffer? Or was Chalk actually gunning for Charlie this time?

      Charlie reached into his reserves, into what made him Charlie George, and pulled out the strength he needed to shut down Chalk. He stood, towering over the shorter guy, and leaned forward, resting his hands on his desk. “Birch gave this case to me because he knew you’d fuck it up. So why don’t you go make coffee? Surely you can do that properly.”

      Nervous in the face of Charlie’s attack, Chalk took a step back. His jaw tensed, and, for a moment, Charlie thought he might make another comment to try to get a rise. But Chalk gave him a curt nod and turned to leave.

      Charlie definitely did not want Chalk as his second chair on this case. Birch believed he and Chalk made a great team, and Charlie understood why. Chalk would do things that Charlie would not.

      Although Charlie was cutthroat—he’d go for the kill like every other lawyer in this firm—one thing was also true: Charlie had lines he wouldn’t cross.

      Unlike Chalk, Charlie actually cherished the dignity of the law. He was a bloodthirsty shark who worked at a firm full of bloodthirsty sharks. But the difference between him and someone like Chalk was respect for the law. Chalk, and lawyers like him, didn’t respect anything but himself. He only cared if he won, but he didn’t care how, and he didn’t care whom he hurt while he was winning.

      For Chalk, being a lawyer wasn’t about serving his clients. It was about Chalk. But Chalk’s selfishness was the reason why Chalk only second-chaired cases. Chalk couldn’t be trusted to speak properly to judges. And he made jurors nervous—they never liked him, and they never trusted him.

      It wasn’t Charlie’s pretty face that won over judges and juries. It was his respect—for them and for the law. Charlie, unlike Chalk, wasn’t a monster.

      Chalk reveled in his clients’ misery. The more miserable, the bloodier, the better.

      Like the miserable, bloody case in front of Charlie right now.

      Charlie opened the case file once more. Michael Dunworth. He remembered the name. Not too long ago, the media splashed the news of the Dunworth case everywhere: a Beverly Hills brat shot his parents dead, and the brat was charged with murder.

      Charlie read on. At the time of the shooting, the kid was only twenty, home from college for spring break. His little sister, not a defendant but a key witness, was a minor when the shooting occurred. She was eighteen now—just turned—living alone somewhere in North Hollywood. She should have had her parents’ millions to spend, but she seemed to be keeping a low profile.

      Charlie felt the emotions rise inside him. He knew from experience that all the money in the world wouldn’t bring a family back.

      According to the defendant’s statement, the father had been sexually abusing the sister since she was ten years old. Worse, the mother knew about the abuse—the daughter had told her—but the mother hadn’t stopped it because she didn’t want to leave Beverly Hills. The mother had signed a prenup that meant she’d lose everything upon divorce, and she was willing to sacrifice her kids rather than be broke.

      The brother only found out about the abuse, and his mother’s knowledge of it, when his sister was a senior in high school. According to his statement, he confronted his mother and father separately. His mother said she was helpless. His father denied it despite confirmation from both his wife and daughter. The defendant told him to stop, and the father didn’t. So, the son killed them both.

      Charlie would have to interview the defendant and his sister to verify the story. He’d see if his sister Miranda would assist him on this case—she was his paralegal when she felt like it, and a third-year law student at UCLA. Best of all, she was a walking lie detector, even better than he was.

      Charlie stared into space, meditating on the facts. His mind hooked on the defendant’s mom and wouldn’t let go. What an idiot she’d been. Any good lawyer could have blown that prenup to hell with allegations of child abuse. All she had to do was care, just a little, about her kids. But she hadn’t. Now her kids were fucked up for life, and she was dead—but good riddance to her and her husband.

      Charlie had grown up rich, just like the defendant in this case. And Charlie’s mother had died when he was in his early twenties. But Charlie’s mom hadn’t been an enabling, selfish idiot like the mom in this case. She’d had her struggles, but she’d loved the hell out of him and Miranda.

      His dad, on the other hand, was questionable. Charles George, Sr., was still alive but, thankfully, out of his life. Best of all, his dad sent him and Miranda a lot of money every few months—to keep them happy and to keep them quiet.

      Chalk, with his predator’s sixth sense, had somehow figured out that this case cut far closer to home for Charlie than the facts on paper revealed. Charlie’s mother was dead, but she hadn’t committed suicide like the papers reported. That’s not what had happened at all.

      Charlie had a lot more in common with the defendant in this case than Chalk should have been able to find out. But something in the details had caught Chalk’s attention, and Chalk must have done some digging.

      Charlie had worked hard to bury his secrets. The last thing he needed was someone like Chalk unearthing them.

      Standing, tucking his hands in the pockets of his Italian suit, Charlie stared out of the tall windows of his office. The firm took up an entire floor of their building in Century City. The parking garage had a detail shop that spruced up his M5 every week. The first floor had a gym, a coffee shop, a dry cleaners—everything he needed to get his errands done. He liked working here. The work challenged his mind, and the prestige of the firm reminded him that, despite everything that had happened, he was successful. He was worth something.

      He could do the work he loved at a firm that was just as prestigious as the one he’d turned his back on. Although Romeo Birch’s firm wasn’t George Law, the firm his mother had founded back home in North Carolina, Charlie had found a new home, a new career, a new life, here. And Charlie could never go back home to George Law, not ever. That door was closed forever.

      He checked the time on his Patek Philippe. The watch was one of three that his parents had given him over the years. Two had belonged to the men in his family, his father and grandfather, and one had been new, just for him, when he’d graduated from college. The new one was the only one he wore because it had been a gift from his mother.

      Eschewing diamonds and flashy gold, the watch was made of platinum with a black enamel face. Like his mother had been, it was fine, yet understated.

      The day his mother died, he was wearing this watch. After the ambulance and the police, after everything, he soaked it and scrubbed it to remove her blood from the crevices. The original leather band had been destroyed by the bloodstains. Later, for months after she’d died, he kept imagining he saw dried blood where the crystal met platinum around the dial.

      He still saw the blood sometimes.

      Setting his black leather brief bag on his desk, Charlie opened the top flap and slid in the Dunworth case file along with his laptop, then snapped it closed, locking the troubles of the Dunworths away until he got home.

      At that moment, Chalk returned with fresh coffee from the office espresso machine and sat back down across from Charlie.

      “Heading out?” Chalk asked, sipping his coffee. He eyed Charlie like a reptile, eyes twitching and cold.

      “Yeah. I’m gonna work on this one from home.”

      “Gonna get your foxy sister to do some research?”

      Charlie took a deep breath in lieu of answering. Hearing Chalk talk about his sister Miranda might push him over the edge.

      Chalk stood. “I’ll walk with you to the elevators.”

      “Great,” Charlie said, even though he felt the opposite. “You can carry my mail to Betty.” He nodded at the small stack of outgoing mail on the corner of his desk.

      “Seriously, dude?”

      Charlie chuckled, a sound he knew would get under Chalk’s skin. “Make yourself useful. See what it feels like.”

      “I brought you coffee.” Chalk all but whined.

      Charlie eyed the coffee with distaste. “I changed my mind. Give it to someone else.” Then he strode from his office, not waiting for Chalk.

      Chalk snatched up the mail. Strolling beside Charlie, Chalk said, “Do you think the kid will take a plea?”

      If Charlie had had doubts about Chalk’s intentions before, they were gone now. Chalk was coming at Charlie like a cruise missile, and the Dunworth case was his warhead.

      “Since I haven’t met with my client yet, and I’m not a mind-reader, it’s difficult to say.” Charlie put all of his disdain in his voice, and Georges invented disdain. “You do realize that actual legal work must occur at some point in this case, right?”

      “You don’t have to be such a dick,” Chalk muttered.

      “But how will you ever learn?” Charlie replied. “I have to speak your language to get through to you since you didn’t bother learning the rules of evidence.”

      Chalk groused, “I took evidence in law school.”

      “Outstanding,” Charlie said jovially. “Then you should know that you don’t even think about pleas before seeing discovery.”

      Charlie turned at the printers and headed toward the lobby. Chalk trotted to keep up.

      “Fine, your highness. Have it your way. Can you speculate whether he would take a plea?”

      Charlie heaved a sigh. “The only plea I would advise him to take is one with no jail time.”

      Chalk laughed. “You think you could get him off a double homicide? You’re a cocky bastard.”

      Charlie didn’t bother to reply. He wasn’t cocky. Well, he was, but not about this case. “Based on the facts as they appear in the case file? Any first-year law student would say the same. That’s not cocky, it’s close reading and issue spotting. Do you need a skills review? I’m sure one of our law school interns would be glad to help you.”

      “You’re hilarious,” Chalk said. He pressed on, undeterred by Charlie’s insults. “Good of you to take the case, though, given your family history.”

      At the words family history, Charlie’s spine stiffened again.

      Chalk continued. “Let me know how it goes with the client interview. I mean, what kind of person does it take to put a cap in his own mom, right? What kind of cold-blooded bastard could pull that off?” Chalk shook his head.

      The fear and anger Charlie had felt earlier returned with renewed power. Charlie squeezed the handles of his bag so tightly the leather squeaked. He thought about how much time he’d spent scrubbing his wristwatch clean of blood.

      “Even if it was in some kind of self-defense or defense of another theory, I just don’t know.” Chalk was watching Charlie closely now. “I don’t want this kid walking the streets.”

      Charlie kept walking, focusing on the elevators.

      “He sounds like a nut job, right?” Chalk’s voice grated on him. “Executing your own mom, point blank? When she’s just sitting there? Unarmed?” He laughed. “I’d like to see inside that guy’s head.”

      Charlie came to a stop in front of the elevator bank. He eyed Chalk. Chalk eyed him back. That’s when Charlie realized—Chalk must know his secret.

      Charlie dropped his bag, pulled back, and punched Chalk clean in the jaw. Chalk fell back. Back and back and back, until he hit the marble floor, unconscious.
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      When Charlie arrived home at the condo he shared with his sister Miranda, it was lunchtime. He’d left Chalk on the floor of the firm’s foyer and stepped into the elevator as though nothing had been amiss.

      He’d turned off his cell phone before getting in his car, and left it off. He didn’t want to know what the consequences of his actions would be. Not yet.

      He called out to Miranda as he shut the door behind him. He needed to explain what happened at work. Hell. He just needed to talk to her. His older sister was the only one who would understand the rage and fear he felt. His racing heart.

      The blood on his watch.

      “Miranda?” he called again when she didn’t answer right away.

      “Back here!”

      Striding through their expansive apartment, his leather shoes tapping across the wide-plank wood floors, he passed the immense dining table and into the sitting area. He set his brief bag on the low, tufted leather couch. The walls of the entire condo were painted a soft gray, which Miranda found soothing, she said. The living room furniture, the long couch and matching chairs, were brown leather with chrome legs, in the throw-back, mid-century style so common in L.A.—and so different from their parents’ colonial style back home in North Carolina.

      Miranda liked things clean, with neat lines and straight edges. Charlie liked finer things, like the Italian suit he wore and the Givenchy briefcase he carried. Fine things reminded him who he was and where he came from, even though he’d lost so much when his mom had died. Miranda wanted to erase everything having to do with their old life, but he clung to those memories, to his legacy, like a lifeline.

      But sometimes their tastes overlapped, like when they’d decorated the condo. He ran his hand across the back of the couch, upholstered in the smoothest leather. Simple enough to suit Miranda, and fine enough to suit him.

      He entered the bedroom Miranda used as a home office. He remembered years back when they’d first moved in, when she’d sat in there for three weeks straight to study for the Law School Admission Test—as though she’d needed to study for it. Mostly she’d wanted to beat his score, a 175, and she had, rolling in at a near-perfect 178.

      Now, she used the office when she was doing her homework for law school, or when she was working from home for him. A third-year law student at UCLA, about to graduate early in December, she also earned course credit as an intern at his firm. The firm was willing to hire her for more hours if she wanted them, and sometimes she agreed. The third year of law school was hardly rigorous, not compared to 1L year, and she wanted the work experience.

      Miranda certainly didn’t need to work for the money. Just like Charlie, she had plenty of money coming in from their father, Charles Senior. But just like Charlie, she didn’t trust the source of the money one bit. At any moment, Charles Senior might cut them off because of some imaginary demand that they failed to meet.

      At least they owned their home outright.

      Between them they owned two cars, this apartment, one and a half law degrees, and some savings—because Miranda insisted they be prepared for the day that Charles Senior left them high and dry.

      Correction: Miranda owned the condo because she’d tricked their father into buying it for her. Charlie was just her roommate. But Charlie never worried about having a home. Ever since they were small, he and Miranda had been an unbreakable team.
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      The last time Charlie saw his father, about three years ago, Charles Senior had come out to L.A. from North Carolina to “sort things out” with Miranda. She’d just moved into the W Hotel with Charlie, after having a near-breakdown and running away to L.A. soon after the death of their mother, Sorcha.

      It was early summer, and they swam in the hotel pool, ate room service, and worked. Charlie had just graduated from law school and was studying for the California bar. Miranda had already decided to take the LSAT that fall, but in the meantime she was working with her boyfriend, John, writing web copy for his clients—John owned a web design company with clients all over L.A.

      After what Charles Senior called Miranda’s “escapade,” he decided to come out uninvited and exert some control. Miranda had never taken it well when Charles Senior tried to boss her around. The only reason she’d ever tolerated him at all was because of their mother Sorcha. With Sorcha gone, she had no use for their father.

      Charles Senior arrived at the W Hotel on a Friday evening and took a penthouse suite. He’d only given them twenty-four hours’ notice of his arrival. Saturday morning, he called and demanded their presence at breakfast in the hotel restaurant. Charlie had received the call on his cell while he and Miranda were having their morning coffee in their suite.

      “His Majesty requests our presence at breakfast.”

      Miranda was furious to hear that their father had dared invade her new domain. “I’m going to stay with John. Don’t tell him where I am.”

      “That’s the wrong move,” Charlie advised her. “Don’t hide from him.” Like all predators, Charles Senior would give chase.

      “I’m not hiding. I’m avoiding.”

      Charlie raised his eyebrows. Bullshit.

      “I don’t have anything to say to him,” she said, her voice revealing the fear underneath her anger. “He comes to my city with no notice, and without invitation. You know he’s going to try to take me home, as if he could throw me over his shoulder and shove me into the back of his town car.”

      Miranda was probably right about their father’s goal. He would indeed try to force Miranda to go home.

      But Charlie knew that their father was, on some level, afraid. He’d lost his wife that year, and he’d nearly lost his daughter too. Miranda’s “escapade,” as he called it, was the kind of downward spiral that typically ended with a funeral. Charlie, once he’d figured out what was happening with his sister, had followed her to L.A. and intervened in a way that Charles Senior could never have done: because Charles Senior had little compassion, and not nearly enough heart.

      But now Charles Senior was here, once again inserting himself into their lives, trying to “protect” them from bad decisions—that was, any decisions Charles Senior didn’t approve of.

      But Charlie could see what motivated his father. Spotting motivations was one of his special powers. Charlie knew that on one bloody afternoon six months before, Charles Senior’s entire life had fallen apart: his wife had died, and he’d almost lost his children. Now, his children had moved across the country, wanting nothing to do with him. One day, Charles Senior’s life had been in perfect order. The next, it had burned to ashes.

      Charlie blamed his father for a lot, and he knew his father deserved that blame. But unlike Miranda, Charlie empathized with him, too. The man had nothing left except a law firm with his wife’s name on it. Charlie understood their father’s real motive: to protect his legacy, no matter what the cost.

      He touched Miranda’s hand. “He won’t make you go back if he believes that you’re all right.”

      She slammed her fist on the table, revealing how much their father’s arrival had upset her. “I am all right.” She paused, then whispered, “Things were dark there for a minute, but I’m all right now.”

      “I know you’re all right,” he said. “You’re amazing. We just have to convince him.”

      She looked to the side, unable to meet his eyes. “You know as well as I do how hard it is to prove a negative.”

      Charlie took charge, bringing strength because he knew his big sister felt fragile. “You don’t have to prove that you’re sane, Big Sis. You only have to show him that you’re upholding the family name.”

      Miranda peered at him through narrow eyes. “You have a plan.”

      He nodded. “Get your laptop. I think we can get a lot more out of this breakfast meeting than a détente.”

      “We’re going to squeeze him.”

      He nodded. “A lot.”

      Miranda smiled. “Should we wager on a dollar amount?”

      “No thank you.” Only a fool bet against Miranda, and Charlie wasn’t a fool. He was, however, relieved to see that she’d regained her spirit.

      Before heading down for breakfast, Charlie helped her log onto the website for the Law School Admission Council. She paid her fees, started her law school applications, and registered for the LSAT, the admission test for law school. Miranda printed out the proof of her registration, folded up the paper, and stuffed it in the back pocket of her jeans.

      Half an hour later, they joined Charles Senior in the dining room of the hotel. From his father’s pinched facial expression, Charlie could tell the place wasn’t up to Charles Senior’s standards. His father wore a dark suit and navy striped tie, impeccably dressed as always. His dark hair was recently trimmed and neatly combed, and his eyes raked over Charlie and Miranda, taking in their jeans, flip-flops, and t-shirts. He frowned.

      Appearances matter, no matter what. His father had drilled that rule into Charlie for as long as Charlie could remember.

      “What’s the matter, Charles?” Miranda said, launching into attack mode, per usual. Strike first. Another rule they’d learned from their father.

      Miranda flopped down into a seat next to their father at the four-top table.

      “Why aren’t you staying at the Beverly Wilshire?” Charles Senior asked, clearly miffed by everything around him, including the flatware.

      “We can’t afford the Beverly Wilshire,” Miranda snapped at him. “It’s ten times as expensive as this place.”

      Charles Senior visibly clenched his jaw. “You absolutely can afford the Beverly Wilshire.”

      Miranda smiled. “No, Charles. You can afford the Beverly Wilshire. In fact, I have a great idea.” She snapped her fingers. “Why don’t you go there right now?”

      Shaking his head in exasperation, Charles Senior turned his attention to Charlie. “How is the bar studying going?”

      Charlie took a deliberately appeasing tone. “I’m taking BarBri at a local law school.” BarBri was a bar prep course that most law students took to prepare for the bar exam. “I’ve encountered nothing unexpected.” Charlie spoke in his father’s language, using cold words that created distance between people, distance that Charles Senior interpreted as respect.

      As he’d planned with Miranda prior to coming down, Charlie’s job at this meeting was to appear to be a civilizing influence on Miranda.

      Charles Senior nodded, satisfied with Charlie’s answer. He turned back to Miranda, the tension returning to his face. “You still have no future plans?”

      Miranda shrugged. “Who needs plans? I’m enjoying a life of leisure. I make enough money to get by.”

      Charles Senior’s jaw clenched again. “Georges don’t get by.”

      “This one does.” Miranda sipped coffee from her mug, her relaxed appearance making their father even more upset.

      But Charlie knew that the more upset their father became, the more willing he would be to capitulate. Charlie had planned every step of this Good-Child, Annoying-Child negotiation.

      Charles Senior spread his fingers on the white tablecloth, tension evident in every tendon. “You’re coming home with me today, Miranda.”

      “Did you bring henchmen?” Miranda glanced around, then cracked up at her own joke.

      He leaned in toward her, his voice laced with threat. “I’ll cut off your stipend.”

      Charlie had to restrain himself from rolling his eyes. He’d expected this. Charles Senior always tried to control Miranda with money, and it never, ever worked.

      Miranda shook her head at Charles Senior’s words. “Remember when you had to steal my bank account number in order to sneak money into my account because I refused to take it from you?”

      It was true—just a few weeks ago Charles Senior tried to bribe her. It didn’t work.

      Charles Senior’s jaw visibly clenched.

      Miranda laughed. “You think I care if you stop sending it?”

      For a moment, Charlie allowed himself to feel a twinge of panic. Because Charlie would care, a lot, if his father cut off his own stipend. Fortunately the threat hadn’t been leveled at him.

      Miranda continued. “I have five different people willing to take me in and give me a home. I have a job. I don’t need your money.” Looking bored, Miranda flagged down a server and ordered a mimosa.

      Charlie was entranced by his sister’s act. If he hadn’t known what she had in her back pocket, and if he hadn’t helped her stage this play, he would never have believed what was coming next.

      Charles Senior rubbed his hand over his face in frustration. There was no lever big enough for him to make Miranda do what he wanted, not since Sorcha died. The poor guy—Charlie almost felt sorry for him.

      “You can’t just do nothing with your life.” He nearly growled.

      Charlie smiled. Miranda was really getting under their father’s skin.

      Miranda glanced back at their father. “Look, why don’t you just tell me what you want instead of gnashing your teeth? You can’t take me back to North Carolina and lock me in the attic. You must have a plan.”

      “You’re a George. You should be in law school.”

      Miranda nodded thoughtfully, as though she actually found their father’s argument convincing, as though being a George were a reason a person should do something, and that Miranda agreed with that reason. “There are worse fates than law school.” Miranda tapped her finger on the table. “I’m prepared to entertain offers.”

      Charles Senior’s eyebrows slowly raised. “You’re serious.”

      “If your offers are serious. Do you have paper? A pen?”

      “What for?”

      She gave him a withering look. “A contract, of course.”

      Charles Senior returned her look. “I didn’t bring my brief bag to breakfast, no.”

      “I did,” Charlie said. “I thought I’d work by the pool after we ate.” A fabrication, one that allowed him to come to breakfast prepared.

      Reaching into his bag, Charlie pulled out a legal pad and a Montblanc pen his mother had engraved with his name when he’d finished high school. He pushed them over to his sister.

      “Thank you, Charlie.” She slowly unscrewed the cap of the pen, then just as slowly screwed it onto the pen’s base.

      Charles Senior watched her deliberate movements. “You’re prepared to apply to law school?”

      She eyed him. “Slow down, sir. We’re just talking.”

      Charles Senior frowned, testy. He wanted to get his way. “You’ll get your monthly stipend. A car.” He paused, considering what else he might dangle in front of Miranda to bend her to his will. “And a three-year apartment lease, pre-paid in full.”

      Miranda tapped her bottom lip, considering his offer. “You want me to give up three years of freedom to study for a career I don’t want. Have never wanted—and you know that.”

      Charles Senior nodded thoughtfully. Miranda had complained about lawyers their entire lives; there was no doubt that Charles Senior knew he was asking Miranda to do something she hated.

      Or so he thought.

      Charlie had coached her through this negotiation twice before they’d come downstairs.

      Miranda leaned back in her seat. “Counteroffer. Stipend arrives quarterly, not monthly—in advance. The car is of my choosing. And you purchase me a condo of my choosing, titled in my name, no strings attached.”

      Charles Senior’s face revealed nothing while he considered her demands. “Counteroffer. Agree to quarterly stipend. Agree to car, with the stipulation of net price capped at one hundred thousand dollars. Agree to condo purchase, with the stipulation of net price capped at three million.”
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