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JURY SELECTION — DAY 2 · NOVEMBER 14, PRESENT

Juror number forty-seven is lying to me, and the way Lauren Cross keeps glancing past me — past me, to the man sitting at the defense table — tells me she's already decided which lie matters more.

Not the juror's.

Mine.

She thinks I'm compromised. She's not wrong. This is the fact I've been carrying for four months into a trial that started yesterday, alongside my witness outlines and the dread that comes with knowing the case against your client is better than your case for him. I took this case in April. I've spent six months preparing it. I've known for most of those six months that I am the wrong attorney for it, and I've been doing it anyway, and here we are: day two of jury selection, Courtroom Seven, the Multnomah County courthouse smelling like old wood and held breath, and somewhere to my left Julian Thorne is sitting in exactly the posture I coached him to hold.

The tell is in the juror's hands — knuckles bone-white against the dark wood of the jury box rail, and the way her eyes skitter left when I ask about her sister. That involuntary drift of someone whose real answer lives somewhere they'd rather not look. She's already decided Julian is guilty. The prosecution knows it. I know it. The only question is whether I can prove it in voir dire before Judge Harrison cuts me off for the fifth time this morning.

"Ms. Santos." Harrison's voice carries that particular edge — tightening leash, not snapping it. Not yet.

I nod, make a note on my legal pad that I don't need to make — juror 47, strike for cause, won't get it, use peremptory — and turn just enough to hold Julian in my peripheral vision without actually looking at him.

He's sitting exactly as I coached him: back straight, hands folded on the table, expression somewhere between attentive and sorrowful — not too composed, because a composed man reads as cold to a jury conditioned on grief performances, and not too emotional, because that reads as theater. The narrow corridor between those two performances is where innocent men live and guilty ones sometimes live too.

I spent two full sessions getting him to find it. Just: a man accused of murdering his wife, sitting in a courtroom, making himself human before twelve strangers decide whether he is or isn't.

"Juror forty-seven," I say, the voice I use when I need the jury to believe I'm calm while I'm running six calculations simultaneously. "You mentioned your sister was the victim of domestic violence. Can you tell the court—"

"Objection." Lauren stands for it, which most prosecutors don't bother with during voir dire. She's been doing this since the first day — deliberate, posture-straight, making herself taller and the room smaller for everyone else. "The juror's personal history is not relevant to her ability to serve impartially."

"Your Honor," I say without turning away from juror 47, "the defense has the right to determine whether this juror can separate her personal experience from the evidence in this case. Given that the prosecution's theory involves—"

"Sustained." Harrison doesn't let me finish, which tells me he's already thought through the ruling and doesn't need my argument to get there. "Ms. Santos, move to your next question or move to your next juror."

I move to my next juror, because I know when I'm beaten and because I already have what I needed: juror 47's face when I said domestic violence — the sudden tightening around her mouth, her shoulders going back a fraction, that involuntary brace against something private. Biased. Strike it, move on.

This is how jury selection works. You don't choose who decides the case. You eliminate the people most likely to convict before they hear a word of evidence, and you do it while pretending you're doing something more neutral than that, and everyone in the room understands the game and plays it anyway.

By lunch we've seated four jurors, and at this rate — twelve needed plus two alternates — we'll be here through Friday.

⁂

David finds me in the courthouse café during the break — coffee that tastes like it was brewed during the Eisenhower administration, legal pad open to the afternoon's jury pool, and him dropping into the chair across from me without asking because that's how David Ngan has always occupied a room.

"You're doing fine," he says. Not what he came to say.

"I know."

"Harrison's giving you latitude. More than I expected."

"He knows the case is thin. He's compensating." I keep my eyes on my notes, because looking at David means seeing the question he's declining to ask — the one everyone's been declining to ask since I took this case six months ago, the one that lives in every pause and every careful look: Are you sure you can do this?

The answer is yes. The answer has to be yes. The answer is the only structure between Julian and a murder conviction, and structures don't get to crack under the weight they're designed to hold.

"Maya." His voice drops into the particular register he keeps for things I won't want to hear, a frequency I've learned to recognize with the same visceral accuracy I learned to recognize good evidence from bad. "I got a call from the bar association."

That makes me look up. "About what?"

"A complaint. Anonymous. Alleging conflict of interest." He watches my face, reading it the way he reads everything — the way he taught me to read things, which is the problem. "The kind that says you're personally involved with your client. The kind that says your judgment is compromised."

The coffee settles in my stomach like something corrosive. "What did the complaint specifically allege?"

"That you've been seen entering and leaving Thorne's apartment outside of professional contexts. That—" He stops, then comes back to it directly, the way David always does when the indirect route isn't serving the purpose. "Maya. Are you involved with him?"

The question sits between us like evidence on a table — I could pick it up, examine it, explain it away. I could say the meetings were necessary, preparation for trial, that someone's trying to sabotage the case. I could construct a clean defense against this accusation the same way I've been constructing Julian's defense against murder, which is to say: technically true but not the whole truth, carefully worded to create a reasonable alternative interpretation.

But David knows when I'm building a case and when I'm avoiding the question, because he is the person who taught me the difference between those two things.

"It's not what you think," I say.

"Then tell me what it is."

"I'm his lawyer. That's what it is. Everything else—" I stop, because I don't have a clean ending to that sentence that doesn't fold back into the admission it's trying not to be.

The café hums around us — bad coffee, lawyers on phones, the institutional fluorescent light that makes everyone look like they're preparing for their own trial. David is quiet for long enough that I start to think he might let it go, and then he doesn't.

"After the trial — win or lose — you're taking a leave of absence, three months minimum. You deal with whatever this is. Then you decide if you still want to practice law."

"David—"

"That's not a negotiation. That's me protecting the firm and protecting you, in that order." He stands, collects himself. "Get back in there. Finish seating this jury. And Maya — whatever happened between you two, whatever's happening now, you put it in a box until this trial is over. You hear me?"

"I hear you."

He leaves. The café noise fills back in around where he was sitting and I sit with my terrible coffee and the question I can't answer — can you put it in a box? Can I separate the woman who fell for Julian Thorne from the lawyer defending him? Can I look at the evidence the way evidence deserves to be looked at, which is without needing a particular conclusion?

I don't know. What I know is this: I have six more days of jury selection, then opening statements, then three weeks of trial where I'll stand in front of twelve strangers and argue that Julian Thorne is innocent of murdering his wife, and I need to believe that — not because belief makes good lawyering, but because the alternative is something I haven't found a way to carry yet.

If I've destroyed my career and my professional reputation for someone who looked me in the eyes every day for six months and told me exactly what I needed to hear in the exact register that worked on me specifically — someone who understood the shape of my need before I did and built a version of himself that fit it precisely.

Someone who is, right now, sitting upstairs in the courtroom I'm about to walk back into, waiting for me to save him.

If I've defended a killer because I confused his grief for innocence and his need for me with something that deserved the word love.

The case is still running upstairs and it's still mine to win, which is the only thing that matters until it isn't.

The coffee goes cold before I finish it. The notes get a final pass.

The elevator takes me back up to the courtroom, back up to Julian Thorne and the twelve people who will decide what he is. The question I haven't let myself ask yet — the question living just below every motion I've filed and every witness I've prepped for six months — is what I actually think he is.

I take the elevator. I go up. That question rides with me.
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APRIL 24 · FIRST MEETING · SIX MONTHS EARLIER

Julian Thorne walked into my office on a Tuesday in April and I knew immediately that I was going to take his case, even though I should have referred him out.

It wasn't the case itself — murder defense is what I do, what I'm actually good at, as opposed to the other things I've gotten good at by necessity. It wasn't that he couldn't afford representation. He'd already been through two public defenders and a private attorney who'd withdrawn three weeks in, citing "irreconcilable differences in defense strategy," which is lawyer-speak for this client is impossible and I don't want my name anywhere near this disaster. No. What made me take the case was the way Julian Thorne looked at me when David brought him through my office door.

Not desperate. Not the performance of desperation that innocent clients sometimes put on when they think it'll help. Just — steady, and tired in a way that had settled past exhaustion into something more architectural, like a building that had been under stress for so long it had reorganized its load paths around the damage. He looked like a man who had been drowning for months and had recently decided to stop thrashing because thrashing wasn't helping, and I was the first person who looked like I might actually know the water.

"Maya Santos," David said, hand on Julian's shoulder in that reassuring way that reads as controlling if you're paying attention. "Julian Thorne. Maya is one of our best criminal defense attorneys."

David left for the hallway — he always leaves initial consultations to give the room space to establish trust or fail to — and Julian sat, and for a moment we just looked at each other across my desk with the afternoon light coming through the window and the city going on below us, indifferent.

I'm good at reading people. You have to be, in this work, in a way that goes past social intelligence into something more clinical — the microexpressions, the tension pattern in someone's shoulders, the position of someone's jaw when they're managing a lie versus managing the truth. I've interviewed hundreds of clients. Julian Thorne looked like someone who had been hollowed out from the inside and was trying very hard to remember what it felt like to be whole. Not performing that trying, not constructing it for my benefit. Actually in the middle of the work of it — the ongoing labor of a person who has lost what they built their life on and is attempting, daily, to figure out what the structure still holds.

"Tell me what happened," I said. Not tell me your version or walk me through your statement to police. Just: tell me. The minimal invitation, the open door.

He took a breath, slow and deliberate, the breath of someone who has told this story enough times that the breath has become part of the performance and the performance has become the story's only remaining shape.

"I came home from work on July fifteenth at approximately seven PM. My wife Rebecca was supposed to be at a yoga class, but her car was in the driveway. I called her name when I came in — no answer, house was dark. I went upstairs first, thought maybe she was taking a nap, she'd been tired lately. She wasn't there, so I came back down, and that's when I noticed the basement door was open — we almost never use the basement." He paused, not for effect — for something more involuntary, something that happened to the words before he could stop it. "I went down the stairs and I—"

His hands, which had been resting flat on his knees, curled slowly into fists. Not aggressive. Just the way hands close around something they're trying to hold together.

"I found her at the bottom of the stairs — there was blood, a lot of blood — she was face down. I went to her, checked for a pulse. Nothing. Called 911. I tried CPR even though I could tell she was already — I could tell she was gone. The operator kept me on the line until the paramedics arrived. They pronounced her dead at the scene. Police took my statement, asked me to come in the next day for a follow-up interview, and then two days later they arrested me for her murder."

He said it the way someone says the thing they've said so many times the meaning has been worn smooth, but underneath the smoothness I could still hear the shape of it: genuine bewilderment, the bewilderment of a person who keeps trying to understand the sequence — found her dead → accused of killing her — and keeps failing to make it cohere.

"The police say I killed her. The evidence says I killed her. Her sister says I killed her. But I didn't. I came home and she was already dead and I don't know what happened and no one believes me."

I opened the file David had set on my desk before leaving. Police report, autopsy results, crime scene photographs I'd look at alone later with the appropriate emotional distance that daylight and company don't allow. Witness statements, evidence inventory. The architecture of the state's case against Julian Thorne, and my job, if I took it, would be to find the building's structural weaknesses and press on them until something gave.

"Your previous attorney withdrew," I said. "Why?"

"He wanted me to take a plea. Said the evidence was too strong — manslaughter with diminished capacity, out in eight years, maybe less." He met my eyes. "I didn't kill her. I won't plead guilty to something I didn't do."

"Even if it means risking a murder conviction? Life instead of eight years?"

"Even then."

Something in his voice when he said it — not stubbornness exactly, and not defiance. Conviction. The sound of someone who has thought this through at length and arrived at the decision that matters more to them than the tactical calculus, which is either the most noble thing a client can do or the most self-destructive, and often both simultaneously.

We went through the evidence. Blood on his shirt — he was trying to help her, turned her over, checked her pulse, CPR. The 911 call, the prosecution's claim that he sounded too calm — he was in shock, he doesn't remember what he sounded like, he just remembers trying. The life insurance policy, one-point-two million dollars, eleven months before her death — Rebecca's idea after a friend of hers died suddenly and left her husband with nothing, and Julian had his own policy naming Rebecca as beneficiary. Every answer was reasonable. Every answer had an explanation. But reasonable answers don't decide verdicts — jurors do, and jurors are primed to believe that husbands kill wives more often than wives fall down stairs, because the statistics support the priming.

"I'm going to be direct," I said. "The state's case is circumstantial but it's internally consistent. They'll argue motive — financial pressure, marital problems they believe existed even if you deny them. Opportunity — you were the only one home. Means — she fell down stairs in your house. And they'll put you on the stand and ask why, if you're innocent, there's blood on your shirt and your story carries small inconsistencies across three police interviews."

"Because I was traumatized. Because I'd just found my wife dead and I was trying to save her and I couldn't. That's why."

"Can you prove that's why?"

"Can they prove it isn't?"

Now that was interesting. Most clients in his position would go defensive, retreat into the emotion — which is understandable but strategically useless. Julian Thorne was thinking about it the way a lawyer would, which is to say: burden of proof, reasonable doubt, the system's logic is the question. He understood the game.

"If I take your case," I said, "I need you completely honest with me. Not just about what you think happened — about what you know, about anything that could surface at trial. If there's something in your past, in your marriage, in your relationship with Rebecca that the prosecution can use, I need to know now. Not mid-trial when Lauren Cross springs it on me."

"Lauren Cross?"

"The prosecutor. She's good. She doesn't take cases she doesn't think she can win, and the fact that she's personally trying this one tells me she believes she has what she needs."

He was quiet for a moment, and in the quiet I watched his face for the microexpression that would tell me he was about to omit something. "There's nothing. My marriage wasn't perfect, but it wasn't — I didn't hurt her. I didn't kill her, and I need someone who believes that — or at least someone who can make a jury believe it."

That was the question. Did I believe him?

I looked at the file. Looked at Julian. Looked at the photograph David had left on my desk — Rebecca Thorne, thirty-nine, yoga instructor, volunteer, beloved by everyone who knew her according to the witness statements. She was beautiful in the particular way that makes people want to protect her, which was going to be a problem, because juries protect beautiful dead women by convicting their accused husbands. It's not justice. It's pattern recognition applied to grief.

I should have referred him out — too much on the docket, the wrong kind of complicated, someone with more bandwidth and less history. Instead I said: "I'll take your case — but Mr. Thorne, if I'm defending you, I need your absolute trust. You tell me everything, you don't protect yourself, you don't decide what's relevant. I decide what's relevant. Clear?"

"We're clear."

"Good." I stood and extended my hand. "Then we have a lot of work to do."

He took it, and for just a second longer than was professionally appropriate, we stood with our hands clasped, looking at each other across the desk. The city going on below. The file between us with its crime scene photographs still face-down.

That was the moment I should have pulled back, should have maintained the boundary that keeps lawyers and clients in separate boxes, should have understood what I was already doing.

Instead I didn't pull back. And he didn't pull back.

And six months later I would look back at that moment and wonder if he knew, already, what I was starting to decide about him — the innocence I was choosing to construct, the falling I hadn't yet understood was a fall.

⁂

After Julian left I sat alone for twenty minutes with David's file and the late afternoon light going amber against the window and the city's noise coming up faintly from the street below.

The police report was thorough in the way that suggests the investigating officers had settled on their theory early — husband kills wife — and then gathered evidence to support it while allowing the evidence that didn't fit to recede from the narrative's center. It's not deliberate malfeasance, usually. It's how the mind works: once the shape of a case exists in your mind, your perception starts filtering for things that fit it.

The 911 call transcript was attached. I read it three times.

⁂

OPERATOR: 911, what's your emergency?

CALLER: My wife — she's — I need an ambulance. She's not breathing.

OPERATOR: Okay sir, stay calm. What's your address?

CALLER: 2847 SE Hawthorne. Please hurry.

OPERATOR: What happened to your wife?

CALLER: I don't know. I came home and she was at the bottom of the basement stairs. There's blood. A lot of blood. She's not moving.

OPERATOR: Is she breathing?

CALLER: I — no. I don't think so. I checked her pulse. Nothing.

OPERATOR: Okay, I need you to start CPR. Are you trained in CPR?

CALLER: Yes. I — yes. I'm doing it. Please send someone.

⁂

The audio file David had included was played from my laptop into the empty office. Julian's voice: strained, controlled, the compression of a person trying to remain functional during the worst moment of their life because falling apart isn't available to them yet — the falling apart comes later, alone, after the paramedics and the police and the statements and the paperwork, when there's time for it. Lauren would argue the control as suspicious. A man who'd just found his wife dead would be more broken, more visible in his grief.

But people don't grieve on cue. I'd seen it dozens of times — the client who was eerily composed during booking and then collapsed in the holding cell when the cell door shut. The client who laughed, absurdly, during arraignment because shock sometimes manifests as the wrong thing. The client who seemed cold until the right question reached him, and then he shattered. Julian Thorne on the 911 call sounded like someone in shock trying to save a life while knowing it was already gone, and that isn't suspicious. That's human. The problem is that Lauren Cross is very good at making human things sound suspicious.

The crime scene photographs came next. I made myself look at them the way I always make myself look at photographs like these — straight on, clinically, not looking away because looking away doesn't help the person they were taken of and it doesn't help the case.

Rebecca Thorne at the bottom of basement stairs, face down, blood pooled from her head across the concrete floor. The railing above showed no damage, no indication she'd grabbed for it — just clean old wood and empty air where her hand should have caught if she'd been trying to stop herself. The stairs were steep, original construction, the kind that violates current building codes but gets grandfathered through in old houses. Thirteen steps, narrow treads, no handrail on one side. A fall from the top of those stairs could absolutely be fatal. The coroner's report confirmed: blunt force trauma, massive subdural hematoma, death likely instantaneous or within minutes. Time of death estimated between six and eight PM based on body temperature and rigor when paramedics arrived at 7:34.

Julian said he'd arrived home at seven. Called 911 at 7:27. Seven minutes alone with the body — long enough to check for a pulse, attempt CPR, call for help. Or long enough to stage a scene, if that was the theory. The prosecution would offer both interpretations and let the jury choose.

I closed the photographs and started the defense strategy document in a new file: accidental fall, no physical evidence of struggle, no defensive wounds on Rebecca, Julian's account consistent across all three police interviews, blood on shirt explained by CPR, 911 call shows appropriate crisis response. On the other side of the ledger, the prosecution's weaknesses: no premeditation evidence, no murder weapon, no witnesses, a purely circumstantial case that relied on jury bias to do the work the evidence couldn't. The financial motive was thinner than Lauren wanted — losing one client isn't desperation, and the life insurance policy predated the client loss by months. The prosecution would try to braid it together. My job was to cut the threads.

The office lights went out automatically at seven PM, leaving me in a room lit by laptop screen, the defense strategy building itself in white text on a dark background while the city outside went about the ordinary business of a Tuesday evening. This was familiar territory — alone with a case and the task of building something that could survive twelve strangers deciding whether to believe it.

The difference this time was Julian's voice when he'd said I need someone who believes that. Not can defend me or can create reasonable doubt. Who believes. And I'd sat there, in my own office, in the light of everything I know about how belief corrupts judgment and makes defense attorneys into advocates for a conclusion rather than advocates for a fair process, and I had believed him. Or I had wanted to believe him. The distinction felt technical — the kind of thing I could parse in a brief but not in a hotel room at eleven PM with his hand still warm against my arm.

It is not the same thing. I know that. I knew it then. Wanting to believe your client is exactly how defense attorneys get destroyed, because it makes you the last person to see the evidence that contradicts your theory, the last person to read the detail that sinks your defense.

I packed up and took the elevator down through the empty lobby and walked to my car in the parking garage and I did not think about that. I thought about his hands — the architect's calluses, the pale band of skin where the wedding ring used to be — and the way he'd looked at me across the desk like I was the only solid thing in a room that had been tilting for months.

And I told myself that wasn't personal. That was just what clients in extremis look like, and I was a professional, and I'd been doing this for twelve years.

I told myself that all the way home, through the parking garage and the surface streets and the gray quality of an April evening in Portland when the city hasn't decided yet whether it wants to commit to spring, and I almost believed it, because twelve years of practice teaches you to be convincing even when your audience is yourself.
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JURY SELECTION — DAY 3 · NOVEMBER 15, PRESENT

By Wednesday morning we've seated eight jurors and burned through forty-three people from the pool, and Lauren and I are both getting careful in the way that happens when resources are finite and the stakes are clear. She's used five peremptory challenges to my six, ten left between us, and the pool is getting shallow in the way pools get shallow when both sides have been fishing it seriously.

Lauren wants parents. Long marriages, institutional faith, people who hear "husband" and "dead wife" and complete the sentence without additional evidence. I want skeptics — people who've been on the wrong side of an assumption, who understand that the state having a theory isn't the same as the state being right, who can hold maybe, but what if not? as a legitimate cognitive posture rather than a failure of moral clarity.

We're sculpting a verdict before a word of evidence is admitted — this is what jury selection is, and it has never been anything else, no matter what the civics textbooks say about it.

Juror sixty-eight is exactly who I need and Lauren knows it, which means we're both moving toward the same moment from opposite directions.

He's a software engineer, mid-thirties, no wedding ring, with the weary intelligence that accumulates in people who spend their working lives debugging other people's confident mistakes. When I ask about his experience with the criminal justice system, he says: "I was detained once in college. Wrong place, wrong time. Wasn't doing anything wrong, but I was brown and in a white neighborhood after dark and apparently that was enough. They let me go after four hours. Never apologized. So no — I don't automatically assume the police got it right."

"Can you commit to evaluating this case solely on the evidence presented in this courtroom, regardless of prior experience with law enforcement?"

"I can."

"And can you commit to holding the prosecution to their burden of proof? Not probably guilty. Not might be guilty. Beyond reasonable doubt?"

"I can."

He's mine. I mark it and watch Lauren make her own mark and already know what's coming.

"Your Honor." Lauren standing, as she always stands. "The state would like to thank and excuse juror sixty-eight."

He looks confused the way they always do — as if they said something wrong, when really they committed the sin of critical thinking in a room that needed twelve people who could be persuaded to bypass it. Judge Harrison thanks him and he collects his coat and goes, and we move to juror sixty-nine, and the morning continues in this way: two lawyers circling each other, each eliminating the other's preferred people with the finite resource of peremptory challenges, both knowing that when the challenges run out the last few jurors will be whoever's left.

By lunch we have ten seated. Two more needed, plus two alternates.

⁂

I'm in the courthouse restroom washing my hands when Lauren walks in.

There's an unwritten rule that opposing counsel don't engage in vulnerable spaces like this — the restroom is the one place where you're allowed to just be tired and human for thirty seconds before putting the armor back on. But Lauren says, "You're doing well," and we're apparently not following the rule today.

"So are you." True. She doesn't waste questions and she knows precisely what she's doing with every challenge.

"I meant what I said yesterday. About the bar complaint."

The water goes off and I reach for paper towels. "You filed it."

"I didn't — Rebecca's sister. Emma Calloway." A beat. "I'm telling you because you're a good lawyer, Maya. One of the best defense attorneys I've come up against in fifteen years. And I'd hate to watch you destroy your career over—" She stops, then tries again at a different angle. "Whatever this is."

"There's nothing to destroy. I'm doing my job."

"Are you?" In the mirror she can see the dark circles that makeup isn't quite covering, the way my hands are gripping the edge of the sink harder than the situation requires, the general presentation of a woman who hasn't slept properly in months. She can see all of it and she's letting me know she can see it. "He's innocent?"

"I've looked at the evidence. The state's case is circumstantial."

"They don't have to prove it beyond all doubt. Just beyond reasonable doubt. And Maya—" She moves closer, drops her voice into something that isn't unkind. "We're calling Rebecca's therapist. Dr. Ellen Simmons. Harrison already ruled on the privilege question. She testifies next week."

My stomach drops the full distance. "Those records are privileged."

"Not when the patient is deceased and the testimony is directly relevant to her state of mind before death. The ruling's already made." She watches my face. "What did she tell her therapist, you're wondering. She felt controlled. Afraid. She was planning to leave, but didn't know how."

The paper towels are disintegrating in my wet hands. I drop them in the trash and make myself look at Lauren directly, the way I look at prosecution witnesses who are about to say something I can't stop — directly, because looking away is a tell.

"Planning to leave doesn't make him a killer. It means she was thinking about divorce."

"It means motive. It means she was leaving and he knew it and he killed her before she could get out." She pauses. "There's more in the supplemental filing from yesterday. Check your email, Maya — it went out last night."

She leaves. The restroom hums back to itself. I stand in front of the mirror with my wet hands and the specific cold knowledge that I have discovery I haven't read, that I've been so focused on jury selection I've let the administrative tracking fall behind.

This is how you lose cases. Not in the big moments. In the Tuesday emails you didn't open.

⁂

I spent my lunch break in the courthouse law library because I needed to think without anyone in the room deciding whether I looked like I could handle what I was thinking.

The supplemental filing was fifty-three pages.

Rebecca Thorne had opened a savings account at a credit union fourteen months before her death. The deposits were small — fifty dollars here, a hundred there, the kind of amounts that could get lost in the noise of a household budget — money from her yoga instruction income, paid in cash from private clients, money that never touched their joint accounts. By the time she died, she'd accumulated $8,400. This wasn't money left over from a budget that didn't add up. This was deliberate accumulation. This was someone building the financial infrastructure of a departure.

The divorce lawyer consultation was scheduled for July 16th — the day after she died. The appointment request email had come from a private Gmail account:

"I need to discuss options for ending my marriage. My situation is complicated. I'm not in immediate danger but I feel trapped. Is it possible to schedule a consultation without my husband knowing?"

Sent July 10th. Five days before Rebecca Thorne went down the basement stairs.

I'm not in immediate danger but I feel trapped.

That sentence would be the center of Lauren's case. Not the blood, not the insurance policy, not the inconsistencies in Julian's timeline — this sentence, in Rebecca's own words, in her own private email, reaching forward from five days before her death to suggest that she was afraid and she was leaving and the leaving was the motive for what happened to her.

Dr. Ellen Simmons's therapy notes were heavily redacted — Oregon's patient privacy protections don't simply evaporate with death — but the summary Lauren had submitted was careful and damning in its carefulness. Eighteen sessions over eight months. The last session was July 8th, one week before Rebecca died. The summary described a patient reporting patterns she felt powerless to name directly: financial oversight she hadn't agreed to, a gradual narrowing of her social world, the constant small accounting for her time and movements, a spouse who made decisions for her own good with a thoroughness that had, over time, colonized the space where her own judgment used to live. She had expressed a desire to leave the relationship but described being afraid of how he would react.

I closed the laptop and pressed my palms against my eyes and sat in the quiet of the law library with the dust-smell of old paper and the fluorescent hum and the weight of what I'd just read.

This was the evidence I'd hoped wouldn't exist. Not because it proved anything definitively — it didn't prove anything definitively, it was still circumstantial, still Rebecca's private feelings about a marriage that Julian described entirely differently. But it changed the shape of the prosecution's case from husband might have killed wife to wife was afraid, was leaving, was building her escape, and then she ended up dead at the bottom of the basement stairs. It turned circumstantial into pattern. And patterns are what juries remember.

I thought about the deposition. The way Julian had wanted to know where I was going afterward. The texts that night — did you get home safely? — which I had received as consideration and was now receiving as something else, something whose reframing I wanted to be sure was Lauren's narrative infecting me and not my own perception finally clearing.

Constant need to account for her whereabouts. Decision-making done primarily by spouse.

No. That was paranoia. That was letting the prosecution's story become the story.

But what if it wasn't paranoia? What if I had spent six months falling for a man who had perfected the art of making control feel like care, who needed to know I was home safe because that was how he needed to know I was home?

I sat with that for longer than I should have, the law library humming around me with its particular institutional quiet — the dust and old paper smell, the fluorescent light that makes everything look like a document being reviewed.

I tried to separate Lauren's narrative from my own perception, tried to locate the place where the two diverged, tried to find the sensory memory of Julian's hand at the small of my back that would let me say with certainty: this is care, this is not control. I couldn't locate it with the certainty the question required.

Then I opened my laptop and started drafting the motion I needed to file, the motion that had essentially no chance of succeeding: Motion to Exclude Therapist Testimony Under Privilege. Harrison had already ruled. I'd lose on re-argument, and I knew it. But I had to make the record that I'd tried, because making the record is part of what you owe the client.

The motion was drafted and filed electronically by the time I walked back into the courtroom at 1:30 PM. Lauren was already at the prosecution table. She looked up when I came in, registered the motion appearing in her email, and gave me a small nod that said I knew you'd file it and I know how it ends, which was correct on both counts.

We seated two more jurors that afternoon. Both older women, both mothers, both exactly the jurors who would hear I feel trapped and connect it to something they knew — a daughter's voice, a friend's marriage, their own private catalog of the things women say when they're afraid of the men they're trying to leave.

By five PM we had twelve jurors and two alternates. Jury selection complete.

⁂

Judge Harrison addressed the jury with the standard admonitions — no discussion, no news coverage, no independent research — fourteen heads nodding, and then court was adjourned until Monday, and he wanted both counselors in chambers.

His clerk had the pretrial order ready. Monday at nine, prosecution opening first, forty-five minutes each, no three-hour productions. Lauren and I said yes, Your Honor in near-unison, and then Harrison denied my privilege motion in two sentences — ruling already made, appeal is your right, it won't delay the trial — and dismissed us.

We walked out together down the courthouse steps into the cold November evening, the kind of cold that gets into your collar before you've gotten your coat buttoned. Our cars were in the same garage.

"That motion was well-written," Lauren said as we walked. "You knew it wouldn't hold up but you built the argument anyway. That's good lawyering."

"Thanks."

"I meant what I said. Earlier. Be careful."

"I know."

At the garage entrance she stopped and turned, and her face had the quality it gets when she's about to say something she's been deciding whether to say. "Maya. I've known you eight years. Six cases. You're one of the best defense attorneys in this city, and I'm watching you—" She stops. "Just. Be careful. Okay?"

She walked away without waiting for the answer, which was the courteous way to do it — give me the exit she wouldn't have allowed herself.

I found my car. Sat in it without starting the engine and looked at my phone: three missed calls from Julian, and two texts.

How did jury selection finish?

Can we meet tonight? I want to prepare for Monday.

I should have gone home alone. Reviewed my opening statement with wine and the particular quiet of my own apartment and nobody in the room needing anything from me. Twelve years of practice and I knew exactly what should looked like in this situation.

I texted back: My place. 7 PM. Bring dinner.

Started the car and drove out of the garage and tried very hard not to think about whether I was making the biggest mistake of my career, which was the wrong thing to try not to think about, because trying not to think about something has never once in the history of human cognition made the thought go away.
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MAY 8 · THE DEPOSITION · FIVE MONTHS EARLIER

The first time I spent more than an hour alone with Julian was in a conference room at Lauren Cross's office for his deposition, six weeks after I'd taken the case, two months into the work.

Depositions are discovery tools, which means both sides get to ask questions under oath, on the record, and use the answers at trial. They're also battlegrounds where every question is an attempt to map the terrain of what you don't know yet, and every answer is either ammunition or an inoculation against ammunition. The strategy is asymmetric — as defense counsel I'm trying to get Julian to say as little as possible while remaining truthful, while Lauren is trying to get him to say as much as possible and then pick through it at her leisure for contradictions.

I'd prepared him for three days straight, mock depositions where I played the worst version of Lauren Cross I could construct — aggressive, specific, using everything in the file I'd spent six weeks building. He was a good student. Quick, not defensive when I pushed him, learned to pause before answering and say I don't recall when that was the accurate answer rather than guessing at a number or a time that might not hold up under later scrutiny. By the third practice session he was handling my hardest questions with the right balance of honesty and restraint. Truthful but not generous. Not giving Lauren anything she hadn't specifically asked for.

We arrived at her office at 8:45 for a nine AM start. The conference room was aggressively neutral — white walls, glass table, chairs designed to be just uncomfortable enough that you keep shifting and shifting feels like anxiety. Lauren was already there with her assistant and a court reporter, professional courtesy in her face but not in her eyes.

"Counselors. Mr. Thorne. Let's get started."

The first hour was foundational — background, education, career history, how he met Rebecca, when they married. Building the factual scaffold before she went for the structure underneath it. Julian answered steadily, precisely, in the careful language of an architect who speaks in measurements and doesn't approximate. Good. This was what I'd trained him for.

Then Lauren shifted.

"Tell me about your financial situation in the months before Rebecca's death."

The tension that moved through Julian's body was subtle enough that I might have missed it if I hadn't been watching for it. His shoulders settled back a fraction, a settling back that meant this is the territory I prepared for and also meant this is the territory that's going to hurt.

"We were comfortable. My firm was doing well. Rebecca taught yoga part-time but she didn't need to — she did it because she wanted to."

"Your firm was doing well. But isn't it true that you lost your biggest client in March? Three months before Rebecca died?"

"We lost a client, yes. But we had other projects."

"How much revenue did that client represent?"

"Approximately forty percent of our annual income."

"Forty percent. That's significant."

"It was a setback. But we were managing."

"Managing how? Did you take out loans?"

"We had savings."

"How much savings?"

Julian glanced at me and I gave him the smallest possible nod: answer it, she already knows the number. "Approximately eighty thousand dollars."

"And how long would that cover your overhead and personal expenses?"

"Six months. Maybe eight if we were careful."

"So you were under financial pressure." Lauren's tone was calibrated — not accusatory, just clarifying, the tone of a prosecutor who wants the jury to hear the word pressure and file it away.

"Objection," I said, because I had to make the record even though the objection would go nowhere. "Mischaracterizes his testimony. He said they were managing."

"I'll rephrase," Lauren said smoothly, keeping her eyes on Julian. "You lost forty percent of your income — you had six months of savings — and then what? What happened when the money ran out?"

"I would have found new clients. I've been building this practice for fifteen years."

"But you were worried."

"Concerned. Anyone would be."

"Concerned enough to consider the one-point-two-million-dollar life insurance policy on your wife?"

I put my hand on Julian's arm — pause, don't answer yet — but he was already answering.

"No — the insurance policy had nothing to do with our financial situation. That was Rebecca's idea, months before we lost the client."

"Convenient timing though," Lauren said, with the delivery of someone who knows the objection is coming and has already gotten what she wanted from the moment before it arrives.

"Objection. Asked and answered, and counsel is arguing with the witness."

Lauren smiled the way she smiles when she's gotten precisely what she came for, which was me being visibly protective, which suggested to her that Julian needed the protection.

The deposition ran six hours. Six hours of Lauren mapping every inconsistency she could find in Julian's account of July 15th — every moment where he couldn't be precise about a time, where his memory of a conversation differed slightly across retellings, where he used a phrase in the deposition that didn't appear in his initial police statement.

By the fourth hour Julian was fraying. Not dramatically — not the way lawyers slam hands on tables in film adaptations. It was the small structural failures of a person whose prepared answers have been exhausted, now improvising in real time under oath while a very skilled prosecutor watched each word for the gap between what he meant and what he said. His answers getting shorter. His body leaning forward when I'd spent three days teaching him to stay back.

During a break I pulled him into an empty office down the hall and closed the door.

"You're doing fine." He wasn't. "But you need to slow down — every question, three seconds before you answer. Count them in your head. It feels like forever but it isn't."

"She's twisting everything I say."

"That's her job, and your job is to answer only what's asked — don't explain, don't justify, don't give her more than the minimum." I was standing too close to him — close enough to catch the faint trace of his cologne, something clean and understated that I'd started associating with our prep sessions without meaning to. Close enough to see the stress fractures working their way up through his composed exterior. "Julian. Listen. You're going to get through this. We are going to get through this. But I need you to trust me. Can you do that?"

He looked at me for a moment. "I do trust you. You're the only person who's believed me since this started."

And there it was — that look, the same one from the first day in my office, like I was the only stable point in a room that had been tilting on its axis. A professional would register it and move on. I registered it and stayed in it half a second too long before stepping back.

"Good. Three more hours. Let's go."

He did better the second half. Found his rhythm, remembered the pauses. By the time we finished it was past six and Lauren and her team had packed up and left, the court reporter behind them.

Just me and Julian in the conference room. The city lights beginning outside the window, the day's tension still in the air like the aftermath of something that had been briefly on fire.

"That was brutal," he said.

"That was standard. Trial will be worse."

A laugh without humor in it, just exhaustion finding the shape of a laugh because the alternative is worse. "Fantastic."

"Come on." I was already gathering my files, already making the decision I'd been making and unmaking all afternoon. "Let me buy you a drink. You earned it."

I shouldn't have. This is where the perimeter starts to dissolve — where professional necessity becomes two people who've been in a room together for six hours needing to decompress and the distinction between those two things is mostly semantic. I offered anyway. He said yes.

⁂

The hotel bar two blocks away had that particular atmosphere all hotel bars have: dark wood, leather, low lighting calibrated to make business travelers feel sophisticated while they drink away the miles. Neutral territory, which was why I suggested it — not a place either of us was known.

We ordered bourbon and sat in a corner booth and for the first twenty minutes we didn't talk about the deposition or the case or Rebecca at all. We just sat in the same space without the performance of lawyer and client, which sounds small but after months of the performance was something I needed without having admitted I needed it.

Julian had shed his tie somewhere, sleeves rolled to the forearm, and sitting across from him in that corner booth with the day's formality stripped away he looked less like the accused and more like someone I might have met at a friend's dinner, someone I'd have been glad to sit next to. This is a dangerous thought and I had it anyway.

"Tell me about the architecture," I said, because I needed ground that wasn't the case.

"Residential mostly — custom homes, some commercial work, restaurants, small offices. Nothing huge; I'm not designing skylines." A small, self-deprecating smile. "I like human scale. Buildings people actually live in."

"What made you want it?"

"My father was a contractor. Not an architect — he built other people's designs. I used to go to job sites with him as a kid and look at the blueprints, these drawings that became real spaces where people would live their whole lives, and I thought: that's a kind of magic. Taking something that only exists on paper and making it solid."

"Do you still feel that way?"

He considered it honestly, which was something I'd noticed he did — actually considered questions rather than landing on the first available answer. "Most of the time. Except when you spend three months on something you think is right and the client changes everything to save fifteen thousand dollars."

I laughed — a real one, not the professional version that I use when clients need encouragement. "That's being a lawyer. You build this defense strategy and then your client decides to say the one thing on the stand that wasn't in evidence."

"Has that happened?"

"Once — a manslaughter case where I had reasonable doubt, had the prosecution's theory essentially on its back, and then my client decided he needed to tell his truth and admitted to facts that weren't even in evidence. Convicted in forty minutes." I finished my bourbon and signaled for another. "Afterward he thanked me. Said it wasn't my fault. I visited him in prison once to tell him everything I'd tried. He was genuinely grateful."

"What did that teach you?"

"That you can't save everyone. Some people are determined to destroy themselves and all you can do is watch, and then carry it." I looked at him. "I'm trying not to let that happen with you."

"Is that why you're in this? Because you can't let it happen?"

The question was more direct than the situation called for. I should have deflected — because I believe in the right to a fair trial, because the state has unlimited resources and defendants have nothing — the answer that's true but not the whole truth. Instead I heard myself say:

"My father was arrested when I was sixteen. Accused of theft from his employer. He didn't do it. My mother and I knew he didn't do it. But the evidence looked bad and his public defender was overworked and had already decided he was guilty before the trial started."

The bar noise moved around us — other lawyers, other weeks unwinding, the particular sound of people whose problems were temporary and knew it. Neither of us had that.

"He served eighteen months. Lost his job, his reputation, everything. When he got out he was different — hollowed out in a way that didn't fill back in. He died three years later. Heart attack." I stopped, surprised to find emotion in my own voice, the kind I don't usually let out in rooms like this. "I think what killed him was being in a cage for something he didn't do. Being told by everyone that he was a liar while he was telling the truth."

Julian was very still. Listening the way he listened — completely, with his full attention, the way people listen when they're not waiting for their turn to speak but actually receiving what you're saying.

"I'm sorry," he said.

"I became a defense attorney because I never want to watch that happen to someone else if I can help it. Because I want to be the lawyer my father didn't have." I met his eyes. "Because sometimes the people everyone thinks are guilty are actually innocent. And they deserve someone who believes them."

"Do you believe me?"

The question underneath all the other questions. It surfaces every few weeks and I answer it sideways and it surfaces again.

I should have said I believe in your right to a fair trial. Should have maintained the distance that keeps this in its proper shape. Instead I said: "I'm trying to."

"That's honest," he said. "Thank you."

We finished our drinks. The bar was loud around us now, Friday evening crowd, people's weeks dissolving into laughter and the ease of being anonymous. We sat in our corner and were not anonymous. Two people connected by murder and law and something else I had not yet gotten around to naming.

"I should go," I said, even though I didn't want to go.

"I know."

Neither of us moved for a moment — that specific suspension where the decision hasn't been made but the space that decision-making occupies has opened up between two people and they're both standing inside it.

"Julian—"

"I know," he said. "I know this is complicated. I know I'm your client and there are rules and I know I'm asking you to risk everything by being here. But Maya—" He leaned forward slightly, just enough to cross the neutral distance the table had been maintaining for us. "I need you to know that I see you. Not just as my lawyer. As someone who's fighting for me when no one else will. And I'm grateful. And I—"

He stopped. Didn't finish. But what he didn't finish was audible in the pause where it would have been, in the way the booth felt different than it had an hour ago, smaller and warmer and more particular.

I felt it too.

That was the moment I should have left — paid the bill, said goodnight, gone home alone to my opening statement and my professional ethics and the version of myself who'd been doing this for twelve years without once crossing the line that was currently about three inches in front of me.

"Do you want to get out of here?" I said.

"Yes."
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