
  
    
      
    
  


		
			To my parents, for all of their support and guidance.

			





CHAPTER 1

			NEW YORK, 2017

			Sam didn’t talk about her ex-wife in Cocaine Anonymous. 

			She liked to go to 12-steps at churches, that was her problem. The smell of a New York church basement brought her back to hypnotic afternoons spent in Sunday school, which made the boring parts go by that much faster. 

			Church meetings were mostly hosted by liberal Presbyterians, not the Catholics Sam grew up with. Sometimes when she hurried through the narthex with her head down, she would see a few female clergy going by in their robes. But even the most liberal church was still a house of God, and in God’s house she couldn’t say the words my wife. 

			“My ex-wife” was something she still wasn’t saying to herself, months out from their divorce.

			She could have gone to the other neighborhood Cocaine Anonymous meeting (Cokeheads Anonymous, she called it, when she was trying to be funny) but that one was at an LGBT community center.

			Most people at an LGBT 12-step had lived hard lives. She couldn’t look them in the eye and say, “I used to make almost three hundred thousand dollars a year. I used to help giant companies settle out of court after they lied, cheated, stole, and poisoned the water. I used to look out my office window over the Chicago River and do lines off my case binders.” 

			It wasn’t enough that she was gay. She was still a world away from them. And in meetings, she’d rather be able to talk openly about her career than about Amy.

			She could talk about being a lawyer in the church meetings because those were the ones the Wall Street boys went to. Wall Street boys understood her—coke was almost always their undoing. Some of them were fired disgraces like Sam, the ones who had already lost their livelihoods and their marriages to their addiction, but some of them were still hanging on. Those guys came to meetings in nice suits and never talked, never looked at anybody. 

			The fired disgraces didn’t envy the suits. If anything, it was the reverse. The suits were cloaked in panicky resentment, especially toward the guys who had already lost everything and then stayed clean for decades. 

			Sam didn’t have to feel guilty when there were Wall Street boys around, and she wasn’t scared like they were, either. She had brought trouble into her life and paid for it with everything, so the worst part had to be over. 

			The morning that trouble found Sam again, she was running late because of the subway.

			She missed the C train by seconds. That meant taking the A and walking a few blocks down Greenwich Street, along the river, which wasn’t ideal on a soupy fall day.

			By then Sam was living in Chelsea and working a stone’s throw away in Tribeca. When everything had gone really bad last year, her old college roommate Jess had called her up and lured her back to her hometown. Sam had been staring into the cold steel of the Chicago River like she was about to jump, gripping her phone, while in her ear Jess chirped: “Hey, why don’t you go to rehab in New York? You can see your family, and maybe you can work with me at Byers for a little while! I swear Amy’s gonna get past all this, she just needs time, okay? Just give it time, everything’s so crazy right now for you guys. We could use you, we need another lawyer here.”

			Byers was the Tribeca crisis communications firm that Jess had left Chicago to work at six months after Sam and Amy got married. Sam didn’t know the first thing about PR, but she was freshly fired and already broke from a bad shopping habit and a $200-a-day coke addiction before a judge slapped her with probation, a big fine, and $70,000 worth of court-mandated sobriety lessons. So a job was a job.

			Sam and Jess had had a steady morning routine for about five months. They went to a coffee cart near work, complained about work while they waited in line, then walked to the office. The first few months Sam was at Byers, she didn’t care enough to complain. The entire situation still felt temporary, like what had happened was a little squall on a summer day and not a hurricane that had left her for dead.

			This delusion wasn’t entirely her fault. While Sam was in rehab, she and Amy still talked on the phone all the time. They had started fumbling their way toward reconciliation more than once, only for Amy to spook like a horse every time Sam pushed for a decisive answer about their future.

			“I can’t, I can’t,” she’d say, angry and weepy. “I can’t trust you. How can I trust you? You had this entire secret life, you lied to me every single day, and then you ran away to New York the second I asked for some space.”

			Sam begged for leniency, again and again. That person wasn’t her—she was addicted. She had been sick. She was getting over it, like it was strep throat. She thought space was a literal concept.

			Their calls dwindled, and in the end her protests came to nothing. Two years of marriage ended two weeks after she left her rehab center in Long Island City, on a sunny day in January when a bike messenger stopped her outside of her apartment.

			“Are you Samantha DiCiccio?” said the messenger, who was only a kid, with cystic acne on his cheeks.

			“Yeah.”

			He handed her a manila envelope containing divorce papers.

			Sam held onto the envelope for a long time before she opened it. Just sat on the stoop and clutched it in her sweaty palms, trembling, until the sun started to sink below the Hudson. She already knew what was inside.

			That night, she wised up: things were not returning to normal. Her wife was not coming back. No law firms were knocking down the door of the undoubtedly talented but notoriously mouthy attorney who had been busted for possession, to wit, of cocaine during a traffic stop and had her mugshot splashed on the front of the Tribune’s website the next day. Even their Chicago high-society friends, who had kept in touch when it still seemed like Sam and Amy were a united front against the scandal, began to drop away. 

			Jess stayed loyal, though. Jess kept calling. 

			“You’re late,” Jess called to her, shielding her eyes with her hand while she watched Sam hustle across the street.

			Sam squinted at her through the bright morning haze. Jess was toward the front of the line, and when Sam sidled up next to her, the guy behind them sighed. Sam ignored him. If she were in a worse mood, she would advise him to kiss her ass, but it was Friday.

			She turned to Jess. “Why are you doing this,” she said, mimicking Jess’s hand over her eyes, “when you’ve got sunglasses on?”

			Jess felt for them where they were perched on her head. “Oh, no, these are to keep my hair from blowing around,” she explained.

			Sam let this go without comment. “I had to take the A,” she said, in response to Jess’s original greeting.

			“Who are we blaming today?”

			Sam gave it a few seconds of thought, then: “De Blasio.”

			Jess let her mouth fall open in mock offense. “No! My boy?” 

			“Your boy, sorry.”

			“Well, don’t blame me. I didn’t actually vote for him.”

			“Really?”

			“I couldn’t get away from work that day. But he’s still my boy.”

			“Let’s blame Cuomo, then,” Sam suggested. “Send this thing all the way to the top, where it belongs.”

			“Good, I don’t think I voted in that one either.”

			Sam laughed. “Jess, we were in college in Chicago when Cuomo got in.”

			“Oh, then I definitely didn’t.”

			They moved up in line. Sam pulled a fresh pack of cigarettes out of her pocket and started hitting it against her palm to pack them.

			“I forgot to tell you, we have a new client,” Jess said, squinting up at her.

			“Yeah?”

			“Yeah, they’re sending in a few execs today to lay out an action plan with Larry. I think he’ll want you in the meeting. They’re Chicago-based, actually. But I keep forgetting what he said they do.”

			Sam nodded. She had only processed about half of that. She found it nearly impossible to do small talk lately—it was like her head was bundled in swaths of cotton. Luckily, Jess kept talking no matter how monosyllabic she was.

			• • •

			The building they worked in was ancient, but had been overhauled recently into a gleaming, glass triumph of modern architecture that overlooked the Hudson. Once, Sam’s cousin Bobbi had picked her up from work so they could go to midnight Mass with their grandmother, and exclaimed from the window of her GTO, “What is this, the fucking Javits Center?”

			Byers Broadwell Inc. was on the fourth floor. They were a small team of nine fixers overseen by founder and CEO Larry Ochsner. Larry was a friendly, nonthreatening guy in his upper fifties who reminded Sam of the soccer coaches she’d had as a teenager. “Come on, team!” he was always saying, and when they did something that pleased him: “That’s what I’m talking about!”

			Sam tweaked him sometimes, out of fondness. “Good hustle,” she had said the other week, when Jess got off the phone after bullying Page Six into pulling a nasty but true piece of gossip about one of their clients. Larry repeated this, grinning with pride. 

			It was obvious to Sam what Larry liked to hear. She had aced her interview with him—this in spite of the fact that she was only three weeks out of rehab and looked like it. But Larry almost seemed to respect what a disaster she was. It was the first thing he asked her about.

			“So what brings a successful Chicago lawyer to a New York PR firm?” was how he’d phrased it.

			Sam had given him a fake, toothy smile. She wasn’t sure how much Jess had already told him, so best not to lie. 

			“I had to leave my job,” she said. “And professionally, I’m a little bit of a pariah in Chicago right now.”

			Larry nodded. His office was all windows (as the entire building was one big window) and he was lit from behind by the noon winter sun, which turned him into a shadow-faced specter and made him look far more intimidating than he was. “Tell me more.”

			Sam inhaled, shifting in her seat. “I was, ah . . . I kind of got railroaded.”

			“Samantha,” Larry said kindly.

			“Sam.”

			“Sam. I work every day with people who’ve been railroaded. Tell me the whole story so I can understand where you’re at right now, and if this works out, what I can do as your boss to help you get back on track.”

			“Okay.” She nodded. “I was on the partner track at my firm. My wife worked at a hedge fund. She was a vice president. We were looking at buying a house in Lake Forest, so I was working a lot. Sixty, seventy hours a week.”

			“I wouldn’t expect you to do that for me, by the way,” Larry said, and she laughed, then rubbed at her eyes with the back of her hand. 

			“I got addicted to coke,” Sam said. She had gotten better at saying it out loud. It wasn’t like she could hide it, after all; it was the first thing that came up when you Googled her. 

			Lawyer suspended after cocaine possession charge—Chicago Tribune—3 months ago DiCiccio was suspended from practicing in the Northern District of Illinois for 90 days after she was arrested for cocaine possession during a traffic stop . . .

			She continued. “It leveled me out, it let me work those eleven-hour days without getting burned out.”

			“And it was—” She bounced her leg. “It was part of the culture. We all did it. I’m not saying that to shift responsibility, I’m just saying, like, it’s what lawyers at that level do. And I’m clean now, by the way. I’m sober.”

			Larry nodded. “Go on.”

			“I can pee in a cup, whatever.”

			He laughed. “We’ll get to that later.”

			Sam looked down at her clasped hands. “I got pulled over during a traffic stop. I was driving erratically, ’cause I was tired. I wasn’t drunk, I wasn’t high. The cop said, why you weaving if you’re sober? And I told him I’d just worked a ninety-hour week. He looked at me—I’m in a suit, with case binders in the passenger seat, and he says, oh, what d’you do? I could tell he already knew . . . I said I was a defense attorney. So he smiles, goes to his car and gets the K-9 out. And as it happens, I had a small amount of coke in the glove box.”

			“He did that just because you were an attorney?” Larry asked her.

			“Yeah. I mean, that’s Cook County cops for you,” Sam said. 

			Amy had bailed her out after she spent three of the most miserable hours of her life cooling her heels in a chilly cell, waiting. The drunk who was in there with her had a nasty smoker’s cough that rang out with upsetting regularity, like an alarm on snooze. Sam had sat there with her head in her hands, twitching every time that woman coughed, rehearsing what she was going to say to her wife.

			She shouldn’t have bothered. Amy didn’t talk to her at all on the drive home. Sam tried, but she wasn’t having it.

			When they got back to the penthouse, Amy pointed at the couch, which was made up with blankets and pillows, then turned the kitchen light off and went up to their bedroom alone. Sam lay awake the whole night crying. The next day, Amy’s face was puffy like she had been, too.

			Over the next month, her life came apart like a ball of yarn picking up speed. An hour after her mugshot had begun to circulate with the local media, Bob Keating emailed her: Sammy, I think you should come in so we can discuss your future here at the firm, which meant she no longer had one. And after she had laid bare to her wife the full extent of her addiction, plus the ways in which she had lied to and manipulated her over the last year to hide it, Amy was silent for a long time before she said to Sam, “I think we need to take some time apart while I process this.”

			Sam gave Larry a condensed and unemotional recounting of these events, omitting Amy entirely. Larry had inhaled and said, “Well, I appreciate your candor.”

			Sam shrugged. “I didn’t think I was going to get away with sugarcoating it.”

			“I didn’t want you to. So you weren’t disbarred, right?”

			“Nah, I got off with probation, rehab and a suspension.”

			“Well, great.” Larry spread his hands. “Look, every month I have more and more prospective clients coming from Chicago. I have a New York lawyer here, Alan, he’s fantastic, but his experience is mostly in litigation. I need somebody who knows Illinois law, and corporate law. And to be honest, I’d love to have somebody around who understands what it’s like to be . . . you know, pilloried. I think clients would relate to you, and open up.”

			Sam was surprised by this line of reasoning—that the mess she was in could be in any way considered a plus. “I totally agree with that,” she said, lying her ass off.

			“Great,” Larry said, and hired her.

			Now that she had worked at Byers for nearly a year, Sam had come to like Larry. He was more intense and sincere than she was used to, but he told the truth, and this transparency inspired great loyalty in his employees. She had forgotten that a boss could be like that, having been so long under the employ of Hughes, Roper, and the Keatings, who smiled at everyone they passed in the hallway but fired young associates often and with great pleasure. Larry always told everyone exactly what was going on, paid them well, and insisted that nobody work on the weekends.

			So they all liked him, and for the most part they all liked each other, when they weren’t jockeying for Larry’s favor, since he had ultimate say in client assignments.

			Depending on the case, Sam usually tried to sway him one way or the other with a pastry offering from her morning bagel run with Jess, but on that particular day she didn’t bother. Executives from a Chicago business? She was going to get put on that account whether she wanted to be or not. 

			• • •

			“Ladies,” Larry greeted them when they poked their heads into the conference room for the morning meeting. “You’re late.”

			“It’s Sam’s fault,” Jess said, pointing behind her as she hurried into the room.

			Sam spread her arms. “I had to take the A!” 

			“Because she missed her train.”

			“That was MTA’s fault,” Sam countered.

			“Come on,” said Trina. She was the prototypical PR agent—leggy, blonde and dish-faced. “Take some personal responsibility.”

			Sam laughed and sat at the far end of the table, with Jess at her right. This was how they always sat, even back in college when she would pore over her law books with Jess next to her, laughing like a hyena at BuzzFeed roundups of Tumblr posts.

			Larry, at the head of the table, clicked a pen to get their attention. “Okay. So let’s introduce our most recent client, because they’ll be in around . . .” He glanced at his watch. “An hour, at the latest.”

			“They flying in this morning?” Sam said.

			“They got in last night,” said Larry. “I put two of them up at the Roxy.”

			“Why don’t you let the clients get their own hotels, Larry, and keep the extra money for Christmas bonuses?” said Sean. Sean was an amoral twenty-five-year-old who had been poached from the staff of the New York Post, and he still acted like he was making Post money.

			“Clients have to feel special,” Larry demurred. “First rule of sales—make them feel good.”

			Trina laughed. “I thought the first rule is coffee is for closers.”

			“No, coffee is for everybody,” Larry said cheerfully. “Anyway . . .”

			He clicked a small remote in his hand, and the monitor behind him lit up with a PowerPoint.

			“Our new client,” he said, “is a Chicago-based mutual fund—excuse me.” He coughed and cleared his throat. “I think it’s a hedge fund, actually?”

			Tingles began to trickle down Sam’s spine, like her brain was wringing itself out. She sat up straighter and focused on the screen.

			“According to a report in Barron’s, there are some securities fraud charges pending against them, which is making things difficult for them vis-à- vis investor retainment and recruitment. The fund is called . . .” Larry glanced down at his phone. “Atlantic Capital Management LP.”

			When it came to fight versus flight, Sam’s body liked to pick a fight. The few times she’d been truly scared, like when she got mugged in college, her instinct had been to start swinging. But there was nobody to fight in the conference room. Larry continued to talk, his voice sounding tinny in her ears.

			“Isn’t that—” Jess sounded like she was a few steps behind, and then all at once she caught up. “Oh! Oh my God.”

			Their coworkers all looked over at her in curiosity. Sam tried to make her face into less of a desperate rictus.

			“Everything okay?” Larry said. Behind him, his PowerPoint automatically transitioned to the next slide.

			Sam nodded. “Um,” she said. “Who—who all from Atlantic Capital is coming?”

			“Well,” Larry said. “Two senior VPs, Don and Dan. And then an assistant VP.”

			Normally Sam would say, “ha-ha, Don and Dan.” But not right now. “Who’s the assistant VP?”

			“Her name is Amy, I think.”

			She dug her nails into her palms. “Amy Igarashi?”

			Larry tilted his head. “Correct. Wait, you know her?”

			“Yeah,” Sam said. “Yeah, that’s my ex-wife.”

			Everyone started paying a lot more attention then. Christiana, who’d been tapping away at her phone, looked up with interest. 

			“I didn’t know you were married,” she said to Sam. Obviously what she meant was, “I didn’t know you were gay.” It was in the shape of her eyes when she said it.

			“Yeah,” Sam said, and inhaled. The room had grown sharp and bright in the center of her vision, but blurry around the edges. “Our divorce went through in January.”

			“I remember this all being kind of amicable?” Larry wheedled her. “Right?”

			Sam wasn’t eager to hash it out in front of her coworkers, but she leaned her elbows on the glass table and did her best. The cream cheese that lingered in her mouth tasted like it was curdling. “No,” she said. “I wouldn’t use the word amicable. I mean, it wasn’t a big blowup, necessarily. But we’re estranged, we’ve been estranged. We don’t talk.”

			Larry nodded, slowly. “Well, do you think you’ll be able to work with her? I really need you on this.”

			“In a limited capacity, yeah, I don’t see why not,” Sam said, not quite believing it as she said it. She couldn’t imagine even seeing Amy in person. What else was she going to tell her boss, though? 

			“Okay,” Larry said, agreeable as ever. “We’ll work around this as best we can, and see what we can do to make sure everyone’s comfortable. Thanks for the heads-up. So, getting back to what we’re going to try to do for Atlantic . . .”

			Sam sat back in her chair, tilting her chin up and setting her jaw like she always did when she was on the back foot. No one was looking at her, except Alan, who was himself divorced and gave her a sympathetically grim smile. Larry’s voice sounded garbled, like she was hearing him over a police scanner.

			Jess scooted closer, looking stricken. “She knows I work here,” she whispered. “I recommended us to her once, a long time ago, before you guys broke up. But she didn’t say anything to me, like, even a Facebook message: ‘Hey girl, it’s been a while. I’m bringing my company to your freaking firm!’”

			“She doesn’t know I’m here now?” 

			“No, of course not,” Jess said. “They wouldn’t have come all the way out here if she did . . . Right?”

			“Right,” Sam murmured. For a few seconds she had entertained a wild fantasy where this was Amy’s way of coming back into her life. It was nauseating what a short emotional leash she was still on. Even hearing Amy’s name a few times had caused her heart to start throbbing in her chest.

			Larry was still talking. She waited until he paused to clean his glasses, then asked him, “Why’d they come to Manhattan?”

			He put them back on and peered at her. “Well,” he said, “I think—I mean, first of all, we’re one of the few elite crisis communication firms that counts most of its clients in the finance industry, as opposed to, say, politicians and conglomerates.”

			It was almost funny: Sam had only stayed in New York because she associated every inch of Chicago with everything she’d lost, and now the most important loss was a few blocks away, eating a continental breakfast. Or, more likely, drinking a milky coffee. Amy didn’t usually do breakfast.

			Chicago was a huge city. She probably could have stayed there and never run into Amy. In running, she had planted herself firmly in her ex-wife’s path.

			“And second of all, the company they’re accused of colluding on insider trading with, it’s here,” Larry said. “A pharmaceutical company here in New York. I spoke with Atlantic’s director, and he said DOJ is still determining where the charges will come down.”

			“Wait, so we don’t even know where the trial’s gonna be?” Sean said. “Because I don’t have any pull with the press in Chicago.”

			“Can’t they just tell us where they did it?” added Trina.

			Alan laughed and rubbed at his cheeks. He was one of those guys who always had a five o’clock shadow even when he’d just shaved. “Yeah, that’s a good legal strategy. Confess to your PR firm.”

			“Hey, we’re not here to get involved with this case,” Larry said, and clicked out of the PowerPoint as if to punctuate this. “They have an excellent legal team, who I’ve been in touch with. We’re here to rehabilitate their image, so let’s don’t get too deeply involved in this, any of you. We have other clients.”

			Sam said nothing. She was already too deeply involved.

			





CHAPTER 2

			CHICAGO, 2012

			Sam and Amy had been a setup, but they never said it like that when people asked how they met. 

			“At a party,” is what they always said.

			They had been introduced on a summer night in 2012. Tom Hardy’s Bane was in theaters, and Mitt Romney’s face was everywhere else. Sam had gone over early to Amanda’s place to help cut up fruit for the punch, and to sneak more alcohol into it every time Amanda turned her back.

			Out of everyone in their Class of ’06, University of Chicago crew of friends, Amanda Deshaies was Most Likely to Play Hostess. At twenty-eight, she already had a gorgeous South Loop loft, with wide picture windows overlooking the park; this was because her parents were old money, something she was contrite about around their leftist college friends. For the most part they were all now employed in some selfless capacity: Erica taught at a charter school on the South Side, and Shane was a reporter at the Tribune. So, Amanda tended toward sheepish concealment when it came to her financial situation. 

			She spoke freely about money in front of Sam, though, because Sam loved money. Unlike Amanda, she’d grown up middle-class in Queens, but was already making six figures as an associate at Hughes, Roper, Keating & Keating. 

			Sam never felt right apologizing about money anyway. She hadn’t gone to a top ten law school and taken all her internships at corporate defense firms so she could be a public defender, no offense. 

			“So this girl I texted you about,” Amanda called to her from the living room, pink in the face as she fought to pull a stuffed lamb free from the jaws of her bichon frise. 

			Sam was cutting limes for the punch in the lofted kitchen. She stopped to take a break, resting her elbows on the marble island. “You said her name was Amy?”

			Amanda looked up, her dark bob flopping around her face. She jerked her hand one final time and raised the freed lamb in the air like a trophy. 

			“Yeah,” she said, then came back over to the punch bowl to stir it again. “We got into an accident,” she added. “On I-90.”

			“Oh, this is the girl you smashed into?” Sam said. “You didn’t tell me that part.”

			“I didn’t smash into her . . .”

			“Yeah, yeah.”

			“And I did tell you that,” Amanda said, with prim amusement. “You have selective hearing. That’s why I invited her tonight, to apologize.”

			Sam nudged her. The sun was setting over the city by then, flooding the apartment with orange. Jess would be here soon, and then the rest of their friends would trickle in. “Alright, tell me more.”

			Amanda shrugged. “She seems nice. She wasn’t mad that I hit her. She wanted to make sure I was okay. She’s pretty.”

			“Job?”

			“She mentioned it, but I forget. Something fancy. She drives a Beemer and she had on, you know, a pretty expensive suit.”

			“And you’re sure she dates women,” Sam pressed her. 

			“Yes! I told you. I was like, let me take you to lunch while they work on your car. We went to get poké. She mentioned an ex-girlfriend. I said, oh, I know, it’s so hard being single in the city. And she said, yeah, I forgot how hard. She’s on OkCupid, or something, but she says everyone on there’s a weirdo. And I said, you know, not to be that person, but I’ve got a lesbian friend who’s single and cool and you should meet her sometime.”

			“You show her a picture of me?”

			“Ooh. Yeah, that didn’t occur to me.”

			“What year is it again, Amanda?”

			“I was shaken up, okay? I’d been in a car accident.”

			“Alright, alright.”

			“I like her for you, though,” Amanda said. After a moment more of deliberation over the punch bowl, she poured a can of LaCroix in. “She has a certain classiness to her.”

			“Good,” Sam said. “Opposites attract.”

			• • •

			Jess arrived later than expected. Jess was always late, and always in a hurry. She had almost been kicked out of her sorority three separate times for tardiness to meetings, but each time had cried her way out of it. 

			She looked even younger than she was, and she was already so young that Sam hadn’t actually met her in college. Sam had just finished undergrad and was a 1L at the University of Chicago Law School when she posted a request for a roommate in one of the Facebook groups, and a freshman PR major named Jessica Galvert popped into her inbox. 

			Sam knew Jess had arrived as soon as she buzzed up, because she always and unnecessarily buzzed three times. “That’s Jess,” she said, getting to her feet on the third buzz.

			“Oh, good,” Erica exclaimed. Her boyfriend lifted his craft beer in the air like he was toasting the idea of people arriving to things.

			Everyone was pregaming, playing quarters. Sam had opted out, so as not to become sloppy. “I might go let her up and then go to the bodega,” she said, feeling her back pocket for her wallet. “Anybody want anything?”

			“No,” several of them chorused.

			“She’s nervous about her date,” Shane said, as if Sam weren’t in the room. He jerked his chin to Amanda, who smiled. “She’s gonna go buy cigarettes.”

			“I am not,” said Sam, who in fact was. “Fuck off.” 

			She went downstairs to let up Jess (who was encumbered with a case of beer, paddles for beer pong, an umbrella and a raincoat, and who needed help getting onto the elevator) then headed around the corner for smokes. 

			“Hey, is it raining bad?” she shouted as the elevator doors closed.

			“Pouring!” Jess yelled back. “Hailing, probably, I don’t know—”

			“Great,” Sam said unhappily. 

			It was summer, late July. Years later, Sam would still think of Amy every time it rained on a thick, hot summer night. The sun hadn’t quite set yet, and the golden city felt fully alive with echoing honks and people running down the sidewalk, ducking under awnings, newspapers over their heads. Jess’s reports of hail were exaggerated.

			Sam took shelter under the overhang outside the corner store so she could light up. Traffic crawled to a stop in front of her. An older guy sat in his Buick a few feet away, his radio cranked up. She recognized the song he was blasting. 

			It sounded like Eric Clapton, but it wasn’t. She gave it a few more beats, taking deep drags and letting the nicotine work on her nerves. No, Elton John.

			“My dad told me Amy’s your name,” sang Elton, his voice pouring out the car window, and Sam laughed out loud.

			The guy in the Buick glanced over at her, smiling. She smiled back at him.

			 

			• • •

			Amy was late to the party, which Sam did not yet know was very unlike her.

			“If this girl blows me off,” she said to Jess, when the party was in full swing and they had both retreated to the kitchen area to pilfer from the hidden stash of Stellas in the crisper. “I kind of want to text Melissa to come by. She’s in town. She snapped me from O’Hare yesterday.”

			“Please do not text Melissa,” Jess begged her. She was bent over the fridge, looking around for snacks. Amanda wasn’t the type to keep snacks. “You guys were so toxic.”

			“It’s just I got ready, and I’m, like, feeling it tonight,” Sam said. “I don’t want to waste a good mood.”

			She didn’t add that she had been painfully lonely lately, although she had been. It was getting hard to work seventy-hour weeks and come home bleary-eyed to nothing and no one. She went out with the other associates a lot after work, and she would often drink too much just so she would fall asleep faster that night and not dwell on her thoughts as she did, not lie awake in her big empty bed, listening to Chicago’s sirens moan out her window. 

			Jess stood up and studied Sam. She was a finely built ceramic bobblehead of a person, and alcohol affected her almost immediately. Her round cheeks were pink and her fine chestnut hair was askew. 

			“Well, don’t call Melissa,” Jess said. “I don’t like her.”

			“I know, but I don’t think you got the right picture of her. I blew her off a lot, I was so busy at work last winter . . .”

			Jess sighed at her. Sam was stubborn, and twenty-eight years in, people had been sighing at her for her whole life: her parents, her teachers, her friends, her girlfriends, professors, now judges, now bosses. And yet she continued to get her way. At some point it had started to feel like the sigh was just an admission of defeat. 

			“Alright, alright,” Sam said. Jess was one of the few people she hated to argue with. “I won’t.” 

			“Good!” 

			Sam wandered away from her, back to the party, bringing the beer to her lips. Amanda’s view was even better at night, its daytime panorama of the park and skyline turned into a glittering dark sea of shapes and pinprick yellow lights. The loft was filled with people by then, laughing and trying not to spill their drinks.

			• • •

			Amy got off work late as usual.

			She left the office at 10:10 and doubled back to leave a series of four Post-it notes on the desk of her administrative assistant. Amy loved Post-its. She loved the constraints of the small squares, and the satisfaction of ripping one off, then firmly sticking it to a glass door or a desk phone or a piece of paper. 

			PLEASE CALL BILL DEMECK, she scrawled. Despite the fact that she was deeply type A, her handwriting was chicken scratch at best. Luckily her assistant Kelly was a pro at deciphering it. Sometimes Amy’s coworkers would peel her Post-its off their office doors and bring them to Kelly, asking with a chuckle, “Sorry, what the fuck does this say?”

			Amy stuck it to Kelly’s desk.

			HE IS WORRIED ABT INVST. IN CBL&A 

			Stick.

			NEED MTG. W/ HIM THIS WEEK TO REASSURE

			Stick.

			CHECK MY SCHL. & LMK, THX!

			Stick. She hurried out of the office, black umbrella in tow.

			There weren’t any cabs, so she called an Uber. She didn’t like to ride the L this late at night. Amy was a worrier and a New York girl, so if she was going to get mugged to death on a train, that train would be underground, thanks. 

			In the back of the Uber she scrolled through Instagram. It was Saturday, and everybody else had been off, brunching or having picnics by the river. 

			“What are you up to tonight?” said the driver. He had a pleasant voice.

			Amy put her phone down with some difficulty. “Just a party.” 

			“Ahh.”

			“Has tonight been good for you?”

			“Oh, yeah,” he said. “Busy.”

			Amy glanced down at the app. His name was Maurice. “That’s good.” She kept saying the word good. She didn’t know how to talk to Uber drivers, or hairdressers, or anybody like that. Her dad drove cabs for years and, as far as she knew, never chitchatted with his passengers. He was always worried about his accent.

			“Is this a side gig for you?” she said. “Uber?”

			He nodded and made eye contact with her in the rearview as they slowed to a stop in traffic. Amy squinted against the rain-pattered reflection of the high beams from the car behind them. 

			“I play trumpet in a jazz band most nights,” Maurice said, then smiled at her, pantomiming fingering the keys with his right hand.

			“Oh, cool,” exclaimed Amy, who loved jazz. She leaned forward so he’d go on.

			• • •

			It wasn’t love at first sight, but familiarity. Game recognized game.

			Amy saw Sam first. 

			Amanda met her at the door, exclaiming in delight that she was there, taking her wet raincoat from her. Amy checked her watch, because she was one of those oddballs who still wore one and kept it accurate. Ten-forty. 

			“I’m so glad you could make it,” Amanda said after a hug. “Did they manage to smooth your bumper out? God, I still feel so shitty.”

			“They did their best,” Amy said, smiling at her. “Honestly, it’s fine. It’s not like I look at my bumper much.”

			Of course it did bother her, as a perfectionist, to have that one small dent in the otherwise flawless surface of her BMW. But being dicky to Amanda wouldn’t fix it.

			She saw Sam, then, over Amanda’s shoulder. She was walking by. No—strutting, like a boxer. Amy liked that.

			Sam seemed to feel eyes on her, because as she took the step up into the elevated kitchen, she swiveled a bit on her heel and flicked her gaze toward the entryway. They studied each other. 

			Sam didn’t exactly smile, but her eyes danced with curiosity. She was attractive with strong features—sandy hair, hooded eyes set deep under thick brows, an aquiline nose. The rest of her face was delicate. She wore a little makeup, but less than she could have, as if she were trying to minimize the delicacy.

			Amanda noticed they were looking at each other. “Sam,” she called over to the kitchen. It was hard to get someone’s attention in a loft like this because the air was cluttered with a half-dozen other conversations, but Sam heard and inclined her head. “This is who I wanted you to meet.”

			“Amy,” Sam called back.

			“Yeah,” Amy replied, swiftly cutting out the middleman.

			Sam smiled then, in a way that made Amy’s palms prickle with sweat. “You drink beer?” she said.

			The din rose. People in the living room were cackling about something. Amy nodded instead of trying to talk over it.

			Sam held out a Stella and beckoned her. She went over, leaving her coat with Amanda.

			Amy sidled up to the marble counter, leaning her elbow on it while Sam opened their beers. The loft was a picture of artful discomfort—exposed brick, clashing patterns, furniture that looked more like sculpture. The kitchen was lit by a hanging overhead strip of lights, a black wrought-iron bar that hung ominously low. This allowed Amy to see that Sam had dark under-eye circles and one or two premature gray hairs. It made her more attractive, not less.

			“A little presumptuous,” Amy told her.

			Sam freed the second cap with a little pop and handed her the beer with a smile. “Huh?”

			There was a coarseness to her voice that Amy liked. She sounded like she was from New York, and her voice seemed to come from deep in her gut, not up in her head.

			“You asked me if I drink beer,” Amy said. “You didn’t ask me what kind.”

			Sam’s smile widened. “What, you’re too good for Stella?”

			Amy laughed.

			“Look how fancy the bottle is!” Sam said. “It has foil on it and everything.”

			“I’m kind of a beer snob,” Amy admitted.

			Sam took a sip from her own beer. “You don’t look it,” she said.

			“No?”

			“No, ’cause you look employed. When I think female beer snob, I think . . .” Sam took a moment to collect this image in her head, squinting at the ceiling. “Tattoos, definitely.”

			“A topless mermaid.”

			“Exactly. Or a pinup. Either way, topless.”

			“I don’t have any tattoos,” Amy admitted.

			“And you’re obviously corporate,” Sam said, with a twinkle in her eye. “Since you’re coming from work, and you’re dressed like . . .” She gestured. “That.”

			“Is corporate a bad thing?”

			“No, I’m extremely corporate.”

			“Okay, then I’ll cop to that,” Amy said. “So I guess I have to drink piss.”

			“Guess you do.”

			Amy gamely chugged half the bottle. It was mostly tasteless, and made her nostrils sting. Sam watched her.

			“I want some of that punch, though,” she added, wiping foam from her lips.

			“Long day?” Sam said. 

			“Very,” Amy said. “But it was self-inflicted.” She was what guys in finance called a hardo.

			“Oh, that’s relatable.”

			• • •

			They went out onto the balcony to talk more, because for all the surely very interesting conversations going on inside, the only people they really wanted to talk to were each other. Plus, the rain had stopped.

			The air was thick with lakefront humidity, but they had a nice view of Dearborn Park. Sam guided Amy out, opening the door for her and then touching her lightly but confidently on the lower back as they stepped out into the muggy air. 

			“Okay, hit me with the headlines,” Sam said. They both went for the railing and rested their elbows on it, then looked at each other. “Who are you? Besides a victim of Amanda’s driving?”

			“Sorry,” Amy said. “Before we get into this whole thing—you’re single, and you date women, correct?”

			Sam laughed at this and turned her head to look out over Chicago, which felt like a bad sign, but then she said, “Yeah. Yeah to both.”

			Amy knew she was coming off tightly wound, so she said, “I don’t like to waste time, is all.”

			“Hey, me neither.” Sam studied her. “Did you come to this party just to meet me?”

			Amy gave a frazzled laugh. She was having a hard time being smooth. “Yeah. I did. I mean, Amanda seems nice, but she’s the only person I even know here . . .”

			“You’re not missing much. You wouldn’t have a lot in common with them,” Sam said.

			“You sound confident about that.”

			“Yeah, well, you’re too together. They’re not. I love my friends, but they’re not. They’re very much still figuring it out.”

			“You seem to think you know a lot about me.”

			“I’m good at reading people,” Sam replied. 

			“I think that’s for other people to say, not you,” Amy teased her.

			Her eyes twinkled. “Alright, then you tell me.”

			“You thought I didn’t drink beer.”

			“You’re right, I fucked up that one. But I’m not wrong that you’re together.”

			Then, without warning, she took Amy’s wrist in her hand. Amy’s skin got hot where her fingers landed. Sam eyed her, then brought Amy’s watch up close for inspection.

			“I knew it,” she said, dropping her hand. “Wound to the minute.”

			Amy ran her tongue over her teeth, trying again not to smile. “Why wear a watch otherwise?”

			“See?” Sam crowed.

			“Okay, headlines,” Amy interrupted her. “I work in finance.”

			“Cool.”

			“Please, it’s not cool, I know it’s not.”

			“It is cool! I love money,” Sam said, like she truly didn’t give a shit. Looking at her, Amy could almost believe she didn’t.

			Below, a siren wailed. They both peered over the railing as an ambulance went by, its flashing lights catching rain puddles and making them glow red.

			“Well, what do you do?” 

			“I’m a corporate defense attorney at one of the firms downtown,” Sam said.

			This phrase was clearly unwieldy in her mouth. Amy wondered if she usually said either “corporate lawyer” or “defense attorney” and had smashed these together to sound more villainous, just to make Amy feel better. It wasn’t like corporations hired prosecutors.

			“Okay,” she said, nodding. “Okay. So you’ve got it together, too.”

			“Thanks, I like to think so. What do you do in finance?”

			“Um, I help manage a hedge fund. I’m an associate.”

			“Oh, shit.” Sam whistled, which was charmingly old-fashioned of her. “I bet that’s not fun to admit to these days.”

			“Are you kidding? I usually don’t even tell people, literally.”

			Sam laughed in appreciation. 

			“So, other than that . . . BA from Northwestern, MBA from Harvard,” Amy concluded.

			“Thanks for being upfront about that.”

			“Oh, trust me, I can’t stand the ‘I went to college in Boston’ thing. I like baseball, craft beer, good food. I like jazz.”

			“What about family?” Sam felt the breast pocket of her button-down, then pulled out a lighter and a pack of Marlboros from her jeans. “You care if I smoke?”

			“I don’t love it, but go ahead.” Sam smiled crookedly and went ahead. “I have an older sister. My parents moved us here from Japan when I was . . . one? Maybe a little older?”

			“To Chicago?”

			“No, New York.”

			“No shit?” Sam said in delight, her voice muffled by the cigarette. It waggled between her lips as she spoke; she was trying to light it despite the breeze. “I’m from Queens.”

			“Oh, I thought you might be,” Amy said. 

			“Yeah?”

			“Yeah, it’s the accent. You talk slow.”

			Sam blew a little smoke at her. “Watch it,” she threatened with a smile.

			“What neighborhood?”

			“Forest Hills. What about you?”

			“I grew up in the Heights. My family’s still there.”

			“Oh, a real New York girl, I like it. Mets or Yankees?”

			“Oh, Mets, definitely.”

			“Good. Pets?”

			“Nope. No time.”

			“Same here,” Sam said wistfully. “I want a dog so bad. But lately I’ve been putting in a lot of seventy-hour weeks.”

			“Seventy? Are you partner track?”

			Sam shook her head. “Trying to get there.”

			Amy finished the last sip of her punch and found that between that and half a beer, she was lightheaded and getting warm in the cheeks and chest. She leaned forward into Sam’s space, which made Sam’s eyes twinkle again. She liked it when they did. 

			“Are you a nice lawyer?” she said. 

			“A nice lawyer,” Sam repeated huskily. She smoked some more, and looked contemplative. “What’s a nice lawyer?”

			“Are your clients innocent?” 

			“Sometimes,” Sam said.

			“Yeah? Can you always tell?” 

			She smiled. “I don’t think about it.”

			“How can you not think about it?” Amy said in curiosity. “That’s all I’d be able to think about.”

			“You don’t think you could defend somebody you thought was guilty?”

			“I don’t know. I guess I’d want to know for sure first.”

			Sam laughed. “Even if it made your job harder?” 

			“I like honesty,” Amy said.

			“I mean, I massage the truth for a living.”

			“Well, that’s work. This isn’t.”

			“No?” Sam said, finishing her cigarette. “Because I’m working pretty hard here.”

			Amy laughed and looked out over the skyline again, her face growing a little warm.

			They never went back to the party. The attraction was there, and it went past the chemistry of a good conversation. It was electrical impulses in their lips and hands and muscles.

			Sam was a great kisser, despite tasting sour like cheap beer. She made the hairs on Amy’s arms stand up, and her legs go weak, neither of which had ever happened before. That was mostly why Amy went home with her that night.

			“I never do this,” she whispered in the back of the Uber. It had started raining again, and her voice barely carried over the swish of the wipers. “And I’m not just saying that. I know everyone says that.”

			Sam smiled at her. Her teeth gleamed in the dark. “I know you’re not.” 

			“How do you know?”

			She said nothing. She just kept smiling.

			Years later, what Amy would think about when she looked back on that night was just how many times Sam had admitted she was a liar the very first time they met.

			





CHAPTER 3

			THE SEC, PART I

			Money had always been the linchpin of Sam and Amy’s life together.

			They both loved it and the more they made, the more they made. In the summer of 2015, Atlantic had a management shakeup, and Amy snagged a senior assistant VP spot. The hierarchy of the hedge fund didn’t seem to have the internal logic of a law firm: besides the CS guys, it was an even split of analysts and traders, and the analysts were all ascended traders, but beyond that, seniority was barely a factor. Paul made analysts into VPs at will, like he was firing a T-shirt cannon. He kept the team balanced by firing just as indiscriminately.

			Amy worked almost exclusively with overworked dicks and blowhards, so the fact that she never walked into Paul’s office coked up and screaming obscenities at him eventually paid off for her. He created the position of senior assistant VP for her, which put her above the VPs but below the senior VPs, like mayonnaise between two slices of bread. She got a huge office that overlooked the river (Sam’s office did too, and they used to call each other on their desk phones and talk dirty while they looked out at the same water) along with a salary package of $550K.

			Sam had found that suspicious. Amy was only thirty at the time, and bonuses aside, it didn’t make sense for a hedge fund to be so liquid in 2015 that it could pay the overblown salaries that Paul was handing out like gumdrops. But she wasn’t going to dwell on the hows of it all when the two of them were bringing home close to $800,000 a year. 

			That was outrageous money for someone from her part of Queens, and she started dressing like a complete idiot. Amy stayed chic, but Sam bought crazy Gucci belts and ostentatious jackets. She used to fly home for Christmas and get a Porsche 911 from the Hertz Rent-A-Car at JFK just to drive achingly slow through her old neighborhood, so everyone she grew up with could watch her out their windows and die of jealousy. Bobbi once opened the front door just to scream, “SUCK MY DICK,” at her as she went by. Sam blew her a kiss.

			Sam saved barely anything. Amy was far more frugal and had a wide portfolio of investments, but as a couple they spent like sailors. (Sam had been informed by a stern rehab therapist that her charisma made her a chaotic influence on otherwise reasonable people.) They spoiled their parents, moved into a lavish penthouse, went on vacations that cost a fortune, and paid for bottle service at clubs. Their ritzy wedding at The Langham Hotel alone cost upwards of $100K, on top of the $25K that Sam had spent on Amy’s engagement ring. 

			As far as they were concerned, the good life was never going to end. For Sam, that illusion had fallen apart almost overnight. Now she had to wonder if the same thing was happening to Amy.  

			• • •

			Fifteen minutes before Don, Dan and Amy were due to arrive at Byers, the Keurig shit itself and died.

			Sam had put a pod in and turned around to get her half-and-half out of the communal break room fridge when the Keurig let out a long, spastic KKKRRRR noise and then began to violently expel soupy coffee grounds all over itself and the floor.

			“Jesus Christ,” she said, and unplugged it.

			Alan came in behind her and jabbed her companionably on the hips, then reached past her to grab a plastic fork out of a box of them on the counter. “What’d you do?”

			“I didn’t do anything,” she protested. “I just put a pod in.”

			Alan stirred his tea with a fork. Sam watched this, unnerved by it. “Is there an error code?” he said.

			“I dunno. I unplugged it.”

			Alan nodded and plugged it back in. He was stocky and handy. Due to the generally fussy nature of their PR-bred coworkers, he and Sam ended up doing most of the dirty work around the firm. They were “legal consultants” by title, but their clients only needed so much lawyering, so their fine legal minds were mostly put to the work of figuring out how much pressure they could put on a reporter or a client’s wayward employee without breaking the law. Threateningly open-ended phone calls, ominous visits to people, filing endless cease and desists, picking out obscure lines of NDAs and interpreting them at will: all of these were within their purview.

			Alan was about fifteen years older than her, and had worked as a civil litigator at a Brooklyn firm for most of his career before being laid off. He never went back to the law after that. Sam had asked him once why not. She missed practicing like crazy, and couldn’t imagine having given it up if she hadn’t been blackballed.

			“Sammy,” he said, smiling wryly. “It’s not a real life. You know that, right?”

			But Sam did not know that. 

			Alan was now typing the Keurig’s error code into Google. He eyed the results and shook his head. “Yeah, I have no idea. I don’t like this thing, anyway. Nobody has the time to brew a pot of coffee?”

			Sam folded her arms tight and leaned against the counter. “I just needed some quick, before Amy gets here.”

			Alan nodded. “I’ll make you a cup of instant.”

			This calmed Sam somewhat. Her dad always made her instant.

			“I don’t want to see her,” she said, without having meant to say anything. It just jumped out of her, and stung her sinuses as it did.

			Alan looked up at her. “Hey,” he said, “it’ll only hurt for as long as it’s happening.”

			Sam took in a long breath. “Yeah.”

			“I had to sit across from my wife in mediation
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