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For my parents, who filled our house with books.

For Lexie, Caitlin, and Spencer, who fill our house with life.

And for Jennifer, who fills my life.





“The law does not pretend to punish everything that is dishonest.

That would seriously interfere with business….”

—Clarence Darrow







PROLOGUE

“We’re all guilty. Of something.”

Jake West fixes a knowing look on his face as he locks his eyes on the jury box. This is probably the key thing he’s learned in his decade and a half of trying cases. You need to remove the wall between the jury and the defendant. You need to make them feel they’re not standing above the accused in judgment. If they’re going to make the harsh decision to take away the freedom of another human being, they need to be forced to sit in the shoes of that person. They need to feel what it’s like to be judged. Who among us wants to be judged on what we’ve done? Not Jake, that’s for sure.

“Don’t get me wrong,” he continues. “I believe in the system. I believe you believe in the system. And I know people say lawyers are liars, and most of us are. But what I’ve just told you? It’s the truth. You know it. You feel it.”

He pauses to let the jury feel it. To let their minds wander to all the things each of them are guilty of. When he’s satisfied that he has ignited the flame of their guilt, he offers absolution.

“I’m not judging you,” Jake assures them. “I’m no different. Let me tell you my truth.”

Jake takes a longer pause here. It’s calculated, crafted to make them lean in. He milks the moment as he approaches the jury box. Twelve chairs walled off from everyone else by a light maple half wall. It’s a modern design, and Jake doesn’t like it. He prefers courtrooms cast in walnut or mahogany; he feels that gives the proceedings the gravity they deserve. The light wood is businesslike. Perfunctory. But he’s in performance mode, so it doesn’t matter. It’s up to him to bring the gravitas. And to do that, he must make it personal.

He stops at the edge of the box and fixes a stare on a singular juror. Camila Cortez. Like any good lawyer, Jake knows things about his jury. His audience. He knows Camila is first-generation American. He figures her parents came to have her born in the U.S. of A. Maybe they came legally, maybe not, but either way it speaks to reinvention. Leaving the past behind. She’s a few years younger than he is, but there are stories in her face, probably stories about that past. Doesn’t matter what the stories are—he can use that.

“Me—I’ve cheated on my wife, I drink too much, I work too much, I inhaled in college, and after that—” Jake stops himself, realizing he can’t admit to a felony here in court. He sheepishly grins at Camila. “Well, I really don’t want to jeopardize my career, so that’s as far as I can go. But you—I bet you slept with someone you shouldn’t have. Took something you shouldn’t, smoked it, shot it, inhaled it.”

Sitting in the jury box, Camila Cortez can’t help but feel the words are directed at her. Jake West isn’t so much talking to her as looking into her soul. Lord knows she can’t count the number of things she’s guilty of. Not the least of which is what she’s thinking right now. What she’s thinking about Jake right now. Forget about the fact that his hair is rumpled, or that his suit is wrinkled, or that he didn’t shave this morning. He’s mesmerizing. She thinks she could listen to him talk all day. She would sit cross-legged at a campfire and listen to him spin a yarn.

“Tell me you never walked out of a store with something you didn’t buy, just to see if you could, just to feel the rush.”

Camila’s mind goes to the jewelry counter at Woolworth’s, not that that was the only time. Jake watches her, and she senses he can see what she’s thinking. What she’s done.

“So if I put your life on trial, you’d feel guilty. Because you’ve done something. And if you sat in that witness box and started squirming, a jury of your peers would see it. All I’m asking of you today is to consider that. To consider that what you see as guilt may be guilt about something else entirely.”

Eye contact is the key in any trial, so Jake’s eyes remain locked on Camila’s. You believe people who can hold your gaze. People who look away—they’re liars. So Jake’s gaze never wavers, and he’s pretty sure he has her. But he can’t rush this, so he loosens his visual grip on her and walks slowly back to the defense table, knowing her gaze will not leave him. There’s a glass tumbler waiting for him. Clear liquid and ice. He sips it like it’s not water. It’s not water. He feels it burn. It energizes him, gives him strength to continue.

He turns back to Camila. Eyes her black dress with a red floral print; the fabric looks like silk, though odds are it’s polyester. It’s a wraparound with a tie, and all Jake can think about is pulling the tie loose. Maybe that’s the liquor seeping into his brain, but experience has taught Jake to hide those kinds of thoughts. He can’t keep them at bay, but he can conceal them. He needs focus. He’s got to be perfectly sure he’s sold his audience. His audience of one. Because you only need one juror.

“You gonna let me have some of that?” Camila says, breaking his train of thought.

This might be the time to mention they’re alone in the courtroom. At night. Even so, Jake admonishes her: “You don’t get to talk. Yet.”

Camila leans in, working her own magic. “I won’t talk. I’m enjoying the performance. But I’d enjoy it more with a little taste.”

Jake considers the juror’s request and decides that it’s rude to drink alone. He takes out a small, silver flask from the breast pocket of his suit. Pours more of the Casamigos Blanco tequila into his glass, then carries it to the jury box, dangling it like a carrot.

“You’re not playing by the rules, now, are you?” he chastises her, holding the drink just out of her reach. Almost daring her to come get it.

“Are you really a lawyer?”

Jake leans in. “It’s been said I can persuade anyone to do anything.”

Camila knows it’s a line, but she’s a lost cause as she stares into those eyes. Deep green, with flecks of brown. Without taking her eyes off his, she reaches for the drink, her hand slithering over his until it’s grasping the tumbler. She slides the drink out of his grip and puts it to her lips. Takes a sip. It’s strong. It’s nicer than what she usually drinks.

“What’s the verdict?” He means the drink, but she’s not done playing.

“I don’t know. I’m thinking guilty. You think you can change my mind?”

Damn, but Jake likes a challenge. He leans in even closer.

“Here’s the thing you have to understand.” His voice is soft, intimate. “Being guilty of something doesn’t mean you’re guilty of what they say. So the question isn’t, did my client lie? It’s, what did they lie about? What did they really do? And whatever it is, did the other side prove it?”

Jake sits on the edge of the wooden railing. He’s almost straddling Camila.

“You understand guilt, don’t you? What do you feel guilty for?”

“Not for what’s about to happen, that’s for damn sure,” she says.

And just like that, he’s won the case. Or rather, he’s achieved his end goal, which in this case means he slides his hand behind her neck and pulls her into a hard kiss.

Camila revels in it for a moment, then pulls away. Something isn’t right. She studies him. The dark hair hasn’t started to gray. Neither has the stubble, which would be the tell if he was coloring it out. His general air of bad-boy charm had been working for him, but in the kiss, she felt something dark, angry. Now, sitting back, she sees the darkness has crept into his eyes as well. Maybe it’s just the liquor taking effect, but what seemed like charm thirty seconds ago is all at once clearly revealed as damage. Damage buried under a shitload of booze.

“Something tells me you understand about guilt yourself, Jake.”

She’s beautiful in the damaged way Jake is always drawn to. The damage makes her more attractive. As does the fact that she sees his darkness and she’s still here. Jake drops over the side of the railing, grabs the tie holding the dress together. He doesn’t pull, just slips a hand through the opening in the fabric and—

“Counselor!”

At the now-open double doors of United States District Court, Central District of California, Western Division, courtroom number 5D, a heavy-set security guard stands with Richard Kaplan, a lawyer in a suit that looks far better than Jake’s, with hair that’s far better than Jake’s, and a face that’s shaved far better than Jake’s. None of which hides the fact that Kaplan seems weary and wary, staring with mixed emotions at what was once his best friend.

“Hey, Richie.”

Jake doesn’t remove his hand from inside Camila’s dress. He’s enjoying this unexpected turn of events.

“What the fuck, Jake?”

“I hadn’t gotten to the fuck yet.”

At that, Camila removes his hand from her dress. Liquor or no liquor, amazing eyes or not, she’s not going to be put on public display.

Kaplan comes closer, digesting the depths to which his friend has sunken. “You really wanna get disbarred?”

“I have been working at it pretty hard.”

Kaplan sighs. He wants to be angry, but all he feels is sad. He used to look up to Jake. He used to want to be Jake. What a joke that turned out to be. Over the past year he’s watched Jake cut off, one by one, everyone he cares about. He tried to break through Jake’s misery, to be a good friend, to be there for Jake. And that only made Jake work harder to push him away, to say things he probably didn’t mean, but they had enough basis in truth to sting. Then he watched him behave that way to others, and he just couldn’t take it anymore. He gave up.

But tonight he has a job to do. He walks over to Jake and tries to put his emotions in check. “Jake. Seriously. What are you doing here? You don’t have any cases—you don’t even have any clients.”

Camila is surprised by that; she thought he was a big deal. He implied as much.

Jake shrugs an apology to her as he answers Kaplan. “I was doing a closing. Fact is, it was pretty good, wouldn’t you say?”

He silently wills Camila to render the verdict he needs. She sees that the security guard at the back is looking the other way; clearly he wants nothing to do with this shit show, so there’s no legal jeopardy here. As for Kaplan, she instinctively doesn’t like him. He seems uptight, very unlike Jake, who, now that they’ve been interrupted, seems back to himself. The darkness has passed. And despite having been lied to and perhaps used, she still finds Jake attractive as hell. So she decides to play along.

“I’d say… he was gonna get his client off,” she teases.

Camila and Jake are both amused. Kaplan can’t say the same.



Kaplan and Jake head down the steps of the First Street U.S. Courthouse, a glass cube ten stories high, almost floating above the sloped downtown street. Kaplan’s BMW 750i—with custom Donington Grey Metallic paint—is parked in a red zone right in front. It’s more car than Kaplan needs, but it’s worth its price for how his clients admire it if they hit the valet stand at the same time.

“This how you pick up women now?” Kaplan asks.

“No. I picked her up at an AA meeting.”

“And which step is this?”

“Hah. Funny. I don’t remember you being so funny.”

“And I don’t remember you being so stupid. Oh wait—yes I do.”

Jake stops and tries to assess what’s really going on. For as long as Jake has known him, Rich has never had the guts to step out of line. He lives vicariously through Jake’s penchant for it. So what’s different tonight?

Rich is on a similar train of thought. Thinking how Jake used to amuse him. But now, at forty-one, what was once charming, almost enviable, is overwhelmingly sad and pathetic. Was Jake always sad and pathetic? Did Rich never see him for what he was?

“Do you even want to be a lawyer anymore, Jake? Or are you done with it all?”

“How could I be done? My name is on the door.”

“It’s your father’s name on the door,” Rich says bluntly.

“True, but I try hard to forget that,” Jake says. It’s his cross to bear, sharing a name with Norman West, the feared leader of the esteemed firm of Thompson & West.

Rich sees the paternal callout got under Jake’s skin, but it’s hard to have sympathy when having the shared name has bailed Jake out of trouble more times than he can count.

“You think I like this? Being your babysitter? You don’t think I have more important things to do tonight?”

“Gotta run home and redline some clauses? Adjust those profit definitions?”

Beneath this attempt at banter, Rich is aware this is exactly what Jake thinks of him as a lawyer. Hell, it’s what everyone thinks. Forget that his billings bring in 60 percent more income to the firm than Jake’s do; what he does is viewed as grunt work. He’ll never be at the top of the food chain because his work has no glamour. And tonight of all nights, this pisses him off.

There’s a lot Rich wants to say, but instead all he offers is this: “Fuck you, Jake.”

“No one asked you to come here, Richie.”

“Actually, someone did. The guy whose name is on the door.”

Interesting. Is his father keeping tabs on him? How the hell would he know to send Rich here? As Jake ponders that intrigue, Rich opens the passenger-side door, trying to move this along. An invitation for Jake to serve his penance. But Jake feels a deep, gut-level instinct to run. To bolt the other way, to fall in with the homeless contingent downtown, find some guy with a bottle in a plain paper bag and make a new friend. He envies them, really. No responsibilities. No one to disappoint. He is acutely aware that thought makes him an asshole, but the idea holds a strong appeal.

Then he sees the beaten-down look on Rich’s face—it reeks of disdain and pity and disappointment. And the liquor is wearing off, which means Jake’s just noticed it’s cold out. LA cold, maybe fifty-two degrees, but like everything, it’s all about context and expectation.

Jake takes the easy way out—he gets in the car. Rich closes the passenger door and slowly walks around to the driver’s side. He’s gotten the job done, retrieving this human baggage, but the emotional toll it’s taken is quite high. He feels an intense need to sleep. For a week.



This night should be a good one for Rich. He’s on the verge of proving he’s more than what people see. He may fail; he’s well aware that the case he’s taken on is either a way out or a way to destroy everything he has, but it’s the way people like Jake look at him that makes him know he’s done the right thing.

In a sudden burst of inspiration, or maybe it’s fear, he thinks he should tell Jake everything. Enlist his help. But then his senses come back to him. He can see exactly how that would play out. Jake wouldn’t marvel at what Rich had done, he’d step in and do what he always does—make it better and take all the glory. Richard Allen Kaplan would once again recede into the background, and no one would remember he was ever there. He thinks about Chicago, the musical. “Mr. Cellophane”—that’s him. People look right through him as if he’s not even there.

Fuck that. It’s time to change. And he will allow Jake no part in it. He’ll take him home and be done with it. He climbs in and settles in the cushy leather seat and marvels, not for the first time, at what $131,878 can buy. He turns the car on, but then he takes in Jake sulking in the passenger seat, and he softens. In spite of everything, he loves Jake like a brother.

In his 2L year at Boalt, UC Berkeley’s renowned School of Law (now simply called Berkeley Law to remove the connection to its racist namesake), Rich had spent so much time reading and studying and prepping, trying to keep up with others whose brains seemed to work faster than his, or digest material faster than he could, that he didn’t notice that his first real girlfriend, Emily Towne, the girl he had designs on marrying, had been around less and less. So when he found out he got an A plus plus on his Con Law final and showed up unannounced at her apartment to celebrate, he was stunned to find she’d been in bed with a 3L he knew and hated. Rich hated the 3L more, seeing him wearing a T-shirt Rich had left there. A T-shirt and nothing else.

Rich had wanted to sulk and brood and cry, but Jake was having none of it. Jake instructed him to burn every last item that had any emotional connection to Emily, then they went up to Tilden Park, made a bonfire at an empty campsite just below the steam trains, and drank until they passed out. A week later, Jake found Rich a date for an end-of-year party who was so hot, and draped herself all over him all night, that it made Emily insane. A crass stunt—but man did it make him feel better.

So now, he decides to give intervention one more try.

“Is this really what you want, Jake? To use your legal skills to get laid?”

“Kinda makes winning more fun.”

Beneath Jake’s repartee, Rich sees he isn’t actually having fun. He’s miserable.

“Look, I get what you went through—”

“No, Rich. You really don’t.”

That thought drives Jake to take the flask from his coat pocket. He unscrews the cap, tips the flask to his lips, and swallows. The Casamigos feels good going down, but it’s not going to fix the problem, and that just makes him want more. So he takes another long pull.

Rich watches, shakes his head. It’s hard to witness someone’s self-destruction. Jake then offers up the flask. Kaplan despises himself, but in that moment he wants it. Needs it. He takes it and downs a big swallow of his own, which gives him the nerve to ask a delicate question: “You seen Cara?”

“Nope.”

“The kids?”

“Every other weekend. Tuesdays. Gives me a reason to sober up once a week. Not that they want to see me anyway.”

Jake really believes this. They’ve never told him so, but they don’t have to—he feels the deeply rooted truth of it. He embarrasses them. He embarrasses himself, which drives him to take the flask back. Rich sees the pain, the real pain, in his friend’s face, and it’s hard to stomach. Is part of it Rich’s own fault?

“Come on, Jake—”

BAM-BAM-BAM. A hard knock on the passenger-side window with a flashlight. Jake and Rich both startle, but neither can make out the figure with the flashlight beam shining directly in their eyes.

“Cops. Always there when you need ’em.” Jake rolls down his window. “Good evening, Officer, I’m—”

The matte-black barrel of a .44 Magnum appears in the open window and, almost simultaneously, a gunshot explodes. Rich Kaplan’s head explodes too, blood and brain spraying onto the laminated safety glass of the windshield, onto the glass-reinforced polypropylene of the dashboard, onto the black merino leather, and all over Jake.

Jake is paralyzed. The sound has detonated the world into an altered state of reality; he can’t hear, everything is underwater, he feels warm and wet, and he’s not sure if he himself has been shot. He looks at what’s left of Rich slumped against the driver’s door. There’s no head there anymore—there’s flesh and bone and lots and lots of blood, but no discernible face. He looks back to the open window and sees nothing. No one.

Then Jake’s eyes go to his lap, where the .44 Magnum now lies; he can feel heat from the discharged barrel through the mouliné wool of his suit pants. How the hell did it get there?

Panicked, he fumbles for the door handle, the blood making his hand slip off the polished metal. He manages to flick it open, kicks the door, and gets out, desperately trying to wipe the blood and brains off himself, like there’s a spider on his body he can’t see. Finally, he steadies his breathing, searches every direction. Unlike his ears, his eyes are fine, but all his retinas take in is darkness. No movement at all, not even a homeless person sleeping, no car creeping by. How is that possible?

Then he sees a hooded figure at the top of the block, ducking into the Metro station. There’s a fractional instinct to give chase, but his feet don’t leave the ground. His instinct to avenge what just happened is at war with the very real uncertainty of what would happen if he caught up with the shooter. What if they have another gun, or there’s an accomplice Jake never saw? He could end up with no face like Rich.

He looks back to the blood-soaked Beemer, his dead friend slumped sideways. And his choice of inaction is made. Then he sees the .44 Magnum again—he’s inadvertently knocked it to the pavement.

Yet all he can wonder in this moment is: Where the hell did his flask end up?





1

The guy looks like an asshole.

Sioban McFadden knows the type well. It’s not a species unique to Los Angeles. Back in Dublin, the haircuts were different, the clothes warmer, and the accents more appealing, but there were Irish Jake Wests just like there are Jake Wests the world over. Wealthy, entitled, spoiled assholes who think they can get away with anything. The world has taught them that they can. And while more often than not the assholes are right about that, it doesn’t stop her from trying to change things.

She stares through the one-way glass at Jake; he’s barely cleaned up, blood spatter still evident. He’s trying to appear composed, but he’s fidgeting. How much of his agitation is because of what’s happened and how much because he needs a drink is hard to say. He looks up at a wall-mounted video camera.

“So, guys, I’m softened up—would you get in here?”

Sioban is enjoying his discomfort. She wonders how many times in his life he’s made people wait, let suspects sit and squirm, either because he was too busy to show up or because it served some manipulative purpose he had in mind. Let the shoe be on the other foot for a change.

She’s already biased against the man she’s watching in the box because she’s come to hate lawyers. She understands that some are good people, but the process teaches them to cheat and manipulate. It actually rewards such behavior. Sioban wonders if there is any place in the world where justice truly is blind. Where the system endeavors to do what’s right. Where you don’t have to fight so damn hard to stop people like Jake West.

In the box, Jake’s mask is slipping. He’s barely holding it together. His hearing has thankfully come back, but he still feels underwater, like everything is unreal. And while usually he enjoys being the center of attention, this is not one of those times. He wants to be alone, to drink, to shower, to drink again, and to forget.

He can’t take it anymore—he gets up, paces. He feels like one of those lions at the zoo. How do they stand it, being watched and studied, day after day? He knows he shouldn’t do this; he’s supposed to be calm and nonchalant. But his best friend, or at least ex–best friend, just had his face blown off right in front of him, so maybe a little pacing is the norm in such circumstances. Maybe that’s what they’re expecting from him to demonstrate he’s a witness and not a suspect.

Jake walks up to the glass. He assumes they’re watching, and he tries to demonstrate his innocence. He fixes a look on his face, the same one he schools his clients to use, particularly the guilty ones, in the courtroom. But from his side of the glass, all he can see is his own reflection, and he can’t help but notice his appearance. Bloody, scared, sunken eyes. Is that from lack of sleep or the drinking or the trauma?

Then he sees something that makes his heart race.

“Shit. Is this… brains?”

He tries hard to control his breathing as he gingerly flicks the organic matter off his shoulder. Watching it hit the floor, he’s struck that what he’s just done is awful. This piece of Richard Allen Kaplan, his friend with whom he was sharing a drink hours ago, flicked aside to be swept up by the janitorial staff. Jake suddenly feels sick. He has to end this.

It occurs to him they may not be watching through the glass at all—they may be in a back room having coffee and congratulating themselves for having locked up someone who’s helped guilty people go free. But he needs their attention. Now. So he turns to the camera and says for the record: “I know you’re out there, and I know you need me to talk, so let me make a deal. I need a drink. I understand you have to keep my flask, it’s evidence, whatever. Bring me what you’ve got. Gin and tonic. Easy on the tonic. And not some cheap, tasteless shit. Someone around here has to have some Tanqueray or Magellan stashed in their desk.” And then he smiles. “Pretty please?”

At this point, Sioban has what she needs. She feels she knows this man, how he likes to play people, how he uses what he’s been told is his charm to his advantage. That knowledge is all very useful to her. Let him be charming. She’s immune to it.



Jake has settled back into the intentionally uncomfortable chair, essentially having given up, when the door finally opens. He’s expecting a grizzled veteran, someone like Adrian Hernandez or Dan Flores, someone twenty pounds overweight and jaded and excited to get a chance to come after the asshole attorney who’s torn them apart once or a dozen times in various situations where they were either sloppy or corrupt or just had the bad luck to draw a case in which Jake needed to mercilessly beat their story into a lie.

The woman who enters is a welcome surprise. He pegs her in her thirties, very fair, a red tangle of hair providing all the color that’s needed. She offers him a lowball glass. Intrigued, he takes the drink. The glass is heavy. Belongs to someone who understands having a drink isn’t just about what’s in the glass—it’s the total experience. You feel it in your hand. You smell it. Only then do you sip. The glass is a fine start. Now he smells. Then sips. His eyes betray nothing.

“We were out of the gin. But the tonic’s top of the heap.”

Her Irish accent is the second surprise. She must be new. He would remember her.

“Your blood alcohol was 1.6, Mr. West. You’ve probably had enough anyway.”

“I wasn’t driving.”

“Well then, I guess the world is safe.” She extends her hand. Very friendly. “Detective McFadden. Sioban McFadden.”

“You draw the long straw or the short?”

“You think you’re worth drawing straws?”

Touché. Jake just might like this one. “You bother to check the security cams at the Metro like I told them?” he asks.

“Guy wearing a hoodie goes into the Metro. Very descriptive.”

“Was he there?”

“Sure. There was a guy. A hoodie. But he wasn’t running, wasn’t panicked. No blood, no gun, no nothing to help. And rest assured, we even went a step further. No CCTV footage with an angle on the car. We see you and Kaplan leaving the courthouse, that’s it.”

“So do you have any leads at all, Detective?”

“Yes. We do. Actually, we think we may have the shooter in custody.”

Her eyes drill into him, making her point clear. Wouldn’t that make their lives nice and easy? One lawyer murders another. Get rid of two for the price of one; that’s how the joke would go.

“Really? I’m the best you can do?”

“Gunshot residue on your hands—”

“I was opening the window—”

“Blood all over you—”

“I was sitting right next to him—”

“You were holding the gun when the patrol car drove by.”

“I was going to give chase,” Jake explains, though that’s a complete lie. He doesn’t know why he picked the Magnum up. It was a mistake. But he was in shock. Scared. It’s why he hasn’t asked for a lawyer yet; he wants to remedy that mistake. He wants to play concerned friend, co-victim of this attack. Asking for a lawyer before the police have asked a single question runs counter to that goal. He takes a sip of the drink, forgetting that it’s just tonic. So disappointing.

“How pissed were you, Jake? That Richard Kaplan ruined your night?”

Jake expected this play; it’s the obvious first move. He’s not sure if she really believes it or just wants to, but this is how they were bound to game it out. His history wouldn’t be lost on them. A drunk train wreck of a career, a history of violence—at least that’s how they would spin it if they found out about his minor lapse. Or major lapse, depending on how the event was viewed. Regardless, everything she’s saying makes sense. If he was prosecuting himself, he would have a field day in court. Again, why the hell did he pick up the gun? He has to defuse that bomb.

“I get you have to start with the standardized playbook, but you’re wasting your time. If you actually knew anything about me, you’d know Rich Kaplan was my friend.”

“I know exactly who you are. I know you pissed away your career, you’ve been drinking, wife left you, you’re a walking cliché. I’m thinking Kaplan stepped into the void, took your spot at the firm, became your father’s go-to. That had to hurt, right?”

Sioban gives him a minute. She wants to let him stew in the evidence that two hours has brought to light. He’ll understand it’s just the tip of the iceberg. She’s sure there will be more.

“So no, this isn’t your average playbook, Jake. I hope it’s okay, calling you Jake. Mr. West seems so… formal. Like we’re talking about your father. Who, I hate to tell you—he can’t help you now.”

If it weren’t his own life on the line, Jake would enjoy this performance. It’s a familiar pitch, but she’s selling it well.

“So you know the drill,” she continues. “This can go two ways. And I understand what your instinct will be, but before you lawyer up, let me suggest there’s an easier way. Cut a deal, make a plea. Save the taxpayers some money, save your wife and kids the drawn-out heartache, and get this off your chest.”

She pauses to let him digest. He knows the game, but the words have to land differently now that he’s a suspect. She doesn’t get a fast rebuke, which is a good sign.

“At least think about it, Jake. People say I’m easy to talk to.”

“Sounds like a line from someone trying to get you in bed.”

“Sounds like a remark from someone who has to use a line to get someone in bed. Or has to use the federal courtroom to get someone in bed. That’s what the security guard had to say, and I’m sure the lucky woman who turned you down will confirm it. Seems she left before the shooting.”

That’s good, Jake thinks. No reason to drag Camila into this. But he’s gonna have to find a new AA meeting. He doesn’t want to face her again. Which isn’t really an issue; he doesn’t have a drinking problem, he only goes to an occasional meeting so he can be honest when he tells Cara he’s going.

He sees Sioban watching him and realizes his mind has gone down another rabbit hole. He’s losing track of where they are in the questioning. He’s not disoriented; what he’s really feeling is tired. And the truth is, while the detective is his adversary in the moment, he’s growing to like her. Maybe talking is the answer. Why not just tell the truth?

He takes another sip of the nonalcoholic drink, which still does nothing to help how he feels. She must see him struggling, because she presses: “What’s it gonna be, Counselor?”

“I’m going to shock you, Detective. I have nothing to hide. And I want you to do better than this pathetic attempt to close a case. Maybe this plays well in County Cork, but here in LA you have to do better. So I’m going to tell you exactly what happened.”

And maybe he would have, but at that moment the door opens and a regal man in his late sixties strides in. He’s got a sharp suit and a sharper mind, but in this moment, he uses brute force and bombast.

“Shut the fuck up, Jake.”

Behind the newcomer trails a weathered police sergeant who’s just putting in hours until he has his twenty. He looks sheepish because he’s just been raked over the coals by this older man, and he fears Sioban will not be happy. He shrugs a lame apology.

Jake misses all this, as his focus is only on the man in the Brunello Cucinelli suit that probably cost five grand. He feels no relief at the arrival of the cavalry. Just dread. But he forces a smile.

“Hey, Dad. Good to see you.”



The view from Mulholland Drive, facing south over Los Angeles, is impressive. On a clear night—and let’s face it, that’s not all the time—one can see 180 degrees, from the ocean to downtown, and from some angles to the San Gabriel Mountains far to the east.

There had been almost no talking between father and son all the way from the Central Police Station on Sixth, up the 101 to Barham, then up Woodrow Wilson to the lookout. Norman West parks the Bentley, sits for a minute, then gets out and walks to the cliff’s edge. Jake stays put in the warm car, in the comfy sweats Norman insisted the cops provide him, desperately yearning for a drink to make his insides also feel warm, and to help him discern the message of this little outing his father has concocted.

Finally, reluctantly, he joins his father at the edge of the cliff.

The sudden temperature change hits Jake like a knife. With the wind blowing, it feels colder than what the Bentley’s supremely accurate gauge says it is. Even so, his father seems impervious to the cold. But then, his father is impervious to most feelings.



Norman West grew up in Los Angeles. Not the ritzier side that he now lives in, but in North Hollywood. They call it Valley Glen these days, but no fancy name can change what it is—a stiflingly hot, run-down part of the city you’d avoid unless you’re searching for granite countertops or flooring or what might euphemistically be called a massage. Norman went to UCLA, not because he was driven to have a better life, but to avoid the draft. Law school was merely a way to avoid figuring out what to do with his life. But once there, he took to it. He didn’t “love the law” like some. Norman appreciated how he could mold and manipulate it to his benefit, and eventually to that of his clients. It was a tool he wielded like a sledgehammer. And what he loved best was going up against the bigger firms, the ones with lawyers from Harvard and Yale and Stanford, with lawyers who grew up in Brentwood and Bel Air and the Palisades. He enjoyed kicking their asses, taking their money, and making them look stupid in front of their clients—who’d then become his clients, in some cases.

After growing his reputation in the real estate boom of the eighties, Norman and his friend Archie Thompson took their top clients and opened their own shop. He didn’t want to be big like O’Melveny & Myers or even like Manatt—he wanted an elite team of the best. Never more than fifty lawyers, more than enough to service any case he wanted, and small enough to prevent any factions that would try to challenge him for power. And the crowning achievement for Norman would be bringing his son into the firm. An heir apparent.

When Jake graduated Berkeley Law, he certainly had other offers. But the more he met with other firms, the more he sensed their goal wasn’t to hire him, it was to get under Norman’s skin. Jake could understand that—it was an activity he enjoyed regularly, but he had no desire to play that role for others. What he wanted was distance, so he took a job at a public interest firm. That had been a fine, fine day, telling the legal patriarch he was passing on Thompson & West to work for under a hundred grand a year.

But then Jake made a tragic mistake—falling in love. He met Cara, fell hard for her, she got pregnant, and suddenly a job that paid mid-six figures seemed like a reasonable choice to make. It wasn’t like his father could make him do anything he didn’t want to.

Hah—the folly of youthful idealism.

Much clearer now on what Norman West is capable of, Jake wonders: What is the plan up here on Mulholland? He doesn’t ask that—Jake knows well enough to wait his father out—but it does occur to him that perhaps having his only begotten son freeze to death is his father’s idea of punishment.



“It’s a big city. A lot of shit goes down out there. And our job… sometimes our job is to clean it up.”

Though he has finally deigned to speak, Norman just keeps looking out into the distance. Jake has to concede it’s a masterful performance. Not the dialogue, but the delivery is solid.

“Thank you, Raymond Chandler. But can you make your point less abstruse? I’m freezing here.”

Jake thinks his fingers might actually be frozen, fifty-two degrees or not. Still, his father doesn’t take his eyes off the view of the city lights.

“My point is, I don’t care what happened tonight. Whatever you did, I’m behind you.”

A sentiment that might be touching, if not for what it implies.

“You actually think I killed him. Jesus, Dad, he was my friend.”

“He was sleeping with your wife.”

For one of the few times in his life, Jake is rendered speechless. Assuming this is true, which his father’s tone and pitying look suggests it most definitely is, this is a shock to him. He feels a pit form in his stomach. He fights a sudden need to throw up. He fights putting an image to this betrayal, which some might say is not really a betrayal at all because he and Cara are separated, and what’s more, Jake’s own betrayals obviously predate hers. But that logic doesn’t change how it feels. Nor his need not to visualize it.

His first accessible feeling about this isn’t anger, it’s hurt. It makes him sad, both for himself and for Cara. Next comes embarrassment as he realizes that clearly others know about this. Then his legal brain takes over. This gives the police a motive that’ll play very well in court and the press. Jake wasn’t taking the case against himself seriously, and their decision to release him without charging him bolstered that, but now he needs to rethink.

He starts by replaying everything Rich said tonight, trying to see it through this new prism. But now the anger floods through him, thinking about Rich with his wife. Until the visual of his faceless face intrudes and the rage turns to regret. He shudders at the grisly image, one that will haunt him for a long time to come.

“You had to know. It wasn’t a well-kept secret.”

“It was from me.” Jake is still struggling to digest this double betrayal.

Norman finally turns to look at his son—the remnants of blood on his neck, the police-issue sweats, the usual unshaven thing made worse by the hours in lockup. How has his son come to this?

“What’d you expect, Jake? That Cara would wait around for you to get your shit together?”

It doesn’t matter how old Jake is, how much he’s told himself he doesn’t give two craps about his father, that look, that withering look of utter disappointment—of disgust—still stings. Jake turns away. All he can see now is Cara naked in Richie’s arms, and that’s infinitely worse than his friend’s exploded face.

“How much have you been drinking?” Jake hears disdain beneath his father’s even tone.

“Enough.”

“Enough to forget who you are?” Norman snaps. “You were gonna talk back there, Jake. What the fuck? You know the helpful gambit never works. It doesn’t get you sympathy; they’ll just think you’re playing them.”

Norman West, he who has no emotion and can eviscerate his opponents with a quiet knife they never see coming, is absolutely livid. Which plants a new thought in Jake’s mind.

“Do you really think I did it? Or do you just want me to think it wasn’t you?”

His father takes a moment. No visible reaction, but when you don’t have feelings, it’s easy to hide your reactions. He says simply: “I have no motive. Why would I have done it?”

Jake tries his father’s tactic. He doesn’t react. He just waits him out. It works.

“I’m your father.”

If that’s meant to soften Jake, it doesn’t work. Instead it stirs up countless years of resentment. And between that and the murder of his best friend, who also happened to be banging his wife, and the alcohol, and the fact that it’s too fucking cold up here for this little Raymond Chandler–esque lecture, Jake decides to let his father in on a little secret.

“I used to lie awake and think: I must be adopted. They must’ve switched me at the hospital with some other kid. And somewhere out there is a forty-one-year-old uncaring asshole stuck in a family that actually has a heart.”

Jake lets that land, then moves around his father to the car. Norman doesn’t move, just turns back to the city—the distant, innumerable lights doing little to cut the darkness.
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Cara West didn’t sleep much last night, but that’s nothing new. Trazodone and melatonin with a NyQuil chaser put her into a haze, but she never went deeply under. She still hates being alone in the bed. She should love it—Jake snores, tosses and turns and wants the room to be arctic, while she prefers a warm cocoon. But now she feels the emptiness. It isn’t so much that she misses Jake—at least not the way he’s been this last year—but despises being alone.

She opens the window to let in air and takes in the second-story view that once filled her with a sense of success, of having arrived. Just east of UCLA, Little Holmby is everything she ever wanted. It has trees and wide streets and a park within walking distance. She knows the neighbors, their kids, their dogs, their cars, and with a few of them the problems with their husbands, though she tries to avoid that kind of talk so she doesn’t have to reciprocate. She has what most people yearn for—a place one could live in for their entire life. But the FOR SALE sign on the front lawn suggests that ain’t happening here.

In her late thirties, Cara runs, she hikes, she’s in better shape than she was when she was younger, and when she actually gets a good night’s sleep, her face is still smooth. She keeps her blond hair at a middle length, rejecting the short “mom” cut so many of her friends have adopted. She loves being a mother but refuses to let that define her. And it works—if she’s out alone, she still gets hit on. She would never pursue it, but it’s not bad for her self-esteem. In fact, someone meeting Cara West might just think she had everything. They’d certainly think she was happy. They’d be wrong. The truth is, there’s a wounded part of her, and an angry part of her, but she keeps both well hidden.

She pads down the dark, wooded hallway and knocks on a bedroom door. “Chloe…”

The response is both groggy and annoyed all at once. “I’m up. Jesus.”

Cara tries a second door. Her voice is gentler—she doesn’t mean it to be, but it is.

“Aaron… Time to be up.”

“I am.” He’s cheerful. At least one person in this house is.



In the kitchen, Cara goes straight for the coffeepot, desperate for some jump start to her system.

“I miss your coffee.”

She nearly drops her mug as she turns to find Jake sitting on a barstool at the counter. He’s holding his own mug—WORLD’S GREATEST DAD. As always, the master of irony. Cara has competing simultaneous reactions—fury at the intrusion and comfort at Jake being exactly where he belongs. The latter thought makes her angry at herself. No, he doesn’t fucking belong here. Not anymore.

“Sorry. Didn’t want to wake you.”

“You can’t just come in here—”

“We need to talk.”

Cara reads something on his face. Whatever he has to say, it’s not bullshit. It’s real. Still, she doesn’t trust him. She takes his coffee, smells it—it reeks of alcohol. Of course it does. Which makes how he’s doing worse than she imagined.

“It’s six thirty in the morning.”

“Rich is dead.”

Almost immediately, Cara feels she is outside her body, watching herself receive this information. Every time she watches some movie or TV show where someone delivers world-shattering news, the reactions always strike her as false. She’s not sure what the right reaction should be, but each time she sees a version, all she can think is: nope, not like that. But here she is, living the moment, and all she is is frozen. There’s a gnawing in the pit of her stomach, and whether it’s lack of sleep or her alcoholic husband or the unthinkable words he just said, it’s all she can do not to vomit.

Jake’s trying to read what she’s thinking. He should be kind, help her get through this, demonstrate he is still someone she can count on. Her rock. Instead, he takes the low road.

“Must come as a blow to you,” he says pointedly.

He knows. Shit, Cara thinks. The least of her problems right now, but still—shit.

“What… happened?”

“He was shot.”

“Jesus. By who?”

“If you ask the police, they’ll tell you I did it.”

Jake studies her reaction and hates what he sees. Doubt.

“That’s sad. My father believes I did it. My wife believes I did it.”

“Did you? Kill him?”

She doesn’t really think so—this is more a deflection from her guilt about Rich. And fury at what Jake has become, that he’s become someone so lost and unreliable that this question actually needs to be asked.

But all Jake hears is her anger, and he responds in kind.

“Did you? Sleep with him?”

Cara can’t believe this is what they’re talking about. She can’t believe the judgment written all over his face. Well, fuck you, Jake. Yes, I slept with him. And I hated it.

Okay, she didn’t hate everything about it. She liked that it would piss Jake off if he knew, but at the same time she desperately never wanted him to find out. She certainly thought less of herself for doing it. In spiteful moments, when she’d had too much white wine, she was actually glad she’d done it—it made her feel less a victim of Jake’s chaos. But mostly, she hated that she’d allowed it to happen in the first place. The irony was she didn’t even really like Rich. That said, she can’t fight the urge to throw this in Jake’s face.

“If that’s why you killed him—trust me, one fuck wasn’t worth it.”

Jake stares at her. He’s not sure he knows her anymore.

“When did you become so cold?”

“When I had to. So you couldn’t hurt me anymore.”



The day he met Cara, Jake was putting in hours at a legal aid clinic, but only because of the Stanford grad he had his eye on. She’d interviewed to join his firm and mentioned that’s what she was doing, and he wanted an excuse to ask her out. But when he arrived to show the lucky grad just what a noble guy he was, he’d been introduced to her wife. So he was stuck. He couldn’t leave without looking like a jerk. What a waste of a day, he’d thought.

And then in walked Cara. She came in with a twenty-year-old Latina girl, the daughter of her parents’ longtime nanny, who was trying to get her mother citizenship. From the moment he saw her, Jake was done. Everything else went out the window, all thoughts of the Stanford grad forgotten. He had to find a way to impress Cara, and none of his usual methods would do. So he took her case, volunteering for a full month, allowing him to guide them through the process, building a real relationship with Cara as he did so. Sure, he probably could have made it happen faster, but he knew then that Cara wasn’t someone he just wanted to sleep with. He did want to sleep with her, but he wanted much more than that.

Within a year, he’d asked her to marry him. He knew guys who felt they had to marry their girlfriends—they wouldn’t choose it, but they succumbed to the pressure. Jake actually wanted to get married. He was himself with Cara—a better version of himself. She knew he had demons, that he had a dark side—you didn’t grow up with Norman West without developing that—but she loved him anyway. And the truth is, when he was with her, he didn’t go so dark anymore. He wanted to be present with her. Sober.

But that was a long time ago. Before he screwed it all up.



Sitting on the barstool he still remembers picking out with Cara in the upscale showroom at the Pacific Design Center, Jake is unhappy with how this conversation has gone. He isn’t sure how to move forward with Cara. But he wants to. Even now, having just witnessed a murder, having just learned about her infidelity—okay, it’s a stretch calling it that since they’re separated—he still wants her. What would happen if he walked over and kissed her, held her, told her he’d stop drinking?

“Dad!”

Aaron bounds into the room and runs over for a hug, almost leaping into his father’s arms. Eight is a pretty great age for boys—old enough to have real conversations, too young for the all-out resentment that’s sure to follow when he realizes just who his father is. Jake holds his son tight, infusing into that hug all the emotion and love and loss he’s suppressing in other ways. And why not? Aaron represents the best of Jake: love of Little League, an endless fountain of useless statistics, full of fun and enthusiasm, a zest for life and adventure. For Aaron, this is just a morning like any other, but Jake can’t let go—he holds on for fear of everything he’s about to lose. Fear that Aaron in turn will lose all of those great attributes before Jake knows it. He’s sure he’ll find a way to screw Aaron up and make him cynical and bitter and perpetually angry and he’ll probably start drinking, and it’ll all be Jake’s fault.

“Hey, champ.” He tries to keep it light.

“You taking me to school?”

“No.” Cara draws a clear line in the sand, her eyes laser-focused on Jake’s coffee mug, and he knows she’s right. He’s not even qualified to take his son to third grade. “Get your shoes on before breakfast, Dad and I need a minute.”

“Okay.” Aaron starts out, then turns back to his father. “See you tonight?”

Shit. It’s Tuesday, which means it’s Jake’s night. He’d forgotten. Again. He’ll have to pull himself together. He’d counted on spending the day drinking himself into oblivion, but he can’t. At least not all day.

“Wouldn’t miss it,” he says with a wink, overselling it.

Cara rolls her eyes as Aaron bounds out, calling out, “Chloe! Dad’s here!”

The reply from upstairs is all attitude: “Great.” But his daughter doesn’t come down. Jake feels the sting. He wonders how much is typical thirteen-year-old attitude and how much is disdain that he personally has earned. He fears it’s more the latter.

Cara watches him. Pities him. Then the emotion of what he’s just told her hits, and she realizes she needs answers.

“What happened, Jake? Really?”

“I… I don’t know.”

He takes a long gulp of his drink. Fuck that—she grabs his mug out of his hand and dumps the contents in the sink.

“What. Happened.” She refuses to let him look away, something she learned from him.

“Rich and I were sitting in his car, outside the courthouse. Someone knocked on the window with a flashlight, and when I rolled down the window, whoever it was shot him.”

She blinks multiple times, as if to make the words clearer. It doesn’t help, because something doesn’t add up. “You didn’t see the person right there?”

“It was dark, there was a light in my eyes.” Jake sees this answer isn’t enough. “It happened so fast.”

“They didn’t steal anything?”

“No.”

“Say anything?”

“You’re sounding like the detective who hauled me in.”

“Yeah, about that. You said your father thinks you did it. You said the police think you did it. You’re officially a suspect?”

“More like a person of interest, at the moment.”

“Why is that, Jake? What did you do?”

“I was just… there. The shooter dropped the gun, and I picked it up and I had it when a police car drove by and saw me, and suddenly I was on the ground being cuffed.”

She tries to digest this. The details aren’t making any more sense than the obfuscations.

“As for why dear old Dad thinks I did it? He knew about you and Rich. He figured I found out; that gave me motive. But the thing is, I didn’t know. Until he told me.”

There’s so much information to process, but all that Cara’s brain filters let in is the digital clock on the stove telling her she’s late. An excuse to get away from this horror.

“I have to get the kids to school. You need to go.”

“Cara—”

“They’ll see you tonight. If the police don’t lock you up first. Or you don’t find some other reason to bail.”

He’d argue the point if it wasn’t based on recent history. He can’t stand the disappointment he sees on her face. She starts to walk out of the room, then stops herself. Not sure she should give him this, but—

“For what it’s worth? We both felt bad about it.” She sees Jake is confused, that he doesn’t pick up on her meaning. “Me and Rich. It was one time, and it was wrong. I think we both just felt lost without you.”

After she goes, Jake sits there on the barstool, taking in the house that isn’t his anymore. The Swedish prints Cara got from her grandparents. The cabinet doors just slightly misaligned because he eyeballed the reinstallation instead of using a level. The whiteboard with the kids’ schedules. Cara doesn’t need the whiteboard to know who goes where and when; it had been designed to keep Jake in the loop, but even in his absence it’s fastidiously up-to-date. His eyes fall on the coffeepot just beneath it, which gives him an idea. He knows he should go, but instead he retrieves his WORLD’S GREATEST DAD mug from the sink, rinses it out, and refills it with black coffee, no alcohol this time. It was so much better with the WhistlePig eighteen-year double malt, but it’s hot and it’s strong. It’ll have to do. He has a big day ahead.
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For the most part, Kendall Clark loves her job. She gets to wear nice clothes, sit in an air-conditioned office on the thirty-seventh floor in Century City, and she’s paid very well for answering the phones and greeting the guests. She is aware she got the job primarily because of her appearance—this is Los Angeles, after all. It isn’t fair, but it also means she’s underestimated here, as she has been her entire life. Her long brown hair and deep blue eyes have always helped her get away with things, but the trade-off is she has to work twice as hard to prove she has worth beyond what her mother always called her “God-given beauty.” As for the inevitable men flirting with her, for the most part she finds the endeavor entertaining, a little like watching a nature documentary on the mating habits of meerkats. She has no qualms joining in the banter, knowing it’ll never go anywhere. Kendall isn’t one of those people who takes a job like this to meet someone rich. She fully intends to get rich herself. She just hasn’t figured out how yet.

There are inevitably assholes who step over the line, who don’t understand the rules of the game, but she always feels safe behind the oak-paneled bank that separates her from those who come in to have the lawyers at Thompson & West hide their millions, or make them millions, or bury their crimes. And for those who refuse to take no for an answer, she casually makes sure they see the security camera, maybe drops a hint that an external microphone sits on her side of the desk recording every word, should it ever be required in a court of law.

The attorneys who work at the firm are a mix—cutthroat, boring, condescending, dismissive. But the few who actually talk to her and treat her like a person and not a decoration, those she likes. Richard Kaplan was one of those. And though she’s sitting here being professional and answering the phones this morning, there is a heaviness in the air she can’t shake. Someone she knows, knows very well, was murdered, and having to sit here and go about business as usual makes it worse. Thompson & West should have closed. At a bare minimum, brought in grief counselors. But no—too much business to be done. People to be fucked over.

Which is why seeing Jake come through the glass doors is so welcome. He isn’t like the others. He knows her name, knows she’s from San Diego, he was extra kind to her parents when they came in for lunch, asked about what they did as if he actually cared, then said nice, acutely observed things to them about her. So Kendall has a soft spot for Jake. And seeing him as he is this morning—in a custom-tailored Tom Ford suit, perfectly pressed, his hair in place, clean-shaven—is a huge relief. She’s heard stories of his debauchery, most of which she assumes are exaggerated, but before he stopped coming in altogether, she’d seen enough to understand he’d fallen deep down the well. So this change is welcome. Most acutely because he, at least, will feel the gravity that this day should have.

“Good morning, Kendall. Miss me?”

“I did. What are you doing here?”

“I work here.” Jake’s claim is technically accurate, as he still receives paychecks and his partner shares haven’t changed.

“Right, of course, I just mean I heard. About Mr. Kaplan. Rich.”

“I didn’t kill him, if that’s the rumor.”

She freezes for a second, then manages a horrified: “I know that.”

“But you don’t dispute that’s the rumor.” Jake says it with a grin, not intimidating her. It’s not a question—he’s just confirming what he suspects. Someone will have had a source in the LAPD, and while they probably don’t have details, there will be intimations of Jake’s guilt that will have made it from lawyer to assistant to front desk and likely to the parking garage at this point.

Kendall isn’t sure how to answer. She has indeed heard fifth-hand rumors, but she puts no stock in them. She knows there are those at the firm who mock Jake—he’s a nepo baby, a hopeless drunk, and his absence this last year only fueled their disdain. So they’re ripe to gossip and speculate. But for Kendall, it doesn’t hold water. There are attorneys at Thompson & West that she might think are capable of murder—Jake just isn’t one of them.

He notes her discomfort and lets her off the hook. “It’s okay. Long as you’re clear on the truth, I can handle the rest of the assholes around here.”

Despite what’s happened, despite what he’s been through, he’s trying to make her feel better. She leans in and whispers: “We are outnumbered by them, though.”

“That we are, Kendall. But if any one of them gives you trouble, you know who to call. Day or night. An affront to you will not be tolerated.” Jake has a knack of doing this, and it never seems like he’s flirting or wants anything. “Do me a favor, though—buzz Asshole Number One and tell him I’m back.”

“I assume we’re talking about Mr. Gibson?”

“We are indeed. And let’s have a little fun. Tell him I need to be brought up to speed on everything Richard Kaplan was working on.”

Jake is asking her to drop a bomb, and Kendall will relish that job. “Done. And Jake…”

She nods subtly with her eyes, and Jake follows her gaze. Across the lobby, Daria Barati is ostensibly checking messages, but really, she’s watching Jake. He loves it—the ripples of his return are starting. Parking garage probably called up a warning. Daria inadvertently meets his eye, then caught, heads off down the hallway, pretending to read her messages.

“Hang in there,” he tells Kendall. Then he goes to take the bull by the horns.



Jake’s never quite known what to make of Daria. In her late thirties, she is what Jake would call striking—tall, dark hair, impeccably dressed. Classy. Her Iranian parents moved to California to give her the best education a girl could have, and she had it. Harvard-Westlake, then actual Harvard, both undergrad and law school. She is quiet but tough, maddeningly inscrutable, and she wins her cases—pretty much all of them—which has made her a rising star at Thompson & West; she’s a senior partner, technically Jake’s equal. He assumes she’s trying to find meaning in his sudden reemergence at the firm, and he decides to use that, to pretend they’re close and see where it gets him.

“Daria. How the hell are you?”

But she’s not one to be played; she’s ready to parry his move as he falls in step with her.

“Question is, how are you, Jake? Sober?”

“Three hours without a drink. You think I get a chip for that?”

“Seriously—what are you doing here?”

Jake has a ready answer for this. As with Kendall, his strategy is to be flip. He wants to project that he’s the same old Jake. And by that he means the old Jake, before the alcohol and failure or, in a more accurate order, the failure and the alcohol consumed him.

“Why does everyone keep asking me that? I work here.”

“We’ve learned not to expect much from you.”

He stops and she thinks he’s ready to feign offense, but he surprises her.

“That’s fair. Maybe I can change that, though.” Jake smiles warmly, or rather, Jake fakes a warm smile. This comment actually seems to unsettle her, so he decides it’s time to let her stew. “Have a good one, Daria.”

He starts to peel off down another hallway, but she puts a soft hand on his arm.

“Jake—what happened? Really? With Rich?”

He studies her, gauging her intent. “You mean why did I kill him?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“No, but you were thinking it. That’s why I’m here. To prove you’re wrong.”

With that enhanced punctuation to their little talk, he leaves Daria wanting more. Exactly as he intended.



Jake enters his dark, wood-paneled office and flips on the light. The office is neat; it’s likely no one’s been here in almost a year, but the cleaning staff has done their job of keeping it pristine, awaiting a return that seemed unlikely. On the desk, the lie of his life—photos of Cara, Chloe, and Aaron, separately and together. They look like such a happy family. They’d have you over for a barbecue. They’d be great fun if you shared a beach house for a week. These are people you’d want to be part of your life. Jake wonders if it was always a façade, the photos just a lie to sell his clients.

On the walls, black-and-whites of Jake with some of those clients he sold the lie to. Many well-known, others just rich. And then, prominently, Jake and his father. Norman West appears proud. Another lie.

Beneath the photos, the one immutable truth of his life: a fully stocked bar. Jake’s pleased to see nothing has wandered off in the intervening months. It’s all here. The Glenlivet XXV Single Malt. Yamazaki. A Pappy Van Winkle that had been a gift for winning an eight-figure settlement. These are his true friends. His comfort. Tempting. Really fucking tempting. Three hours feels like an eternity. And he’s unlikely to get that flask back anytime soon.

Jake goes to the bar, takes in the colorful array, and then lifts a favorite— a porcelain container of Clase Azul Reposado. So smooth it goes down well at any hour. It would make this day in particular go so much smoother.

“Breakfast of champions?”

Jake turns to find Stephen Gibson at the door. Gibson is in his forties, his dark hair definitely coming out of another kind of bottle; it’s as fake as his attempt at collegiality. This is a man who is driven by one thing: naked ambition. He tells himself it’s okay
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