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  Dedication


For those who still believe the truth matters. 
For the investigators, attorneys, journalists, and ordinary citizens who keep asking questions long after everyone else has accepted the easy answer.
And for every reader who has ever looked at a headline, a verdict, or an official explanation and wondered:
What really happened?
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  Prologue


Settlement window opens in ninety seconds. 
James Hanson watched the number in the corner of the screen the way other men watch a horse round the final turn. Not with hope. Hope was for the public tier, the forty thousand small accounts who thought they were clever, who'd read the trial coverage and the body-language breakdowns and convinced themselves they could feel which way a jury would break. They were the water the rest of them swam in. They were the point.
His own position sat in a tier the public couldn't see and didn't know existed. NOT GUILTY, taken eleven weeks ago, when the contract traded at nineteen cents and every newspaper in the country called it the most open-and-shut homicide of the decade. A billionaire dead in his own home. A handyman's prints on the weapon. Hanson had bought deep at nineteen. He'd bought again at fourteen, the morning a witness placed Messer at the house. The thing about buying a sure outcome was that it never felt sure going in. That was what made it work. That was what made the others sell to him.
Sixty seconds.
Four hundred miles away, twelve people were filing back into a wooden box, and one of them, he knew which one, he'd always known which one, was about to read four words off a folded slip and hand him more money than a surgeon makes in a career.
He poured two fingers of something and didn't drink it yet.
The line on the screen ticked from fourteen cents to twenty-two. To thirty. The public was starting to feel it, that lurch when a crowd senses the floor moving and can't tell if it's rising or dropping out. Forty cents. Forty-six. The small accounts piled in now, late, the way they always came in late, paying full freight for a thing he'd bought at a discount when it still looked impossible.
Settlement window open.
He drank.






  
  Chapter 1: The Verdict


The jury had been out six hours, and Emily Foster had spent four of them deciding she'd won. 
She knew better. Twelve years of trying cases had taught her that a long deliberation meant nothing and a short one meant nothing, that the only thing the clock told you was how badly you wanted it to stop. But she'd watched these twelve people for nine weeks. She'd watched the retired schoolteacher in seat four take notes through her closing and set the pen down through Roper's. She'd watched the foreman, a union electrician named Derek Grant, nod once when she walked them through the timeline a third time, slow, the way you explain a thing to someone you respect. You didn't nod at a prosecutor you meant to send home empty.
So when the clerk came through the side door at 4:51 and said the jury had reached a verdict, Foster stood too fast and put a hand flat on the table to cover it.
"Easy," Banner said under her breath.
Her second chair was half a head shorter and ten years younger and had a way of saying the one thing Foster needed in the fewest possible words. They'd tried four cases together. This was the one that mattered.
The gallery refilled in a low scrape of benches and coats. Reporters who'd camped in the corridor for two days came back smelling of vending-machine coffee, notebooks already open. At the defense table, Hal Messer sat with his hands folded on the wood, a big man gone soft in the middle, his cheap suit pressed for the occasion by someone who loved him or by someone who wanted the jury to think someone did. He didn't look at Foster. In nine weeks he had never once looked at her. She had decided early that this meant guilt, the way a dog won't meet your eye over the chewed shoe, and she had built a small private confidence on it that she now understood, watching him, was the kind of thing you tell yourself.
Michael Roper leaned to murmur in his client's ear. The defense attorney wore a suit that cost more than the jury foreman made in a month and a watch that caught the courtroom light when he gestured, which was often. He had spent the trial performing ease, the loose tie by Wednesday, the first-name familiarity with the bailiff, the way he'd stretch in his chair during the State's witnesses as if the testimony were a long flight he was enduring. Foster had read it as a man papering over a weak hand. Now Roper sat very still, both feet on the floor, and she didn't like what the stillness did to her certainty.
"All rise."
Judge Arthur Connor came through the door behind the bench in a robe that hung off him like he'd lost weight inside it. He'd been on the bench eighteen years and he ran a quiet courtroom, and over nine weeks Foster had watched him make a series of small rulings that each, on its own, was defensible, and that together had taken the sharpest edges off her case. The Defore housekeeper's statement, excluded on a hearsay technicality she could have argued either way. The financial records, narrowed. A jury instruction on circumstantial evidence worded just gently enough to give a careful juror permission to hesitate. Connor settled into his chair and arranged his notes and did not look at the prosecution table either, and Foster filed that away beside everything else she was filing away, the small museum of wrongness she'd been assembling all afternoon without admitting she was building it.
"Please be seated. I understand the jury has reached a verdict."
"We have, Your Honor." Grant, standing in the box, a folded slip in his hand. He was sixty-one, gray at the temples, the kind of man who'd spent his life being trusted with other people's wiring and had carried that into the deliberation room. During voir dire he'd said he believed in doing a thing right or not doing it. Foster had wanted him on the jury so badly she'd nearly tipped her hand striking around him. She'd gotten him. She remembered the small flush of victory when the defense passed and he stayed, eleven weeks ago, a feeling she could now place in the same drawer as the dog and the chewed shoe.
"The defendant will rise."
Messer stood. Roper rose with him, a hand light on his client's elbow.
"Madam Foreman, Mr. Foreman." Connor's voice was dry, courteous, eighteen years smooth. "In the matter of the United States versus Harold Allen Messer, on the single count of murder in the first degree, how do you find?"
Foster was aware of Banner's pen, stopped against the legal pad. Of the radiator ticking under the window. Of her own pulse, which she ignored because she had learned a long time ago that the body would do what it wanted and the job was to keep working anyway. She looked at Grant because Grant was where the answer lived, and she watched him unfold the slip he'd already memorized, and she watched something move across his face that she would spend the next several days of her life trying to name.
It wasn't triumph. It wasn't relief. For half a second, before he read, Derek Grant looked like a man set a problem he couldn't solve and made to read out an answer he didn't agree with.
"We find the defendant," Grant said, "not guilty."
The room came apart along familiar seams. A woman in the back, Messer's mother, or his sister, Foster had never been sure, made a sound that wasn't quite a word. Roper's hand closed on his client's shoulder. Two reporters were already moving for the doors, thumbs going, and Foster heard the specific muffled chaos of a verdict hitting the corridor and then the building and then, she knew, the wires, where in some rooms she couldn't picture it would land as numbers rather than words.
She did not move. That was the discipline. You sat still and you let your face do nothing, because the cameras turned to the loser's table to see the loser lose, and you denied them. Banner had gone very straight in the chair beside her. Across the aisle Messer's knees seemed to give a little and Roper steadied him, and Messer put both hands over his own face, and his shoulders shook, and Foster watched the back of his neck and thought, with a flat clarity that frightened her more than any feeling would have: He's surprised.
Not relieved. Not vindicated. Surprised. The man had walked in that morning expecting to lose.
"The defendant is discharged," Connor was saying. "Members of the jury, on behalf of the court I want to thank you for your service —"
She stopped hearing him. She was running the trial backward in her head at a speed that left no room for the room. The prints. The prints were not in dispute; Roper had never disputed them; he had spent nine weeks not disputing the one fact that should have hanged his client, and she had taken that as a defense attorney conceding what he couldn't win and pouring everything into the timeline instead. Now, too late, in the cooling wreck of the afternoon, she heard the choice differently. Roper hadn't fought the prints because Roper had never needed to. He'd known where the case was going. He'd known the way a man knows the tide table, not the way a man hopes for weather.
"Counsel." Connor, to the tables, the formal dismissal. "Thank you both. The State presented its case ably." A small mercy, tossed her way, and she hated it. "We're adjourned."
The gavel. The rise. The slow human churn of a courtroom emptying.
Foster stood and began squaring her files because her hands needed an instruction and that was the instruction she gave them. Banner was speaking to her, low, the things you say, we did everything, the rulings killed us, this one was never ours after the housekeeper got tossed, and Foster nodded at the right intervals and did not believe a word of the comfort, not because it was untrue but because it was beside the point. The point was Grant's face. The point was Messer's surprise. The point was Roper's stillness and Connor's small accommodating rulings and the way the whole nine weeks now looked, from the far side of the verdict, less like a fight she'd lost and more like a play she'd been cast in without a script.
"Em." Banner had a hand on her arm. "You're crushing the Henderson file."
She let go of it. Across the well of the court, Roper was shaking Messer's hand, and a younger associate was packing the defense boxes, and Messer himself was being turned toward the rail where his family waited, and as he turned he finally, for the first time in nine weeks, looked at her.
It lasted a second. Maybe less. There was no gloat in it. If anything the look was confused, almost apologetic, the look of a man who has been handed a gift in a language he doesn't speak and isn't sure it's meant for him. Then his sister had him by the neck and was crying into his collar and the moment was gone, and Foster stood holding a creased folder in an emptying courtroom with the conviction settling into her, cold and total, that she had not lost this case.
The case had been taken from her.
"You need to make a statement," Hanson said.
He was waiting in the corridor outside the courtroom, which was the first wrong thing, because James Hanson did not wait in corridors. He was the senior deputy in the office, three doors and two pay grades above her, a man whose calendar was defended by two assistants, and he had come down to the courthouse to stand in a marble hallway under bad lighting and catch her the moment she came through the doors. He had a coffee in each hand. He held one out.
"Black, no room," he said. "I had the clerk tell me when they came back. Figured you wouldn't have eaten."
She took the coffee because refusing it would have cost her something she didn't have to spend. Hanson was fifty, lean, with the kind of unhurried warmth that made witnesses confess and juniors over-share and that Foster had watched, more than once, close a deal that authority alone couldn't. People liked him. She liked him. He had hired her, eight years ago, off a closing argument he'd happened to watch from the back of a courtroom in another county, and he had moved her up steadily since, and he had never once, in eight years, made her feel like the move was a favor she owed him.
"There are cameras outside," he said. "There's no statement that helps you, so we give them three sentences with no chum in the water. The jury has spoken, we respect the process, we'll review whether any avenues remain. Then you walk to the car and you don't slow down. Banner drives."
"I can drive."
"Banner drives." He said it gently, looking at her over the lid of his own cup, and she understood that he had seen the thing in her face that she'd kept off it for the cameras, the thing she'd hidden from the gallery and the press and even, mostly, from Banner. Hanson had a way of seeing what you'd hidden and not making you pay for hiding it. "Emily. This one wasn't yours to lose. Connor gutted you on the housekeeper. No jury convicts on what he left you."
"They had the prints."
"They had prints on a tool in a tool-using man's house." He said it the way he'd say it to a reporter, smoothing it, and she heard underneath the smoothing that he didn't fully believe it either, or that he was choosing not to make her carry the part he did believe. "It's a clean enough verdict from outside the building. Don't let it become a thing you carry."
Down the hall, the courtroom doors opened again and the jury came out in twos and threes, released from their nine weeks, blinking in the wider light of the corridor like people leaving a matinee into afternoon sun. Foster watched them without meaning to. The schoolteacher from seat four, already on her phone. A young man in a Carhartt jacket she remembered arguing about during selection. And Grant, last, alone, moving slower than the rest, a folded coat over his arm and his eyes down on the marble, and as he passed the mouth of their hallway he glanced up and his gaze crossed Foster's and held for a beat too long.
She would think about that beat for days. At the time it was only a tired man looking at a tired woman across a public space, two people who had spent nine weeks in the same room and would now never see each other again. But he didn't look like a man who'd done his civic duty and was going home lighter for it. He looked like a man carrying something out of the building that he'd hoped to leave inside.
Then he was gone, swallowed by the crowd toward the elevators, and Hanson was steering her by the elbow toward the stairs and the side exit and the cameras she'd have to feed three bloodless sentences before the day would let her go.
"Three sentences," Hanson said. "Then the car. I'll handle the office. Take tomorrow."
"I don't want tomorrow."
"Take it anyway." He stopped at the top of the stairs and looked at her, and for a moment the unhurried warmth gave way to something steadier and harder underneath, the thing that had made him good at this for thirty years. "Cases get away, Emily. The good ones haunt you. That's how you know you're not a hack. But you don't get to relitigate a jury in your own head at three in the morning for the next six months. It'll eat you, and it won't bring it back, and we've got a docket that doesn't care how you feel about Hal Messer." He softened again, all the way, the warmth flowing back like he'd never turned it off. "Go home. I mean it. There's nothing left in this building tonight."
She went down the stairs ahead of him toward the white noise of the press, holding a coffee she wouldn't finish, certain in a way she couldn't yet defend that he was wrong about the last part. There was something left in the building. She just couldn't see it yet, and the one man who could tell her had just walked out the doors toward the elevators with his coat over his arm and his eyes on the floor.
The cameras found her on the courthouse steps. She gave them the three sentences. She did not slow down.
Behind her, four hundred miles away, in a room she had never seen and didn't know to imagine, a settlement window had closed, and the money had already moved.






  
  Chapter 2: Reasonable Doubt


By seven the next morning the verdict had its own hashtag, and Foster's name was in it. 
She found this out the way she found out most things she didn't want to know, from Banner, who called while Foster was standing in her kitchen watching coffee drip and not drinking it. Banner had a rule about bad news: deliver it fast, deliver it flat, don't let the other person discover it alone on a screen.
"It's not about you," Banner said. "I want to say that first. The trending thing. It's about Messer. It's people fighting about whether he did it. You're just in the photo."
"What photo."
A pause that told Foster the photo was bad. "The steps. Yesterday. You've got a face on."
"I gave them three sentences and a flat face. That was the whole point of the flat face."
"It's a flat face if you already know the context. If you don't, it reads as a woman who just watched a killer walk and is deciding whether to commit a felony about it." Banner exhaled. "It's a good photo, Em. That's the problem. It's a great photo. The Post ran it above the fold."
Foster set her coffee down on the counter, untouched, and turned the mug a quarter-turn so the handle pointed away from her, which was a thing her hands did when the rest of her had nowhere to put what it was holding. Out the window the street was doing its ordinary Wednesday, a man walking a dog that didn't want to walk, a recycling truck working its slow way down the block. None of it knew that yesterday a guilty man had gone home to his sister's arms. None of it cared. That was the thing about a verdict. It detonated inside the eleven people who'd lived the trial and barely registered as a tremor anywhere else.
Except it had registered somewhere. She kept coming back to that. Somewhere, the verdict had been more than a tremor.
"Hanson wants you to take the day," Banner said.
"Hanson told you to make sure I take the day."
"Hanson told me to make sure you take the day," Banner agreed, with the small dry honesty that was the reason Foster trusted her more than she trusted most people, which was not the same as trusting her completely, a distinction Foster didn't examine because it didn't yet have anything to attach to. "So. Are you taking the day?"
"I'm coming in."
"I had ten dollars on that." Banner didn't argue. That was another reason. "I'll have the conference room. The Wexler grand jury's Thursday, we can pretend we're prepping that."
"We are prepping that."
"Sure," Banner said. "We're prepping that," and hung up, and Foster stood for a moment in her quiet kitchen and let the word pretend sit in the air where Banner had left it, because Banner had heard something in her last night, on the drive home, in the long stretches where Foster had said nothing at all. Banner had been her second chair for four trials. Banner knew the difference between Foster losing a case and Foster not believing she'd lost it.
She poured the coffee down the drain and went to get dressed.
The office took up two floors of a federal building that had been designed in an era that believed government should look like it could outlast you, and usually it steadied her, the weight of the stone and the long corridors and the seal on the wall. This morning it felt like a stage set. She came up in the elevator with two paralegals who stopped talking when she got on, which they tried to cover by looking at their phones, and a victim-witness coordinator who said rough one yesterday, Emily in the tone you'd use at a funeral, and Foster said thanks, Donna and watched the floor numbers climb and thought about how a building full of people who knew her was going to spend the day being kind to her about the wrong thing.
Because they all thought she'd lost. That was the assumption baked into every careful glance and lowered voice between the lobby and her floor: that the State had been outlawyered, that the rulings had been hard, that Emily Foster had taken a good case as far as it would go and come up short, and that the decent thing was to be gentle with her while she got over it. She walked through their decency like a woman walking through a soft rain, and underneath it she carried the one fact none of them had, the fact she couldn't prove and couldn't stop holding: Messer had been surprised.
She got to her office and Banner was already in the doorway with two files and a look.
"Roper did a hit on the courthouse channel this morning," Banner said. "You'll want to see it and you'll hate it."
"Then I don't need to see it."
"You need to see it." Banner came in and shut the door, which she didn't usually do, and that small thing put Foster on alert before the screen even lit. Banner set her tablet on the desk and tapped it and Michael Roper appeared, freshly barbered, in front of a courthouse backdrop, the watch catching the light as he gestured.
"— a system that worked exactly the way it's supposed to work," Roper was saying. "Look, the government threw everything they had at Hal Messer. Everything. And twelve ordinary citizens looked at it and said, this is not enough. That's not a loss for justice. That's justice." He leaned toward the interviewer with the warmth of a man who'd practiced warmth. "My heart goes out to the prosecution. Emily Foster is a fine attorney. She believed in her case. But belief isn't evidence, and the jury understood the difference."
"Turn it off," Foster said.
Banner turned it off. "I told you you'd hate it."
"It's not the part where he praises me." Foster sat down behind her desk and looked at the dark tablet. "It's the part where he's not gloating."
"He's gloating. That whole thing is a gloat with a tie on."
"No." Foster pulled the keyboard toward her, not to type, just to have something under her hands. "When you win a case you shouldn't have won, you don't go on television the next morning and talk about how the system worked. You keep your head down. You let the win be quiet, because the last thing you want is anybody looking closely at how you won. Roper's a peacock, but he's not stupid, and a stupid man doesn't keep a client like Messer's people happy for nine weeks." She turned the keyboard a quarter-inch, squaring it. "He's not behaving like a man who got lucky. He's behaving like a man whose result was never in doubt and who wants everyone to remember, on the record, that the system did it. Not him. The system."
Banner was quiet for a moment. She had a way of going still when she was deciding whether to follow Foster somewhere or stop her, and Foster had learned to read the stillness, and this one was the following kind, which was a relief she chose not to inspect.
"Okay," Banner said slowly. "Say you're right. Say it wasn't lawyering. What's the alternative? Connor's rulings were legal. Annoying, defensible, legal. The prints were real. The witness who put Messer at the house was the defense's own. Roper called him, remember, it was a weird call, and it didn't land the way I expected —" She stopped. Foster watched her arrive at it. "It didn't land the way I expected because it wasn't supposed to convince anyone of anything. It was supposed to look like a defense that tried."
"There it is," Foster said.
"That's nothing, Em. That's a feeling. You can't take a feeling to Hanson."
"I know what I can't take to Hanson."
"Do you?" Banner sat on the edge of the desk, which was as close to maternal as she got, and she was younger than Foster, which made it absurd, and it worked anyway. "Because you've got that thing in your voice. The Henderson thing. The thing where you grab a thread and you don't let go until either it unravels the sweater or it takes your hand off, and there's no third option with you, there never is, and I love that about you in front of a jury and I am asking you, as the person who has to drive you home, to be careful with it on a case that's already over."
"It's not over."
"It's the definition of over. There was a verdict. He's discharged. Double jeopardy attached the second Connor said the word. There is no version of this where Hal Messer answers for Charlie Defore, even if you're right, even if God Himself signs an affidavit that Messer did it. That door is welded shut." Banner's voice gentled. "So whatever you think you saw, where does it go? What's the case?"
It was the right question, and Foster didn't have an answer for it, and she sat with the not-having for a moment because Banner deserved to watch her sit with it.
"I don't know yet," she said. "But you're asking the wrong thing. You're asking what the case is. I'm asking who did this to my trial. Those aren't the same question, and only one of them is welded shut."
She asked the clerk's office for the juror list at eleven.
It was an ordinary request. After a trial, attorneys sometimes reached out to jurors, the ones who'd consent to talk, to learn what had landed and what hadn't, it was how you got better, and clerks released the panel information as a matter of routine unless a judge had sealed it. Connor hadn't sealed it. Foster filled out the form and wrote post-verdict outreach in the box for purpose and meant I want to understand how I lost a thing I didn't lose, and the clerk, a heavyset man named Petrie who'd worked the floor for twenty years, took the form and looked at it longer than a routine form needed looking at.
"Heard about yesterday," Petrie said. "Tough one."
"They happen."
"Sure." He didn't reach for the keyboard. "You want all twelve?"
"Whoever'll talk to me. Start with the foreman." She kept her voice in the register of routine. "Grant. He ran a tight room from the look of it. I'd like to know what they snagged on."
Petrie nodded, and still didn't reach for the keyboard, and Foster registered the hesitation and set it beside everything else that day. Then he typed, and frowned at the screen, and typed again.
"Grant," he said. "Derek Grant." He turned the monitor a few degrees, not enough for her to see, a reflex. "Huh."
"Problem?"
"No, it's, no." He printed the sheet and slid it across, and his thumb sat on the foreman's line for a half-second before he lifted it, and Foster looked down at twelve names and twelve addresses and twelve phone numbers and thought that the man across the counter had wanted to tell her something and decided not to. "There you go. You didn't get those from me, the formal request takes a few days, but you've talked to jurors before, you know the drill."
"Thanks, Petrie."
"Emily." He said it as she was turning away, and she turned back, and he looked like a man choosing the smaller of two regrets. "You were good in there. Whatever they're saying. I been watching trials a long time. You had him." He shook his head, once, like clearing water from an ear. "You had him, and then you didn't, and I been doing this twenty years and I couldn't tell you the day it turned. Usually you can feel the day it turns." He tapped the counter. "Anyway. Sorry. Good luck with the outreach."
She rode the elevator down with the list in her hand and Petrie's words sitting in her chest where the coffee should have been. I couldn't tell you the day it turned. That was it exactly, the thing she'd been unable to say to Banner, the thing that wasn't a feeling so much as the absence of one. A case you lost, you could find the day it turned. The witness who cracked, the exhibit that fell flat, the juror who stopped taking notes. This case hadn't turned on a day. It had been turning the whole time, slowly, underneath, in a current she couldn't see and could only now feel against her legs, and she stood in the elevator going down through the weight of the federal building and looked at Derek Grant's name and his address and his phone number and decided she would call him first, before any of the others, because he was the one who'd read the verdict and the one who'd looked at her in the corridor like a man carrying something out he'd hoped to leave inside.
Her phone buzzed. Hanson.
You're not at home. Then, before she could answer: Don't answer that. Conference room B, 4pm, just us. Bring nothing. I want to make sure you're alright, and I want to do it somewhere Banner can't hover. —JH
She looked at the message a moment. The warmth of it, the way it accounted for her, the way it had already known she'd come in instead of taking the day. It was the most natural thing in the world, a man who'd mentored her for eight years checking that the worst professional day of her year hadn't broken something. She typed 4pm, B and put the phone away and didn't think, had no reason to think, would not think for many days yet, about the fact that James Hanson had asked her to come somewhere alone, bring nothing, where the one person who watched her closest couldn't watch.
She thought instead about Grant.
She got in her car in the federal garage and sat with the engine off and the list on the passenger seat and dialed the foreman's number, and it rang four times and went to a voicemail in a flat recorded voice, you've reached Derek, leave it after the tone, and she didn't leave it. She'd try again tonight. People didn't answer unknown numbers in the middle of the day; he was probably at work, back to other people's wiring, back to the life the trial had interrupted, glad to have it back. She'd reach him tonight. She'd ask him, carefully, the way you ask a juror, what the room had snagged on, and she'd listen not for the words but for the thing underneath them, the way she'd listened to Roper and Petrie and the whole wrong-feeling day, and she'd find the place where the current came from.
She started the car.
She had until four to figure out what she was and wasn't going to tell the man waiting for her in conference room B, and she spent the whole drive deciding, and she decided to tell him nothing, and she told herself it was because the thing she had wasn't a case yet, just a feeling and the absence of one and a clerk who couldn't name the day it turned. That was true. It was also, she would understand much later, the first genuinely good instinct she'd had since the verdict, the instinct to keep her own counsel in a building full of people being kind to her about the wrong thing, and she'd reached it for entirely the wrong reason, and it had very probably kept her alive.
She didn't reach Grant that night.
She wouldn't ever reach Grant.






  
  Chapter 3: Foreman


The call came at 6:40 the next morning, and it wasn't Banner, which was how Foster knew before she answered that the day had already gone wrong. 
"Emily Foster?" A man's voice, official, careful. "This is Detective Ray Mosley, county. I'm sorry to call so early. You filed a juror-contact request yesterday afternoon, is that right? Messer trial?"
She was sitting up before she'd decided to. "Who told you that."
"Clerk's office, this morning, when I asked who'd pulled the panel." A pause, the sound of a man at a scene deciding how much to say on a phone. "Ms. Foster, Derek Grant is deceased. We found him last night. Your name's on a request to contact him dated yesterday, eleven a.m., so before anybody makes that into something it isn't, I'd rather hear from you what that was about."
The bedroom was very quiet. Out the window the same street was doing the same ordinary morning, the dog, the slow truck, the man who didn't want to walk it, and Foster sat in the middle of her unmade bed and felt the floor of the last two days drop away beneath the verdict and Roper's smooth performance and Petrie's I couldn't tell you the day it turned, all of it reconfiguring around a single new fact the way iron filings jump when you slide a magnet under the page.
"It was routine," she said, and heard how it sounded, and said it anyway because it was true. "Post-verdict outreach. I wanted to know what the jury snagged on. Standard. How did he die?"
"We're calling it an accident pending the medical examiner."
"That's not what I asked."
A longer pause. Mosley was deciding something about her, the way Petrie had, the way Hanson had, the way everyone had been deciding things about her for two days. "He was found at the bottom of the basement stairs in his home. Lives alone since his wife passed. Neighbor noticed his truck hadn't moved and the porch light was on at noon. Looks like a fall." He let that sit. "You're a federal prosecutor, Ms. Foster, you didn't ask me that question for nothing. So I'm going to ask you one. Is there a reason a juror from your trial dying three days after the verdict should worry me?"
She could have said no. The careful answer, the answer that kept her out of a county detective's notebook on a case that had nothing to do with her, the answer Hanson would have wanted, was no, Detective, I'm sorry, it's just a shock, jurors are people and people fall down stairs. She heard herself not say it.
"Don't release the scene yet," she said. "Please. I'd like to see it."
Grant had lived in a postwar ranch on a street of postwar ranches forty minutes north of the courthouse, a neighborhood of chain-link and above-ground pools and American flags going soft on their poles. Foster parked behind the county vehicles and a coroner's van and sat for a second looking at the house, the trimmed hedge, the wreath still on the door from a holiday eight months gone, the truck in the drive that a neighbor had noticed hadn't moved, and thought that Derek Grant had run a tight room because he'd run a tight life, and that a man who ran a tight life kept his stairs clear.
Mosley met her on the porch. He was fifty-ish, heavy through the shoulders, with the unhurried watchfulness of a man who'd worked enough scenes to distrust the first story any of them told. He didn't shake her hand. He looked at her a long beat, taking the measure, and then he stood aside.
"Booties and gloves in the box. Don't touch the rail." He said it like a man who'd already decided to let her in and was annoyed at himself for it. "I pulled the trial coverage this morning. You're the one in the photo on the steps."
"Apparently I'm the one in a lot of things."
"Apparently." He almost smiled, didn't. "I'll be straight with you because I don't have time to be anything else. My lieutenant wants this closed by end of day. Sixty-one-year-old man, lives alone, found at the bottom of his own stairs, no forced entry, nothing missing, wallet on the dresser with cash in it. That's an accident in every county in this country, and on paper it's a good clean accident, and the only thing standing between this house and a closed file is that a federal prosecutor I never met called me before eight in the morning and told me not to release it." He pulled the door open. "So show me what you think you're going to see, and then let me close my file."
The house smelled of coffee and cold air. It was clean the way a careful man's house is clean, the dishes done and racked, the mail squared on the kitchen table, a single mug upside down on a towel by the sink. A recliner with a worn seat. A photograph on the wall of Grant and a woman at a railing somewhere with water behind them, both of them younger, both of them squinting into a sun that had set decades ago. Foster took it in the way she took in a courtroom, all at once and then in pieces, and she let Mosley walk her toward the basement door because the basement door was where the story was supposed to live.
It was an interior door off the kitchen, open now, a strip of yellow tape across the frame. Below it the stairs went down steep and wooden into a finished basement, and Foster could see, at the bottom, the chalk and the markers and the dark stain that a body leaves and that no amount of cleaning ever fully takes back. Grant himself was gone, already in the van. There was only the geometry of where he'd ended up.
"Top of the stairs," Mosley said, behind her, in the flat recital of a man who'd built the theory and was now testing it on a skeptic. "Light switch is here. He comes to the door, goes for the switch, misses a step or catches the runner, goes down. Long fall, hard stairs, concrete at the bottom. Head trauma consistent with the fall. ME'll confirm but it's textbook." He pointed. "Runner's loose at the third tread, see it? Lifted at the corner. Man's lived here thirty years, knows the stair in the dark, gets careless one time. That's all it ever is."
Foster stood at the top and looked down and did not look at the stairs. She looked at the bottom. At the place where Grant had come to rest, and at the wall beside it, and at the floor around the dark stain, and she felt the cold certainty come up through her again, the same flat clarity she'd had watching the back of Messer's neck.
"Where are his glasses," she said.
Mosley went quiet behind her.
"He wore glasses." She turned to face him. "Nine weeks I watched that man read exhibits in my courtroom. He put them on to read and took them off to listen, a hundred times, I could set a watch by it. He read the verdict with them on. I watched him push them up his nose before he unfolded the slip." She looked back down the stairs. "A man comes to the top of his basement stairs in the morning, reaches for the light switch because it's dim, and falls. He's reaching for the light because he can't see. So where are his glasses? On his face when he fell? Then they're at the bottom, broken, near him. On the kitchen table by the mail, because he hadn't put them on yet? Then he's a careful man walking down a dim stair he can't see well without the glasses he left on the table, which a careful man doesn't do. There's no version of his glasses that makes this a clean fall, Detective. So where are they?"
Mosley didn't answer right away. He took out a small notebook, which she understood was not for writing but for buying himself a second, and he looked down the stairs at the bottom where there were markers for a phone and a slipper and the body and nothing, she could see even from here, nothing for glasses.
"They could be anywhere," he said, but the flatness had gone out of it. "Could've come off mid-fall, slid under something. We'll find them."
"You should look now."
"I know how to work a scene, Counselor." But he said it to a man on the stairs below, one of his own, with a tilt of the head that meant check, and the man started checking, and Mosley turned back to Foster with something new in his face, the thing she'd been trying to put into someone else's face for three days. Not belief. Not yet. But the end of certainty. The good clean accident had a crack in it now and he'd heard it crack.
"That's one thing," he said. "One thing is a loose end. One thing is glasses that slid under a workbench. You came up here at six in the morning on a juror you talked to exactly never, so you've got more than one thing. Give me the rest, fast, while I've still got a scene to look at and not a file to close."
So she gave it to him. Standing at the top of the dead man's stairs, in booties and borrowed gloves, she gave Detective Ray Mosley the thing she hadn't given Banner in full and had decided to give Hanson not at all: the verdict that should have been a conviction, the prints Roper never fought, the witness called to lose, Connor's small accommodating rulings stacked up over nine weeks, Petrie who couldn't name the day it turned, Messer's surprise. She laid it out the way she'd lay out a case to a grand jury, in order, without adjectives, and she watched the detective take it in and weigh it and not dismiss it, and when she finished he was quiet for long enough that she could hear the man below moving the workbench.
"Detective." The man's voice came up the stairs. "No glasses. Looked under everything. There's a case for 'em on the nightstand upstairs. Empty."
Mosley closed his notebook.
"Here's what I can do," he said to Foster, low, like the house might be listening, and maybe by then they both half-believed it might. "I can hold the ME from writing accident for forty-eight hours. I can have them look at the head trauma like it might be two impacts instead of one, which is the difference between a fall and a fall with help. I can dust the rail and the switch plate, which my lieutenant'll say is a waste because of course the man's prints are on his own switch plate, but I'll be looking for the absence, for the wiped patch, because a man who pushes another man down stairs and then comes back up to take his glasses is a man who maybe wiped where he steadied himself." He looked at her hard. "That's what I can do. Here's what you're going to do. You're going to go back to your federal building and you're not going to say a word about this to anybody, because if I'm right, then somebody arranged a not-guilty and then cleaned up the one juror who looked like he had regrets, and that somebody is careful and connected and is going to want to know who's asking questions. You walked in here on the record. Your name's in my notebook and the clerk's log. That can't be undone. But it can stop there." He paused. "You came alone. Good. Keep doing that, but smarter. Who knows you're chasing this?"
"My second chair suspects."
"Trust her?"
The question she kept not answering. "Mostly."
"Mostly's not yes." Mosley peeled his gloves. "Anybody else? Your office? Anybody senior?"
And Foster thought of conference room B, and of Hanson with a coffee in each hand in the courthouse corridor before she'd even come through the doors, of bring nothing, somewhere Banner can't hover, of the eight years of being moved up steadily by a man who saw what you'd hidden and never made you pay for hiding it. She thought of how she'd sat across from him at four o'clock yesterday and told him nothing, just let him be kind to her, and how she'd felt clever about it and a little guilty, withholding from the one person who'd earned her trust.
"No," she said. "Nobody senior knows."
It was true. She had no way of knowing it was also the most important sentence she'd say all day.
"Keep it that way," Mosley said. "I'll call you when the ME gives me something. If I don't call, assume the lieutenant won and it's an accident and you never met me. And Counselor —" He walked her back through the clean kitchen toward the door, past the squared mail and the single upturned mug, and he stopped at the threshold and looked back at the staircase one more time, at the missing glasses and the empty case and the dark stain at the bottom of a careful man's stairs. "If you're







