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ONE

“FOR THE LAST TIME,” my client says to me. “I. Did. Not. Kill. Those. People.”

He adds, “You have to believe me. I didn’t do it.”

The opposing counsel will refer to him as “the defendant.” It’s a way of putting him in a box, since opposing counsel absolutely believe he did kill all those people. The victims. The Gates family. Father. Mother. And teenage daughter. All shot in the head. Sometime in the middle of the last night of their lives. Whoever did it, and the state says my client did, had to have used a suppressor.

“Rob,” I say, “I might have mentioned this before: I. Don’t. Give. A. Shit.”

Rob is Rob Jacobson, heir to a legendary publishing house and also owner of the biggest real estate company in the Hamptons. Life was good for Rob until he ended up in jail, but that’s true for pretty much everybody, rich or poor. Guilty or innocent. I’ve defended both.

Me? I’m Jane. Jane Smith. It’s not an assumed name, even though I might be wishing it were by the end of this trial.

There was a time when I would have been trying to keep somebody like Rob Jacobson away from the needle, back when New York was still a death penalty state. Now it’s my job to help him beat a life sentence. Starting tomorrow. Suffolk County Court, Riverhead, New York. Maybe forty-five minutes from where Rob Jacobson stands accused of shooting the Gates family dead.

That’s forty-five minutes with no traffic. Good luck with that.

“I’ve told you this before,” he says. “It’s important to me that you believe me.”

No surprise there. He’s been conditioned his entire life to people telling him what he wants to hear. It’s another perk that’s come with being a Jacobson.

Until now, that is.

We are in one of the attorney rooms down the hall from the courtroom. My client and me. Long window at the other end of the room where the guard can keep an eye on us. Not for my safety, I tell myself. Rob Jacobson’s. Maybe the guard can tell from my body language that I occasionally feel the urge to strangle him.

He’s wearing his orange jumpsuit. I’m in the same dark-gray skirt and jacket I’ll be wearing tomorrow. What I think of as my sincerity suit.

“Important to you,” I say, “not to me. I need twelve people to believe you. And I’m not one of the twelve.”

“You have to know that I’m not capable of doing something like this.”

“Sure. Let’s go with that.”

“You sound sarcastic,” he says.

“No. I am sarcastic.”

This is our last pretrial meeting, one he’s asked for and that is a complete waste of time. Mine, not his. He looks for any excuse to get out of his cell at the Riverhead Correctional Facility for even an hour and has insisted on going over once more what he calls “our game plan.”

Our — I run into a lot of that.

I’ve tried to explain to him that any lawyer who allows his or her client to run the show ought to save everybody a lot of time and effort — and a boatload of the state’s money — and drive the client straight to Attica or Green Haven Correctional. But Rob Jacobson never listens. Lifelong affliction, as far as I can tell.

“Rob, you don’t just want me to believe you. You want me to like you.”

“Is there something so wrong with that?” he asks.

“This is a murder trial,” I tell him. “Not a dating app.”

Looks-wise he reminds me of George Clooney. But all good-looking guys with salt-and-pepper hair remind me of George. If I had met him several years ago and could have gotten him to stay still long enough, I might have married him.

But only if I had been between marriages at the time.

“Stop me if you’ve heard me say this before, but I was set up.”

I sigh. It’s louder than I intended. “Okay. Stop.”

“I was,” he says. “Set up. Nothing else makes sense.”

“Now, you stop me if you’ve heard this one from me before. Set up by whom? And with your DNA and fingerprints sprinkled around that house like pixie dust?”

“That’s for you to find out,” he says. “One of the reasons I hired you is because I was told you’re as good a detective as you are a lawyer. You and your guy.”

Jimmy Cunniff. Ex-NYPD, the way I’m ex-NYPD, even if I only lasted a grand total of eight months as a street cop, before lasting barely longer than that as a licensed private investigator. It was why I’d served as my own investigator for the first few years after I’d gotten my law degree. Then I’d hired Jimmy, and finally started delegating, almost as a last resort.

“Not to put too fine a point on things,” I say to him, “we’re not just good. We happen to be the best. Which is why you hired both of us.”

“And why I’m counting on you to find the real killers eventually. So people will know I’m innocent.”

I lean forward and smile at him.

“Rob? Do me a favor and never talk about the real killers ever again.”

“I’m not O.J.,” he says.

“Well, yeah, he only killed two people.”

I see his face change now. See something in his eyes that I don’t much like. But then I don’t much like him. Something else I run into a lot.

He slowly regains his composure. And the rich-guy certainty that this is all some kind of big mistake. “Sometimes I wonder whose side you’re on.”

“Yours.”

“So despite how much you like giving me a hard time, you do believe I’m telling you the truth.”

“Who said anything about the truth?” I ask.




TWO

GREGG McCALL, NASSAU COUNTY district attorney, is waiting for me outside the courthouse.

Rob Jacobson has been taken back to the jail and I’m finally on my way back to my little saltbox house in Amagansett, east of East Hampton, maybe twenty miles from Montauk and land’s end.

A tourist one night wandered into the tavern Jimmy Cunniff owns down at the end of Main Street in Sag Harbor, where Jimmy says it’s been, in one form or another, practically since the town was a whaling port. The visitor asked what came after Montauk. He was talking to the bartender, but I happened to be on the stool next to his.

“Portugal,” I said.

But now the trip home is going to have to wait because of McCall, six foot eight, former Columbia basketball player, divorced, handsome, extremely eligible by all accounts. And an honest-to-God public servant. I’ve always had kind of a thing for him, even when he was still married, and even though my sport at Boston College was ice hockey. Even with his decided size advantage, I figure we could make a mixed relationship like that work, with counseling.

McCall has made the drive out here from his home in Garden City, which even on a weekday can feel like a trip to Kansas if you’re heading east on the Long Island Expressway.

“Are you here to give me free legal advice?” I ask. “Because I’ll take whatever you got at this point, McCall.”

He smiles. It only makes him better looking.

Down, girl.

“I want to hire you,” he says.

“Oh, no.” I smile back at him. “Did you shoot somebody?”

He sits down on the courthouse steps and motions for me to join him. Just the two of us out here. Tomorrow will be different. That’s when the circus comes to town.

“I want to hire you and Jimmy, even though I can’t officially say that I’m hiring you,” he says. “And even though I’m aware that you’re kind of busy right now.”

“I’d only be too busy if I had a life,” I say.

“You don’t have one? You’re great at what you do. And if I can make another observation without getting MeToo’ed, you happen to be great looking.”

Down, girl.

“I keep trying to have one. A life. But somehow it never seems to take.” I don’t even pause before asking, “Are you going to now tell me what you want to hire me for even though you can’t technically hire me, or should we order Uber Eats?”

“You get right to it, don’t you?” McCall asks.

“Unless this is a billable hour. In which case, take as much time as you need.”

He crosses amazingly long legs out in front of him. I notice he’s wearing scuffed old loafers. Somehow they make me like him even more. I’ve never gotten the sense that he’s trying too hard, even when I’ve watched him killing it a few times on Court TV.

“Remember the three people who got shot in Garden City?” he asks. “Six months before Jacobson is accused of wiping out the Gates family.”

“I do. Brutal.”

Three senseless deaths that time, too. The Carson family. Father, mother, daughter, a sophomore cheerleader at Garden City High. I don’t know why I remember the cheerleader piece. But it’s stayed with me. A robbery gone wrong. Gone bad and gone tragically wrong.

“Well, you probably also know that the father’s mother never let it go until she finally passed,” he says, “even though there was never an arrest or even a suspect worth a shit.”

“I remember Grandma,” I say. “There was a time when she was on TV so much I kept waiting for her to start selling steak knives.”

McCall grins. “Well, it turns out Grandma was right.”

“She kept saying it wasn’t random, that her son’s family had been targeted, even though she wouldn’t come out and say why. She finally told me why but said that if I went public with it, she’d sue me all the way back to the Ivy League.”

“But you’re going to tell me.”

“Her son gambled. Frequently and badly, as it turns out.”

“And not with DraftKings, I take it.”

“With Bobby Salvatore, who is still running the biggest book in this part of the world.”

“Jimmy’s mentioned him a few times in the past. Bad man, right?”

“Very.”

“And you guys missed this?”

“Why do you think I’m here?”

“But upstanding district attorneys like yourself aren’t allowed to hire people like Jimmy and me to run side investigations.”

“We’re not. But I promised Grandma,” he says. “And there’s an exception I believe would cover it.”

“The case was never closed, I take it.”

“But we’d gotten nothing new in all this time until a guy in another investigation dropped Salvatore’s name on us.”

“And here you are.”

“Here I am.”

“I don’t mean to be coarse, McCall, but I gotta ask: who pays?”

“Don’t worry about it,” he says.

“I’m a worrier.”

“Grandma liked to plan ahead,” he says. “She was ready to go when we found out about the Salvatore connection. When I took it to her, she said, ‘I told you so,’ and wrote a check. She told me that she was willing to pay whatever it took to find out who took her family.”

“This sounds like your crusade, not mine.”

“Come on, think of the fun,” Gregg McCall says. “While you’re trying to get your guy off here, you can help me put somebody else away.”

I know all about McCall by now. He’s more than just a kick-ass prosecutor. He’s also tough and honest. Didn’t even go to Columbia on an athletic scholarship. Earned himself one for academics. Could have gone to a big basketball school. His parents were set on him being Ivy League. Worked his way to pay for the rest of college. The opposite of the golden boy I’m currently representing, all in all.

“I know we’re supposed to be on opposing sides,” McCall says. “But if I can make an exception …”

I finish his thought. “So can I.”

“I’m asking you to help me do something we should have done at the time. Find the truth.”

“You ought to know that my client just now asked me if I thought he was telling the truth. I told him that I wasn’t interested in the truth.” I shrug. “But I lied.”

“If you agree to do this, we’ll kind of be strange bedfellows.”

“You wish,” I say.

Actually, I wish.

“I know asking you to take on something extra right now is crazy,” he says.

“Kind of my thing.”




THREE

ON MY WAY HOME, I call Jimmy Cunniff at the tavern. He used to get drunk there in summers when he’d get a couple of days off and need to get out of the city, day-trip to the beach and party at night. Now he owns the business, but not the building, though his landlord is not just an old friend but also someone, in Jimmy’s words, who’s not rent-gouging scum.

A Hamptons rarity, if you must know.

Jimmy’s not just an ex-cop, having been booted out of the NYPD for what he will maintain until Jesus comes back was a righteous shooting, and killing, of a drug dealer named Angel Reyes. He’s also a former Golden Gloves boxer and, back in the day, someone who had short stories published in long-gone literary magazines. The beer people should have put Jimmy out there as the most interesting man in the world.

He’s also my best friend.

I tell him about Gregg McCall’s visit, and his offer, and him telling me we can name our own price, within reason, because Grandma is paying.

“You think we can handle two at once?” Jimmy asks.

“We’ve done it before.”

“Not like with these two,” he says, and I know he’s right about that.

“Two triple homicides,” Jimmy Cunniff says. “But not twice the fun.”

“Who knows, maybe solving one will show us how to solve the other. Maybe we’ll even slog our way to the truth. Look at it that way.”

“I don’t know why you even had to ask if I was on board,” Jimmy says. “You knew I’d be in as soon as you were. And you were in as soon as McCall asked you to be.”

“Kind of.”

“Stop here and we’ll celebrate,” he says.

I tell Jimmy I’ll take a rain check. I have to go straight home; I need to train.

“Wait, you’re still fixed on doing that crazy biathlon, even now?”

“I just informed Mr. McCall that crazy is kind of my thing,” I say.

“Mine, too.”

“There’s that.”

“Are you doing this thing for McCall because you want to or because the hunky DA is the one who asked you to?”

“What is this, a grand jury?”

“Gonna take that as a yes on the hunk.”

“Hard no, actually,” I say. “I couldn’t do that to him.”

“Do what?”

“Me,” I say.

There was a little slowdown at the light in Wainscott, but now Route 27 is wide-open as I make my way east.

“For one thing,” I tell Jimmy, “Gregg McCall seems so happy.”

“Wait,” Jimmy says. “Both your ex-husbands are happy.”

“Now they are.”




FOUR

MY TWO-BEDROOM SALTBOX is at the end of a cul-de-sac past the train tracks for the Long Island Railroad. North side of the highway, as we like to say Out Here. The less glamorous side, especially as close to the trains as I am.

My neighbors are mostly year-rounders. Fine with me. Summer People make me want to run back to my apartment in the West Village and hide out there until fall.

There is still enough light when I’ve changed into my Mets sweatshirt, the late-spring temperature down in the fifties tonight. I put on my running shoes, grab my air rifle, and get back into the car to head a few miles north and east of my house to the area known as the Springs. My favorite hiking trail runs through a rural area by Gardiners Bay.

Competing in a no-snow biathlon is the goal of my endless training. Trail running. Shooting. More running. More shooting. A perfect event for a loner like me, and one who prides herself on being a good shot. My dad taught me. He’s the one who started calling me Calamity Jane when he saw what I could do at the range.

Little did he know that carrying a gun would one day become a necessary part of my job. Just not in court. Though sometimes I wish.

I park my Prius Prime in a small, secluded lot near Three Mile Harbor and start jogging deep into the woods. I’ve placed small targets on trees maybe half a mile apart.

Fancy people don’t go to this remote corner of the Hamptons, maybe because they can’t find a party, or a photographer. The sound of the air rifle being fired won’t scare the decent people out here, who don’t hike or jog in the early evening. If somebody does make a call, by now just about all the local cops know it’s me. Calamity Jane.

I use the stopwatch on my phone to log my times. I’m determined to enter the late-summer biathlon in Pennsylvania, an event Jimmy has sworn only I have ever heard about. Or care about. He asked why I didn’t go for the real biathlon.

“If you ever see me on skis, find my real gun and shoot me with it.”

I know I’m only competing against myself. But I’ve been a jock my whole life, from age ten when I beat all the boys and won Long Island’s NFL Punt, Pass, and Kick contest, telling my dad I was going to be the first girl ever to quarterback the Jets. I remember him grinning and saying, “Honey, we’ve had plenty of those on the Jets since Joe Namath was our QB.”

Later I was Hockey East Rookie of the Year at BC. That was also where I really learned how to fight. And haven’t stopped since. Fighting for rich clients, not-so-rich ones, fighting when I’m doing pro bono work back in the city for victims who deserve a chance. And deserve being repped by somebody like me. Fighting with prosecutors, judges, even the cops sometimes, as much as I generally love cops, maybe because of an ex-cop like Jimmy Cunniff.

Occasionally fighting with two husbands.

Makes no difference to me.

You want to have a fight?

Let’s drop the gloves and do this.

I’m feeling it even more than usual tonight, pushing myself, hitting my targets like a champion. I stop at the end of the trail, kneel, empty the gun one final time. Twelve hundred BBs fired in all.

But I’m not done. Not yet. Still feeling it. Let’s do this. I reload. Hit all the targets on the way back, sorry I’ve run out of light. And BBs. What’s the old line? Rage against the dying of the light? I wasn’t much of a poet, but my father, Jack, the Marine and career bartender, liked Dylan Thomas. Maybe because of the way the guy could drink. My mother, Mary, who spent so much of her marriage waiting for my father to come home from the bar, having long ago buried her dreams of being a writer, had died of ovarian cancer when I was ten. I’d always thought I had gotten my humanity from her, my sense of fairness, of making things right. It was different with my father the Marine, who always taught me that if you weren’t the one on the attack, the other guy was. His own definition of humanity, just with much harder edges. He lasted longer than our mom did, until he dropped dead of a heart attack one night on a barroom floor.

It’s dark by the time I get back to the car. I’m thinking about having one cold one with Jimmy. But then I think about making the half-hour drive over to the bar in Sag Harbor and back, and how I really do need a good night’s sleep, knowing I’m going to be a little busy in the morning, even before I head to court.

I drink my last bottle of water, get behind the wheel, toss the rifle onto the back seat, knowing my real gun, the Glock, is locked safely in the glove compartment. I have a second one at home. A girl can’t have too many.

I feel like I used to feel in college, the night before a big game. I think about what the room will look like tomorrow. What it will feel like. Where Rob Jacobson will be and where I’ll be and where the jury will be.

I’ve got my opening statement committed to memory. Even so, I pull up the copy stored on my phone. I slide the seat back, lean back, begin to read it over again, keep reading until I feel my eyes starting to close.

When I wake up, it’s morning.




FIVE

SHIT, SHIT, SHIT.

I look at my watch.

Six thirty.

I am putting the car in motion before I’m even fully awake. I have enough time, barely, to get back to the house, shower, get into my sincerity suit, and still make my eight o’clock appointment in Southampton before heading to court.

When I get to Southampton, I pull up to the small, one-story building across from Town Hall where I am meeting with one of my best friends in the world, Samantha Wylie.

Sam has been my best friend since we attended the same junior high school up-island in Patchogue before my father couldn’t take it any longer and moved us back to the city.

She is a truly great beauty, tall and blond and happily married — the bitch — with two kids, both in college, one in pre-law and the other in pre-med. Even more annoying, at least to me, and just to make her picture more perfect, she and her husband have two labradoodles.

“You’ve never been much of a dog person,” she once said. “But what do you possibly have against labradoodles?”

“I don’t know,” I told her. “There’s just something about them that’s always pissed me off.”

We both laughed that day at how silly I sounded. I’m not afraid to do silly with her. And I’d done more laughing, about more silly stuff, with Sam Wylie than with anybody who’d managed to stay in my life for very long, including two ex-husbands.

But there’s something wrong today — I know it from the moment I am inside her office. And I find myself, in the moment, wishing I had rescheduled.

She isn’t my pal Sam today; she’s not the girl with whom I used to sneak beers on sleepovers.

She’s Dr. Samantha Wylie.




SIX

TODAY’S APPOINTMENT IS SUPPOSED to be strictly routine, the follow-up Sam, being Sam, has always mandated to review test results after my annual physical. I keep telling her that the only reason she makes me come back is because she misses me.

“How are Rusty and Dusty?” I ask when I sit down.

Rusty and Dusty aren’t the labradoodles’ names. Just what I’ve always called them.

No reaction. “I got your test results back.”

“You don’t have to tell me,” I say. “I’m in better shape than Wonder Woman. The new hot one.”

She opens the folder in front of her and spreads out x-rays and lab reports. Sam had finally taken some pictures and done her tests because of what I had originally described to her as a persistent pain in the neck. And a bump back there that I hadn’t noticed until a couple of weeks ago. The one she biopsied.

I feel the small, dark, cold place inside me begin to grow.

Then she starts to talk. And I wish, for the life of me, I could process, even hear, everything she is saying.

But I don’t hear very much after “brain and neck cancer.”

She pauses.

“It’s further along than I’d prefer.”

“Same. I thought you said I just pulled something working with my hand weights.”

“You pulled a bad card, Jane, is what you did,” she says. “I can’t lie to you.”

“Go ahead and lie a little. I won’t stop you.”

My next words sound monumentally dumb the moment they are out of my mouth.

“This can’t happen today.”

“There’s never a good time, or a good way, to give someone news like this. Especially to someone you love.”

She asks if I want to see the pictures. I tell her I’ll save them for the scrapbook.

I try to smile. Put up a false front. Be a tough guy.

Be Jane.

Be me.

She’s now talking about squamous cells that have spread into the lymph nodes.

“When I was a kid, I thought they were limp nodes,” I say. I flop my wrist in a limp way. “I think I’d rather have some of them.”

No reaction.

“Come on. That’s funny.”

“None of this is funny,” Sam Wylie says. “And we both know it.”

“What am I supposed to do? Cry?”

“If you want to.”

“I don’t,” I say. “Cry, I mean.”

“I do,” Sam Wylie says.

She’s talking slowly, patiently, but all I hear are the words running together, about chemo and targeted radiation and immunotherapy and the advances they’ve made with that, that there are ways to slow the disease for as long as possible.

“Am I hearing the word ‘cure’ in there anywhere?” I ask.

“In some cases,” she says after a pause I don’t like even a little bit.

Then she circles back to how we’ll probably start with chemo when the time comes. I’m already shaking my head.

No, no, no.

“You can’t have my hair. You’ve talked about what great hair I have even when it was as big as it was back in high school. No kidding — you’re not getting it without a fight, Sam.”

My hair is brown, shoulder-length, with streaks I was talked into by the woman who cuts my hair when I’m not trimming the bangs myself.

Now Sam is the one acting as if she hasn’t heard a word I just said.

“Jane, you can’t put this off, at least not for very long.”

“Watch me.”

“I know this is a shock.”

I cut her off. “Am I dying in the next few weeks?” I ask.

I’m aware that I’m out of my chair. Feeling dizzy once I’m vertical again. Feeling the way Jimmy says he used to feel after he got tagged in a fight.

But still standing.

“Of course not.”

“Then I have a case to try.”

I’m at the door now, asking the only question I care to have answered.

“How long?”

She gives me a long look. “There’s never a precise metric,” she says.

“Try.”

“Worst case? A year.”

“No.”

Now she manages a small smile. “No?”

“Not taking that deal.”

“I can’t knock down the sentence,” she says. “I’m not a judge.”

“Kind of,” I say. “Judge, jury, hopefully not executioner.”

“I’m so sorry.”

“I want more than a year, since this is already sounding like the worst case I’ve ever taken.”

She hesitates. “You sound like you’re plea-bargaining here.”

She makes a show of putting the x-rays and test results back in the folder, as if looking for something to do with her hands.

“How about fourteen months?”

“C’mon. You have to be able to do better than that.”

“No, Jane. I can’t and still be honest with you.”

I tell her that deal I’ll take. “We lawyers call this a negotiated settlement,” I say, and then leave her office, knowing I now have to make one more important stop before court.




SEVEN

I KNOW SOMETHING THAT only the regulars at Jimmy Cunniff’s tavern know, that it’s open to them in the morning, even with the blinds facing Main Street drawn. And the sign in the front door window turned to CLOSED.

You go through the back door, and once you do, you can find at least a couple of hard-core cases drinking coffee with their whiskey. Or having coffee with whiskey added. Or having their first cold beer of the day. There is no hard-and-fast rule about when Jimmy or one of his bartenders opens up. If someone is inside getting ready to work, they might unlock the door the first time they hear somebody outside tapping on the window.

By the way? I’m not a hard-core drinker.

But I need a short one this morning, and I need it now.

So I come in through the back and see Jimmy standing at the front end of the bar, staring up at the television showing highlights of last night’s Yankees game. I hear him curse. Even though he’s Yankees and I’m Mets, we’ve managed to keep the baseball separate from our working relationship, at least so far.

He makes his way down the bar. “I’m almost positive you’re supposed to be somewhere right now.”

“Decided I need a quick shot of courage. And knew where I could get it.”

He snorts. “There you go, acting like this case is a matter of life or death or something.”

He turns without me asking and grabs a bottle of Bushmills and a glass and smiles at me from underneath a nose he broke — between boxing and bar fights as a teenager in this very spot — countless times. The nose makes a hard right about halfway down before cutting back to the left. I’ve always thought of it as a bit of an architectural wonder.

“And don’t let this go to your head,” he says as he pours, “but you need a glass of courage less than anybody I know. Present company included.”

He pours some Bushmills into his coffee mug, then stares at me. “Hey. You okay?”

“Brilliant.”

“You know something I don’t about today?” he asks.

I grin. “Lots.”

He’s talking about the trial. I’m not.

Tell him.

Sit him down at a table and tell him.

If I’m going to tell anybody what Sam Wylie just told me, it’s Jimmy.

Tell him now.

I throw down the whiskey instead.

What my old man used to call the breakfast of champions when mom was dying of cancer in front of our eyes.

Jimmy raises his coffee mug. “You got this, Janie.”

Yeah, I think. I got it, all right.




EIGHT

I CRANK UP GREEN DAY all the way to Riverhead, driving fast when I can, trying to focus on where I’m going and not where I just came from. And what I just came from.

Thinking this:

Maybe in my case, not Rob Jacobson’s — my life — New York State hasn’t abolished the death penalty after all.

“Control what you can control,” Jimmy always says, “and let God take care of the rest of the shit.”

He can be such a poetic bastard.

But wait.

This is Her idea of taking care of me?

The scene outside the courthouse when I arrive is just as wild as it would be if Rob Jacobson’s trial were being held at Criminal Court on Centre Street in the city, as if they moved all the color and pageantry and BS this far east.

I see by the satellite trucks that all of the networks are represented. All the local New York channels. I see some newspaper people I recognize, the fortunate few who still have jobs. But only a few. The rest shouting questions at me as I make my way across Court Street look as if they’re here representing a school paper, or have stopped on their way to Driver’s Ed.

I answer a few questions. Might as well start working them now, out here in what always feels to me like an open-air courtroom.

“Did he do it, Jane?” a voice shouts at me from down below.

“Wouldn’t be here if he did.”

“But isn’t the evidence overwhelming, Jane?” I hear a woman’s voice say.

“Whoa. Are you here reporting or prosecuting?”

Then I’m gone, and through security. I suspect that Rob Jacobson is already waiting for me inside the courtroom. Ten forty-five now. A late start today.

But as I make my way down the hallway I feel myself getting the spins. Take a fast right into the ladies’ room. Blessedly, it’s empty. I get past the door and lean against the wall inside and feel myself start to slide down it before I stop myself.

For the second time this morning I feel as if I can’t breathe.

Fourteen months.

I think about splashing some water on my face but remember at the last second that I would be making a stupid mess out of a makeup job I’d been pretty proud of when I left the house. Can’t have that, not when I’m ready for my close-up. So I reach down and turn on the cold water and cup my hand and drink some.

Stare at myself in the mirror. Same face I saw in the mirror at home before I rushed over to Sam Wylie’s office. But the only thing really the same now is the job. The trial that begins in a few minutes, ready or not.

For some reason, I think about the movie All That Jazz. Roy Scheider, who lived in the Hamptons at the end of his life, played Bob Fosse, even though his character had a different name. Joe something. But a director and choreographer, like Fosse. And when it was time to get to work, he’d look in the mirror, smile brightly, and say, “It’s showtime, folks!”

I don’t usually go for old movies. But there has always been something about this one, even if it was made before I was born. Or maybe because I saw Scheider on the beach a few times.

I’m the one looking into the mirror now.

“Showtime, folks,” I say, forcing a smile.

When I turn around, there is a woman staring at me from across the room. I hadn’t heard her come in.

“What are you looking at?”




NINE

NO JUMPSUIT FOR ROB JACOBSON today. He’s wearing a suit that I’m thinking might have cost more than my Prius Prime. As I take a closer look at him, I decide I’m not the only one at the table wearing makeup.

“Well,” he says, leaning toward me, “the ball’s about to go up, isn’t it?”

I am briefly back in Sam Wylie’s office.

“I’m sorry … what?”

“The ball in Times Square on New Year’s Eve. You ever do that? I did it a couple of times when I was a kid.”

“Yeah. That’s where I always wanted to be on amateur night.”

I’m taking out my yellow legal pad and pens and the manila folder that contains the printout of my opening statement. I went through it one last time the night before, start to finish, not rushing it, wanting to make sure I had it down cold, knowing I had a doctor’s appointment early in the morning.

My favorite leather bag was a gift from my first husband. Unless it was my second. When I have everything I need out of the bag, I turn to face my client.

“And to be clear, Rob,” I say, unable to stop myself, “the ball drops on New Year’s Eve. It’s the balloon that goes up. It’s a military expression my old man used.”

I can feel his eyes on me as I begin to underline the phrases and moments from my statement I want to step on when the time comes.

“You are some piece of work. You know that, right?”

“Actually, I do.”

I look around the room. Jury over to our right, already in their seats. The clerk’s small desk in front of the judge’s bench. Spectators behind Rob Jacobson and me. His wife, Claire, is in the first row, staring straight ahead, as if her eyes are fixed on the world she had before this trial became her world, and her husband’s. I turn to look at her. She nods at me without changing expression. And Jimmy Cunniff likes to talk about my resting bitch face.

Less than five hours since I woke up in the car. Less than three since I got the news from Sam Wylie. Time flies.

Two minutes to eleven.

Showtime.

I know how punctual Judge Jackson Prentice III is. At eleven on the dot the door will open and he will come walking in and the balloon will go up and the ball really will drop.

It’s already been the longest day of my life, and yet I feel myself smiling. Feel my right knee bouncing up and down under the table. Feel the kinetic energy in the room changing, and the air, as if a switch is about to be thrown. I used to feel this way before hockey games. Or when I was walking down an alley or up some stairs, sometimes with Jimmy, sometimes not, looking for a bad guy. Or a witness we’d tracked down.

The door to the right of the bench opens.

Judge Jackson Prentice is walking so quickly toward his bench he’s almost running, as if he can feel the same energy in the room that I can.

“All rise!” the clerk shouts.

I can’t believe how alive I feel.




TEN

I’VE TRIED OTHER MURDER cases before. Never like this one. The Hamptons. A made-for-TV mystery. A lot of front pages at the Post and Daily News and Newsday, the tabloids, from the moment it became clear that Rob Jacobson was the only suspect.

Had he done it?

And if he had done it, why had he?

Why was Jacobson’s DNA all over the Gateses’ rental house, including on the beds in the master bedroom and the daughter’s? Why did an eyewitness have him speeding away on the night in question from a home he said he’d never been inside?

The Suffolk County district attorney, a publicity hound and ambitious as hell, is Kevin Ahearn. Jimmy has already taken to calling him Front Page Ahearn. I know, though I’ve never gone up against him, that his record on convictions is as spotless as mine is on acquittals. Which makes him, from where I sit, a very bad man.

And a meticulous one. The first few minutes of his folksy presentation, getting it in early that he grew up in Greenport, over on the North Shore, as if he himself could have been among the jury pool, have me thinking I should have packed a lunch.

Then, as I knew he would, he takes a shrewd turn, detailing the state’s case against Rob Jacobson without once mentioning his name. Rob is “THE DEFENDANT.” Emphasis intended.

“His is a world apart,” Ahearn says. “Sagaponack and an opulent town house on the Upper West Side of Manhattan, and the exclusive Dalton School over on the other side of Central Park. The world where the defendant became convinced he could buy anything he wanted.”

Ahearn pauses.

“Anything, in this case, except an acquittal,” Ahearn says.

He introduces the Gates family, sharing their Instagram stories about this being the first time they had ever rented a summerhouse in the Hamptons, the summer Mitch and Kathy Gates celebrated their twentieth wedding anniversary in late July with their teenage daughter, before they were found dead in that house.

“The defendant took everything away from them,” Ahearn says. “And on one terrible night, that family and all of its history was gone. And their dream summer had turned into a nightmare.”

I’m not watching him now. I’m watching the jury. The guy is very good. And has their full attention with the story he’s telling and the way he’s telling it, concluding with a guarantee.

“My esteemed opponent will talk, probably at length, about the lack of motive. But what she will really be doing is shouting at you from the other side of a mountain of evidence against the defendant.”

Ahearn isn’t a big guy. Trim, gray-haired, blue suit that looks — and not by accident, I’m guessing — as if it could use a good steaming. But he’s definitely got a big courtroom voice. Using it to full advantage now.

“My friends, I will leave you
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