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            For Tiffany.

            Thirty years, three kids, and three goldens later, you are still the LOML.
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            Prologue

         
         Swarms of no-see-ums, millions of tiny insects, hovered over the mangrove-covered coastline, glistening like dust mites in
            the orange-and-magenta twilight. Nearly all of the 173,000 acres that made up Biscayne Bay National Park lie in shallow waters
            warmed by the Gulf Stream and subtropical climate. FBI Special Agent Andie Henning was north of the Florida Keys, where fresh
            water from the Florida Everglades flowed into the bay to create an estuary-like mix of fresh and salt water. Her flats boat
            cruised at the deliberate speed of a hungry but patient crocodile eyeing an egret. Along the shore, hundreds of pink flamingos,
            ankle deep in the shallows, stood on one leg and watched the passing boat, as if to wonder what the FBI was doing there.
         

         
         “This is starting to feel like the proverbial needle in a haystack,” said Andie.

         
         Fellow agent Grace Kennedy had one hand on the throttle. At such a slow speed, the outboard engine purred like a sewing machine.

         
         “It’s a million-to-one shot that we find anything before dark,” said Grace.

         
         Andie peered through her binoculars, her gaze sweeping the tangled, exposed root system of a shadowy mangrove forest.

         
         Homicides were not typically within the jurisdiction of the FBI, but a dead body in a national park was not strictly a matter for local law enforcement. The circumstances surrounding this apparent homicide were of keen interest to Agent Henning. A man identifying himself as the killer had called a local reporter to say his victim could be found at low tide in Biscayne Bay National Park. As a rookie agent, Andie had made a name for herself infiltrating a cult in Washington’s Yakima Valley, and by the time she’d transferred to south Florida, she had more experience in the multijurisdictional tracking of serial killers, domestic terrorists, and other homicidal maniacs than anyone in the Miami office. 

         
         “How was your date with Perry Mason?” asked Grace. It was an abrupt change of subject, but after two hours of swatting mosquitos
            a diversion was a good thing.
         

         
         Andie lowered her binoculars. “You mean the lawyer who asked me out? His name’s Jack. Jack Swyteck.”

         
         “Swyteck? Any relation to the former Governor Swyteck?”

         
         “He’s Jack’s father.”

         
         “A criminal defense lawyer and son of a politician. What’s the third strike against him?”

         
         Andie laughed. “He doesn’t have any strikes against him.”
         

         
         “Does that mean you’re going to say yes if he asks for a second date?”

         
         “He’s not going to ask for a second date.”

         
         “How do you know?”

         
         “Because I already asked him for a second date. And he said yes.”

         
         Grace smiled and shook her head. “A criminal defense lawyer and an FBI agent. I hear wedding bells already.”

         
         Andie’s cellphone rang, which was weird, even if it did sound more like a xylophone than approaching nuptials. She answered
            and put the call on speaker so Grace could listen. It was Gustavo Cruz, a homicide detective with the Miami-Dade Police Department.
         

         
         “We found the body,” he said and then quickly shared the coordinates.

         
         Andie checked the map on her cellphone. “That’s outside the park.”

         
         “Yes. Well north of it.”

         
         “The caller said the body was in the park,” said Andie.

         
         “I’ll note that in my report: anonymous tipster sucks at geography. The point here is that it’s outside FBI jurisdiction.
            We won’t be needing your assistance.”
         

         
         Turf wars between the FBI and local law enforcement were as old as the oolitic limestone that formed the Florida Keys. Andie
            was getting the sense that Detective Cruz had sent the feds on a proverbial wild-flamingo chase as MDPD followed better leads
            to the actual disposal site.
         

         
         “I thought you were above these games, Gustavo.”

         
         “No games. We got this,” he said, and the call ended.

         
         “Jackass,” said Andie as she put away her phone.

         
         “It’s fine. Let MDPD have it,” said Grace.

         
         Andie was not so easily blown off. “The caller said ‘in the park.’ If the murder was in the park, we still have jurisdiction,
            even if the body drifted somewhere else.”
         

         
         Grace agreed. The outboard engine roared, the bow rose, and they were suddenly speeding across the glasslike waters, throwing
            a wake that sent flamingos scattering. Twilight was upon them as they motored away from the mainland and headed north into
            slightly choppier waters. Andie’s long, dark hair whipped in the breeze as they sped past her favorite view of Miami’s famous
            cityscape, which sparkled with one brightly lit high-rise after another. A fleet of Caribbean-bound cruise ships lined the
            port like floating hotels. To the east was Miami Beach, which—as Andie had learned only after her transfer from Seattle—was
            actually a barrier island between the bay and the Atlantic Ocean, the mainland’s first defense to hurricanes and tropical
            storms. Their destination was beyond Venetian Islands, a chain of man-made islands that dotted the bay and connected the peninsula
            to Miami Beach like giant stepping-stones straight out of Gulliver’s Travels.
         

         
         “That way,” Andie shouted over the noisy outboard. She was pointing to the flashing beacons from a circle of marine patrol
            boats ahead. Grace cut their speed to “no-wake” as they approached the floating crime scene.
         

         
         An artificial island that never came to be, Isola di Lolando was supposed to be the next Venetian Island, expanding the availability
            of pricey waterfront properties in the bay. The seawall for the planned island was under construction when the Great Miami
            Hurricane of 1926 made landfall and left only destruction in its wake. The market crash of 1929 and the Great Depression that
            followed sealed the project’s fate, forever abandoned, leaving behind only the pilings, which were visible depending on the
            tide.
         

         
         “Bizarre,” said Grace.

         
         It was low tide. Andie and her partner had a full view of a no-longer-submerged body chained to a concrete piling.

         
         “Even by Miami standards,” said Andie.

         
         Darkness had fallen, but the scene was amply lit by forensic lights from a nearby marine patrol boat. Beneath the surface, an underwater recovery team was at work, the sweep of their dive lights setting the submerged half of the piling aglow. Andie kept the FBI’s boat on the perimeter, so as not to interfere, but she was close enough to absorb key details. The body was wet but fully clothed. Caucasian male. Probably in his twenties. Warm water hastened decomposition, making it harder to estimate a time of death. Even in the subtropics, however, it could take a week for the skin to peel away from underlying tissues and invite fish, crabs, and sea lice to nibble away at the flesh. Andie guessed it had been a day, at most two, since the killer had put his work on display. 

         
         Marine patrol motored up beside Andie’s boat and idled its engine. Detective Cruz was onboard. At the risk of sounding defensive,
            Andie spoke first.
         

         
         “We may be outside the federal park,” said Andie, “but I wouldn’t be so quick to rule out FBI jurisdiction over this homicide.”

         
         “I agree,” said Cruz.

         
         The detective’s sudden shift in position caught her by surprise. “What changed?”

         
         “The body has a message on the torso.”

         
         “A message or a tattoo?”

         
         “Definitely a message. From the killer, I suspect. It’s written in some kind of marker pen. The ink is partly washed away,
            which tells me the body has been here at least one tide cycle. But you can still read it.”
         

         
         “What does it say?”

         
         “Looks like ‘goodbye girl.’”

         
         Andie glanced at the body, then back, confused. “On first look, I thought we had a male victim.”

         
         “Definitely male.”

         
         Andie quickly caught up to his thinking. “So, is he gay or trans?”

         
         “Don’t have an ID yet, so can’t say for sure. But given his killer’s message . . .”

         
         “You’re thinking federal hate crime based on sexual orientation or gender identity,” said Andie, filling in the blank.

         
         “About the size of it,” said Cruz.

         
         Andie was on the same page. “Looking forward to working with you, Detective.”

         
         “I look forward to working with you, as well,” said Cruz, and his boat pulled away.

         
         “No, you don’t,” Andie said quietly. Then she and her partner exchanged glances.

         
         “What do you make of it?” asked Grace.

         
         “Hard to say. A lot depends on whether the victim was chained to the piling alive and left to drown with the rising tide,
            or if the murder took place somewhere else and the body was brought here purely for display.”
         

         
         “Either way, we’re dealing with one sick fuck.”

         
         Andie’s gaze drifted back to the victim. “You got that right.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         
            Twelve Years Later

         

         Saturday night was date night. Not to be confused with sex night. “One date, one sex night—minimum, per week.” Such was the
            “professional” advice Jack and Andie got as devoted parents of a seven-year-old daughter who were desperate to inject a little
            romance into the balance between family and career.
         

         
         Jack jumped behind the wheel and started the car. They were running late, partly the fault of the babysitter, but mostly because
            they were always running late. Late for drop-off at Righley’s school. Late for work. Late for pickup. Late for dinner. Late
            for the airport. Late for parties. Jack had even missed his chance to see one of David Letterman’s final performances because
            they were late to the Late Show.
         

         
         Andie was still brushing her hair as she climbed into the passenger seat. Jack backed out of the driveway, a crunchy swatch
            of crushed seashells that was big enough for just one car, which was typical of older homes on the smallest of lots on Key
            Biscayne. As they pulled away, Andie reached behind his neck and ripped the price tag from his shirt collar.
         

         
         “Good Lord, I’m turning into my father.”

         
         “Better you did it on date night than sex night,” said Andie.

         
         Jack smiled, but the truth was, they were just three weeks into “date night/sex night,” and he was already tired of it. Rules were a burden—none more so than the one they’d lived under since day one of their relationship. Jack seemed drawn to the most controversial cases, whether it meant using DNA evidence to prove death-row inmates innocent or defending an accused terrorist. Andie’s most fulfilling work with the FBI was done undercover. Hence, Rule Number One: no talking about active cases and assignments. 

         
         “Can you please go a little faster?” said Andie.

         
         Key Biscayne was notorious for speed traps, and Jack was already doing sixty over the arching bridge that connected their
            home on Key Biscayne to the mainland. Always late meant always in a hurry, a fact of married life with Andie that Jack had
            learned to accept, except when it came to leaving their island paradise for the hustle and bustle of downtown Miami. He glanced
            south, toward Biscayne Bay National Park, where wind surfers and kite surfers enjoyed one last run before sunset, gliding
            across the flat, blue-green waters. It was the same group of guys every day. They lived in bathing suits, drove open-air Jeeps,
            drank beer out of coolers, and hung with their bikini-clad girlfriends on the beach. Jack wondered what they did for a living.
            He wanted their job.
         

         
         Directly below the bridge, a yacht almost too big for the shallow bay waters was cruising north, perhaps toward their destination
            in the Venetian Islands.
         

         
         “Do you really want to go to this party?” asked Jack.

         
         Andie’s mouth was agape. “Jack, it’s a private party for Imani.”
         

         
         “It’s not for Imani. It’s a private party thrown by a sixty-year-old billionaire for his wife’s twenty-fifth birthday, and Imani is performing.”
         

         
         “Let me just say ‘gross’ to the first part of that sentence, and then repeat the operative words: ‘Imani is performing.’ I
            love her. You got invited. We’re going.”
         

         
         “I honestly can’t even name one of her hits,” said Jack.

         
         “Please don’t say that outside of this car.”

         
         Jack made surprisingly good time through downtown Miami before the jaunt back over the bridges to the waterfront estates on the Venetian Islands. Jack handed the car keys over to the valet attendant, and they hurried up the coral-stone driveway. The two-story, modern estate stretched the entire width of the lushly landscaped lot. A grand staircase led to the main entrance, which was actually on the second floor. The glass entrance doors were fourteen feet high, and the back of the house was completely glass, so Jack could see all the way through to the party by the pool and, beyond that, a drop-dead view of Biscayne Bay and the Miami skyline. Jack estimated fewer than a hundred guests, which he surmised was an artist-imposed limit to keep private events manageable. 

         
         “We’re on the guest list,” said Andie, speaking before Jack could.

         
         “Just need to check,” said the bouncer, and he quickly snapped a photograph of each of them.

         
         “What gives?” asked Jack.

         
         “We use a facial recognition app.”

         
         He uploaded Andie’s photograph first. In a few seconds, he had an assortment of matching photos from the internet. The first
            one was from a website called “Hot Green-eyed MILFs.”
         

         
         “Is that you?” he asked, surprised.

         
         “I do not recognize that position,” said Jack.

         
         “It’s not me. I’m an FBI agent.”

         
         “FBI?”

         
         “Is that a problem?”

         
         His expression turned even more serious. “I’m sorry. You can’t come in.”

         
         “What?”

         
         “No law enforcement is allowed. Not that there’s anything illegal going on here. It’s a private party, and guests just feel
            uncomfortable knowing the cops are here.”
         

         
         Andie was speechless for a moment, then looked at Jack. “Honey, this has to be some kind of violation of my constitutional
            rights. You’re the lawyer. Say something.”
         

         
         “Are you Jack Swyteck?” the bouncer asked. “The lawyer who got Mr. Garcia acquitted?”

         
         Enrique Garcia would have spent the rest of his life in federal prison for violation of the Foreign Corrupt Practices Act
            had it not been for Jack’s trial skills. Jack presumed that was how he’d landed on the invitation list.
         

         
         “That’s me,” said Jack.

         
         “You’re a VIP. You can come. But not her.”

         
         “Bullshit,” said Andie. “He’s a VIP, but his wife can’t get through the front door?”

         
         “We obviously didn’t know you were FBI when the invitations went out. No cellphones, no cameras, no recording devices, and absolutely no law enforcement. Those are the rules.” 

         
         Rules, rules, rules. Jack was sick of them. “Andie, it’s fine. Let’s just go somewhere on South Beach for dinner.”

         
         “No way. You’re staying. You missed Letterman because I made you late. I’m not going to make you miss Imani, too.”

         
         “The difference is I actually cared who David Letterman is.”

         
         The bouncer laughed. “You’re a funny guy,” he said, but Jack wasn’t joking.

         
         Jack took Andie by the hand and started toward the steps, but she stopped him.

         
         “Go inside, Jack. You can’t insult a client by being a no-show, even if he does belong behind bars.”

         
         “What makes you say he belongs behind bars?”

         
         “You didn’t make the A-list because Mr. Garcia was innocent. But that’s beside the point. Stay and have fun. That’s an order.”

         
         Jack knew better than to argue the matter. He walked her back to the valet, kissed her good night, and headed back to the
            party. The bouncer gave him a claim check for his surrendered cellphone, and there was one more requirement: a nondisclosure
            agreement. Basically, once Jack left the premises, the event had never happened. He couldn’t tell anyone he’d been there,
            much less what he’d seen or heard.
         

         
         “Standard at Imani’s private events,” the bouncer told him.

         
         The lights dimmed, the band started, and guests cheered just as Jack stepped into the backyard. Colored lights bathed the
            stage, and Imani made her entrance. It was a younger crowd, and it struck Jack that the twentysomethings seemed lost without
            their phones. A few were still making kissy lips and taking imaginary selfies. Jack felt out of place—not as out of place
            as he might have felt with a price tag hanging from his shirt collar, but still the odd duck. He stood off to the side leaning
            against the trunk of a royal palm tree. A couple of Imani’s songs sounded familiar, but only because they included riffs taken
            note for note from older hits by Queen and David Bowie, which seemed to be the industry standard for the making of “new” music.
            The performance lasted forty-five minutes. At the end, she said the strangest thing.
         

         
         “My name’s Imani, and remember: if you want my early stuff, ‘go pirate’!”

         
         The crowd cheered, and she hurried offstage.

         
         Jack was at a loss. One of the hottest pop stars in the world had just told her fans to steal her own music. Jack was a criminal
            defense lawyer. He was an expert in discerning motive and explaining why people did the things they did.
         

         
         He was coming up empty on this one.

         
          

         Jack was home by eleven, out on the back patio with Andie, deflecting questions about the concert that he couldn’t answer
            without violating his NDA.
         

         
         Their house on Key Biscayne had virtually no front yard. The back wasn’t much, either, except that they were on the water,
            which meant that the entire bay was their backyard. Jack felt lucky to live there. Real estate was priced way beyond his means,
            but years earlier, before he’d even met Andie, he’d cut a steal of a deal on one of the last remaining Mackle homes, basically
            a twelve-hundred-square-foot shoebox built right after World War II as affordable housing for returning GIs. Those had to
            be some of the happiest veterans in the history of warfare.
         

         
         “Did she sing ‘Truly, Madly’?” asked Andie.

         
         “I’m sure she did,” said Jack.

         
         “It’s her biggest hit. You really don’t know it?”

         
         “Of course I know the song. It’s just that I was singing along so loudly, you know, that I can’t actually swear I heard her singing it.”
         

         
         “Uh-huh. I see.”

         
         Jack spotted a seventy-foot yacht cutting through the night, running lights aglow—which wasn’t unusual, except that this one
            seemed to be heading straight for his dock. He rose and went to the seawall to investigate. The boat stopped less than fifty
            feet away from him. A man appeared on deck and called to him from the bow.
         

         
         “Ahoy, Swyteck!”

         
         Jack recognized the voice right away, not to mention the six-foot-three frame. “Theo?”

         
         Theo Knight was Jack’s best friend, bartender, therapist, confidant, and sometime investigator. He was also a former client, a onetime gangbanger who easily could have ended up dead on the streets of Overtown or Liberty City. Instead, he landed on death row for a murder he didn’t commit. Theo was the one innocent client Jack had represented during his stint at the Freedom Institute, where Jack spent the first four years of his law career specializing in “death cases.” 

         
         “Permission to run aground, sir?”

         
         Jack was certain he meant “come ashore,” but it was the weekend, which meant the tequila was doing the talking.

         
         “Don’t come any closer, or you will run aground,” shouted Jack.

         
         Andie walked up beside him. “Whose boat is that?”

         
         “Definitely not Theo’s. Unless he won the Lotto and forgot to tell me.”

         
         Theo disappeared inside the main cabin, and Jack’s cell rang. It was Theo.

         
         “Hey, Jack. Imani wants to talk to you.”

         
         “Very funny.”

         
         “I’m serious. We sailed over from the Garcias’ house on Venetian Island.”

         
         Jack did a double take. It looked exactly like the boat docked behind the party.

         
         “Theo, what’s going on?”

         
         “I’ve known Imani since she was an eighteen-year-old nobody fresh out of Miami Senior High playing shithole bars all over
            south Florida. She even played my place a few times.”
         

         
         Theo owned Cy’s Place in Coconut Grove, a nightclub he’d purchased with the settlement money Jack got him from the state of
            Florida for his wrongful conviction and incarceration.
         

         
         “Are you seriously telling me Imani is on that boat with you?”

         
         Andie’s eyes lit up, and Jack had to fight off her attempt to snatch the phone from his hand.

         
         “Dude, she’s right here next to me, and she wants to meet you,” said Theo.

         
         “Why?”

         
         “Because you left the party too soon. The reason you got invited was she needs to talk to you.”

         
         “About what?”

         
         “Shit, Jack. Do I need to spell it out? She needs a lawyer,” he said, his voice turning very serious. “A fucking good lawyer.”

         
         Jack glanced at Andie, then back at the yacht, which was way too big for his dock. “Stay right where you are. I’ll get in
            my boat and come to you.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Jack felt like a shark sucker latching onto a great white as he rafted up his little fishing boat alongside Imani’s sleek
            yacht. Theo helped him aboard and took him to the main salon, which was bigger than Jack’s living room and definitely more
            luxurious. An abundance of chrome, leather, and glass, with a mix of direct and indirect lighting of various hues and intensities,
            made the cabin glow like a South Beach nightclub.
         

         
         Imani was not quite as tall as she had appeared on stage, but she walked toward Jack and shook hands with a confidence that
            said, Don’t bullshit me.

         
         “I hear you’re the best,” she said.

         
         Jack had expected his prospective client to be a walking advertisement for designer clothes and accessories, but she wore
            faded, cutoff blue jeans, a yellow top with a scalloped neckline, and flip-flops. The only jewelry was a diamond stud on the
            right side of her nose and a gold ring on her left-middle toe. Jack found her more beautiful without the stage glitter and
            makeup. She looked less like a pop star and more like one of the young mothers at morning drop-off at Righley’s elementary
            school.
         

         
         “That’s very kind of you to say,” said Jack. “But you don’t want any lawyer who claims to be the best. You want the lawyer
            who’s best for you and your case.”
         

         
         “I like you already.”

         
         At her invitation, Jack took a seat beside her on a pedestal-style barstool. Theo stood behind the bar, his go-to spot, having
            tended his own bar at Cy’s Place for years.
         

         
         “I’m being sued by my ex-husband,” she said. “He made me sign a nondisclosure and nondisparagement agreement when I was really young, before we got married. It was in the prenup, so it became part of the final order of divorce when we split.” 

         
         “I’m sure Theo has told you I don’t do domestic relations law.”

         
         “It’s not that kind of case. Theo said you defended a couple of rappers on racketeering charges. It’s more like that.”

         
         Prosecutors were increasingly using song lyrics as evidence of gang membership to convict rappers of criminal racketeering.
            Occasionally, the target was a big name, like Jeffrey Williams, aka Young Thug, the alleged founder of the vicious Atlanta
            street gang YSL, aka Young Slime Life. Jack’s case was more typical—a pair of no-name rappers from Liberty City who followed
            the old adage “write what you know,” which prosecutors then used as road maps for indictments.
         

         
         “That was a criminal case,” said Jack. “Which is mostly what I do.”

         
         “It involved the First Amendment, and so does mine,” said Imani. “My ex says I breached the nondisparagement agreement by
            saying bad things about him after the divorce. It’s really a defamation case based on things that happened in the last month
            or so.”
         

         
         Theo poured a round of tequila—force of habit. “It would probably help if you told Jack who your ex is,” said Theo.

         
         “Shaky Nichols,” she said.

         
         Nichols was closer in age to Jack than Imani, so finally there was someone Jack had heard of. “The music mogul?”

         
         “The musician killer,” said Imani.

         
         Jack sensed whence the defamation claims had sprung. “What do you mean by that?”

         
         “In the music industry, the big money doesn’t necessarily flow to the artist. It goes to whoever owns the rights to the artist’s
            master recordings. When I signed my first recording contract, I was like every other emerging artist—powerless. That means
            I had no ownership rights to the master recordings of any of my early hits. Those rights belonged to my first record label.
            After I made it big, I tried to buy them.”
         

         
         “Was the label willing to sell?”

         
         “Yeah. Until another buyer came along.”

         
         “Let me guess: Shaky.”

         
         “Yes! So, not only did I get nothing in the divorce, thanks to the prenup, but now my ex owns my master recordings and collects
            royalties on my songs that launched my career. I get the same peanuts I got under my contract with my first record label, back when I was a nobody. Shaky is a fucking
            scumbag thief.”
         

         
         Imani didn’t mince words. Jack could only imagine the Tweets that had triggered the defamation lawsuit.

         
         “Didn’t Taylor Swift have a similar problem?” asked Theo.

         
         “Yeah,” she said. “Scooter Braun owned the master recordings of every song before her Lover album. That’s why she re-recorded every one of her old albums and created ‘Taylor’s version.’ Scooter Braun gets nothing
            from Taylor’s version.”
         

         
         “Have you thought about re-recording yours—‘Imani’s version’?” asked Jack.

         
         “I don’t have that kind of time.”

         
         Jack arched an eyebrow. “And Taylor Swift does?”

         
         “Taylor did it during Covid when no one was touring. If she had to do it now, she couldn’t. I’m in the same boat, recording
            new material, touring, or doing private gigs like the Garcia party.”
         

         
         “Do you do a lot of these private parties?” Jack asked.

         
         “As many as I can. It’s the easiest money in the business. If you’re Bruno Mars, you can get four million for a forty-minute
            gig at a wedding. But you have to be careful. J.Lo caught shit for going all the way to Turkmenistan to sing ‘Happy Birthday’
            to one of the most repressive dictators in central Asia. Oops. Big apology followed, but I’m pretty sure she kept the money,
            honey.”
         

         
         “I’m sure,” said Theo.

         
         “Getting back to the lawsuit,” said Jack. “I heard you shout something to the crowd at the end of tonight’s performance that
            left me scratching my head. You said, ‘If you want my early stuff—’”
         

         
         “Go pirate!” she said, finishing for him. “I deliver that message every chance I get. I literally call it my ‘go pirate’ campaign.”

         
         “Why do you want your fans to visit a piracy website and get your music illegally?”

         
         “I only want them to steal my old music—the songs tied to the master recordings that are owned by Shaky Nichols.”
         

         
         Jack paused. “Let me make sure I understand. If the songs are purchased lawfully, you get a little piece of the pie, but Shaky
            gets more.”
         

         
         “A lot more. Almost everything. My share is a joke.”

         
         “If your fans go pirate, you get nothing, but Shaky also gets nothing.”

         
         “Exactly.”

         
         “You prefer the scenario under which Shaky gets nothing, even if it costs you a few bucks.”

         
         “You bet I do.”

         
         Jack didn’t necessarily agree with the reasoning, but he definitely got it, especially when dealing with an ex-spouse.

         
         “Okay. You described this as a defamation lawsuit, which I’m guessing stems from your calling him a thief and probably worse.
            But my instinct tells me this is really about the ‘go pirate’ campaign. I’d like to read the actual complaint Shaky filed
            with the court.”
         

         
         Imani reached for her phone. “I can email it to you right now.”

         
         “I don’t need it that fast.”

         
         “Actually, you do,” said Imani. “There’s a court hearing set for Monday at nine a.m.”

         
         Jack was taken aback. “You have a court hearing in less than thirty-six hours, and you’re just now looking for a lawyer?”

         
         “A new lawyer. My old one quit this morning.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         “She’s an entertainment lawyer. Ninety-five percent of her clients come from inside the industry. If Shaky Nichols calls and
            tells you that you’ll never work in the music industry again unless you dump Imani, you dump Imani.”
         

         
         “Shaky threatened your lawyer?”

         
         “I can’t say for sure,” said Imani. “But she’s the second entertainment lawyer to quit on me with no explanation. That’s why
            Theo recommended you. And he’s right. You’re an outsider. You can rip Shaky a new asshole and not have to worry about ruffling
            industry feathers.”
         

         
         “That could be the nicest thing Theo has ever said about me,” said Jack, smiling.

         
         “You’re welcome,” said Theo.

         
         Jack turned serious again. “All right. Lots of work between now and Monday morning. I’ll need a retainer right away.”

         
         “My business manager will take care of that.”

         
         “You didn’t ask how much.”

         
         “I’m sure we’ll work that out, as long as you sign my NDA.”

         
         “One hundred K. And no NDA.”

         
         “I don’t buy a pair of shoes without an NDA.”

         
         “I’m not a pair of shoes. I signed one to get into your concert, but I won’t sign one to be your lawyer. That’s my one non-negotiable
            rule.”
         

         
         Imani paused, and Jack thought it might be a deal breaker.

         
         “Probably a good rule,” she said finally.

         
         “Yeah,” said Jack, thinking of how this “date night” had played out. “Every now and then, you run across a rule that actually
            makes sense.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         On Monday morning, Imani’s black limo stopped outside the south entrance to the Miami-Dade County Courthouse on Flagler Street.
            Jack stepped onto the sidewalk—alone, to the disappointment of the adoring fans of his client and a flock of microphone-thrusting
            members of the media.
         

         
         “Is Imani a no-show?” a reporter asked him.

         
         “I waited five hours to see her,” a random fan griped.

         
         Jack offered no response. He continued up the granite steps to the revolving entrance doors. If all were going according to
            plan, Imani would be unrecognizable in her floppy sunhat, cheap sunglasses, and plain-Jane attire, as Theo escorted her inside
            through the north entrance on the opposite side of the building, where hundreds of registered voters who’d been tagged for
            jury duty funneled through security and into the lobby like herded cattle.
         

         
         “Go Imani, go pirate!” someone in the crowd shouted. Others hoisted hand-drawn posters, some with words to the same effect,
            others that simply proclaimed “I ♥ Imani.” The ring of onlookers was at least ten deep, and those in the back were too far away to notice that Imani wasn’t
            with her lawyer.
         

         
         The wait for an elevator was too long, so Jack bailed and took the stairs to Judge Stevens’s courtroom on the fifth floor. Another mob of Imani worshipers filled the lobby outside the courtroom. Some were standing on the benches for a better view, and courtroom deputies made repeated requests for them to get down and keep quiet. Jack pushed his way through the noise and commotion and entered the courtroom through the rear double doors. There were only eight rows of public seating, the first of which was “media only.” Spectators were shoulder to shoulder, not an open seat available. Jack hurried up the center aisle, pushed through the swinging gate, and joined his client at the rectangular table on the other side of the polished mahogany rail that separated observers from participants in the courtroom drama that was about to unfold. 

         
         “All rise!” the bailiff called.

         
         All complied as the side door to Judge Stevens’s chambers opened and the silver-haired judge ascended to the bench. Imani’s
            ex-husband was the plaintiff, so he and his lawyer were at the table nearest to the jury box, which was empty, since there
            was no jury for this preliminary hearing. Jack had never been on the opposite side of Jennifer Ellis, but she was a skilled
            trial lawyer with a “take no prisoners” reputation.
         

         
         The bailiff called the case—“Evan ‘Shaky’ Nichols versus Imani Nichols”—which, for Jack, seemed to shrink things down to size,
            reducing Imani the pop star to Imani the litigant. For a few, however, the courtroom was not the great equalizer where all
            players were treated the same, as someone in the audience said in a voice too loud, “I never knew her last name was Nichols.”
            Judge Stevens immediately gaveled it down.
         

         
         “Please, folks,” he said, gavel in hand. “I understand that this case is of public interest, but I can’t have two hundred
            spectators acting like they’re sitting at home on their sofa watching Court TV. If you can’t keep your comments to yourself,
            the door is right behind you.”
         

         
         Stevens wasn’t a surly old judge, but he did run a tight courtroom. After three decades of service on the bench, the word
            around the courthouse was that he’d reached the point in his career of saying whatever he felt like saying.
         

         
         “Mr. Swyteck, how’s your daddy?”

         
         As the son of the former governor, Jack was used to it. “Playing a lot of golf.”

         
         “Good for him. In the interest of full disclosure, I wanted to point out that the judicial nominating committee put my name
            forward three times for appointment to the Florida Supreme Court, and three times Governor Swyteck picked someone else. So
            here I am, all these years later, the longest-serving trial court judge in the state of Florida.”
         

         
         “I was not aware of that,” said Jack.

         
         “No reason you should be. I just want you to rest assured that none of that ancient history will in any way affect my impartiality
            in this case. I’m as evenhanded as they come. ‘Even Stevens,’ they call me,” he said, directing his comments to the row of
            reporters in the gallery. “In that spirit, Ms. Ellis, how’s your daddy?”
         

         
         “My father died twenty-two years ago, Your Honor.”

         
         “Well, all right. We all gotta go sometime. Let the record reflect that I asked both sides, at least. Now, the first order
            of business is a motion filed yesterday by Mr. Swyteck, which seeks to continue this hearing to a later date.”
         

         
         Shaky’s lawyer was back on her feet. “We oppose any delay, Your Honor.”

         
         “I’m sure you do. But seeing as how Mr. Swyteck was just retained this past weekend, let me check with my assistant to see
            how long that delay would be. Barbara, what’s the next two-day opening on my calendar?”
         

         
         The assistant checked the computer screen in front of her. “That would be the sixteenth of October.”

         
         Jack rose. “Judge, a two-week continuance would be plenty of time for me to come up to speed.”

         
         “Actually, I meant October of next year,” said the judicial assistant.
         

         
         Such was the reality of the civil docket in Miami-Dade County.

         
         Ellis spoke up immediately. “Judge, this is not a complicated case. My client has brought suit under a nondisparagement clause.
            Ms. Nichols has disparaged my client by claiming that he is a ‘thief’ who ‘stole’ her master recordings. That’s a lie. She
            has compounded the injury to my client by telling her fans to ‘go pirate’ and purchase her songs illegally, depriving my client
            of any revenue from the master recordings he rightfully owns.”
         

         
         Jack spoke. “Judge, if by ‘not complicated’ my opposing counsel means ‘frivolous,’ I agree with her characterization. If we
            are given the time to properly prepare for this hearing, the evidence will show that when my client stated that Mr. Nichols
            ‘stole’ her master recordings, she simply meant he underpaid for them. That’s hardly disparagement.”
         

         
         “Let’s keep this simple,” said the judge. “Ms. Ellis, what exactly does your client hope to accomplish at today’s hearing?”

         
         “We want a preliminary injunction that orders Imani to do three things. First, we want a gag order forbidding her from making
            any further statements or social media posts encouraging her fans to ‘go pirate.’ Second, we want an order directing her to
            take down and delete all previous social media posts encouraging her fans to ‘go pirate.’ Third, we want a mandatory injunction
            requiring her to retract her previous statements and to issue a formal statement telling her fans to stop going pirate.”
         

         
         “Understood. Mr. Swyteck, while I don’t like the idea of forcing you to proceed before you and your client are ready, I can’t
            in good conscience make Mr. Nichols wait a year to be heard. Ms. Ellis, call your first witness.”
         

         
         Jack didn’t like to attribute ill motives to any jurist, but it seemed that Judge Stevens had yet to get over Governor Swyteck’s
            appointment of those three other judges to the Florida Supreme Court.
         

         
         “The plaintiff calls Imani Nichols,” announced opposing counsel.

         
         It was not the norm for a plaintiff to call the defendant as the first witness, but it was a clever tactical move in this
            case. Jack was a latecomer, and his opposing counsel wanted to land a few punches before Jack could come fully up to speed
            and prepare his client for everything that was coming. Imani raised her right hand, swore the familiar oath, and took her
            place on the witness stand.
         

         
         “Ms. Nichols,” the questioning began, but Imani stopped her.

         
         “I prefer Imani.”

         
         “All right. Imani it is,” said Ellis, and then she took a step closer to the witness. “This case isn’t about free speech,
            is it, Imani.”
         

         
         It wasn’t really a question, which prompted an objection from Jack.

         
         “Overruled,” said the judge. “There’s no jury in this case, so as a word of caution to all counsel, please keep your objections
            to a minimum. The witness may answer.”
         

         
         “I don’t know how to answer that question,” said Imani. “I’m not a lawyer.”

         
         “I’ll go about it a different way,” said Ellis. “Your ‘go pirate’ campaign isn’t about free speech at all. It’s really just a petty and personal vendetta against your ex-husband.” 

         
         “Judge, I have to object,” said Jack, rising.

         
         “Sustained. Ms. Ellis, when I instructed counsel to keep objections to a minimum, I wasn’t inviting you to argue with the
            witness. Let’s stick to the facts.”
         

         
         “Yes, Your Honor,” said Ellis. “Ms. Imani—”

         
         “Just Imani.”

         
         “Imani,” she said, losing patience. “Isn’t it a fact that you were a founding member of an organization called MAP?”

         
         “I was.”

         
         “What does ‘MAP’ stand for?”

         
         “Musicians Against Piracy.”

         
         “What was the core mission of MAP?”

         
         Imani looked at the judge and answered. “The idea was to educate the public about piracy. Specifically, the way it hurts artists,
            especially new artists, who already get the short end of the stick in their contracts with record labels.”
         

         
         With the court’s permission, Ellis projected an exhibit on the big screen on the wall, which could be seen by everyone in
            the courtroom.
         

         
         “Imani, this is a copy of an interview you did for Rolling Stone magazine two years ago. I call your attention to the language highlighted in yellow. You said: ‘The real mission of MAP was
            to make life miserable for pirates.’ Those were your words, correct?”
         

         
         “I suppose so. I really don’t know what I meant by that.”

         
         “Let’s get specific. You were a co-founder of MAP, along with a young rapper who called himself Amongus Sicario, right?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “You go on to say in the Rolling Stone interview that the two of you were sick and tired of having your music ripped off by piracy, right?”
         

         
         Imani checked the exhibit. “It says that.”

         
         “You were so sick and tired of piracy that you actually engaged in criminal conduct to stop it.”

         
         The judge overruled Jack’s objection. All Jack could do was watch as his opposing counsel led the witness into territory unknown to Imani’s new lawyer. 

         
         “I don’t really know what you mean,” said Imani.

         
         “MAP hired tech specialists to hack piracy websites, did it not?”

         
         She hesitated. “On occasion.”

         
         “Hacking somebody else’s website is a crime, is it not?”

         
         “There are laws against it.”

         
         “MAP implanted malware in dummy files on piracy websites, so that anyone who visited the website and downloaded pirated music
            would damage their computer.”
         

         
         “I believe that was also done on occasion.”

         
         “That was a crime.”

         
         “Again, I think there may be some laws on that.”

         
         “You don’t have much respect for the law, do you, miss?”

         
         “Objection.”

         
         “Withdrawn,” said Ellis. “I want to talk now about this apparent epiphany you experienced recently. Specifically, how the
            old Imani, who went so far as to break the law to stop piracy, became the ‘new Imani,’ the one who tells her fans to ‘go pirate.’”
         

         
         “Is there a question?” asked Jack.

         
         “My question is this,” said Ellis, and she took a step closer to the witness. “Isn’t it true that the piracy websites pay
            you a kickback for every Imani song illegally downloaded from the piracy sites?”
         

         
         The courtroom erupted, and reporters were on the edge of their seats. Jack’s objection could barely be heard over the commotion.

         
         “Order!” the judge shouted, banging his gavel until silence was restored.

         
         Jack continued with his objection. “Judge, there is absolutely no basis for opposing counsel to make such a wild accusation
            against my client. I move that it be stricken from the record.”
         

         
         “The question calls for a simple yes or no answer,” said Ellis. “We are entitled to know if piracy websites are paying Imani
            more for illegal downloads than her record label pays her for legal downloads. This question goes straight to her defense
            that her ‘go pirate’ campaign is protected by lofty notions of free speech.”
         

         
         The judge was noticeably red in the face. “Ms. Ellis, I’ll not allow witnesses to be called to the stand simply so that the lawyers can make baseless accusations to grab headlines. You can recall the witness and continue this line of questioning only after you’ve introduced evidence and laid some foundation for the accusation. And let me add this much: some evidence had better be forthcoming to support the accusation you’ve already made. Am I understood?” 

         
         “Yes, Your Honor,” said Ellis.

         
         “Good, now move on.”

         
         “Judge, that’s all I have for now. I reserve the right to cross-examine the witness if Mr. Swyteck calls her to the stand
            as part of the defense case.”
         

         
         “Fine,” said the judge. “Mr. Swyteck, do you have any questions for your client at this time?”

         
         “Briefly,” said Jack, and he approached the witness. He could have deferred until later, but this war was being fought both
            in the courtroom and in the court of public opinion. He couldn’t let the explosive accusation stand without some rebuttal.
         

         
         “Imani, please tell the court why you started your ‘go pirate’ campaign.”

         
         “Things have changed since I formed MAP. Piracy isn’t the existential threat to the industry it used to be. In my opinion,
            music publishers, not pirates, are the real threat to artists.”
         

         
         “What do you mean by that?”

         
         “Here’s a good example. The royalties that streaming services and publishers are conspiring to enforce against songwriters
            are worse than in the days of piracy. I’m leading a charge for legislative reform. I started the ‘go pirate’ campaign simply
            to counter the millions of lobbying dollars the music industry spends on Capitol Hill to oppose any legislative change.”
         

         
         “Is it fair to say that since your divorce from Shaky Nichols, your political action has been a thorn in the side of the music
            industry?”
         

         
         “A ‘pain in the ass’ is what Shaky calls it.”

         
         The judge leaned over the bench. “Ms. Nichols, please.”

         
         “Sorry, Judge.”

         
         Jack continued. “When asking you about MAP, Ms. Ellis described cyberattacks MAP launched to deter piracy. My question to you is this: Did you, personally, launch any cyberattacks against any websites?” 

         
         “No.”

         
         “Do you even know how to create or launch computer malware?”

         
         “I don’t know the first thing about it.”

         
         “What did you do when you found out that MAP was fighting piracy by itself committing cybercrimes?”

         
         “I resigned as president.”

         
         “Did you maintain any ties at all with MAP?”

         
         “I remained a dues-paying member for a while. But I gave that up when I found out MAP’s new leadership was planning something
            even more radical than just cyberattacks.”
         

         
         “Do you know what this more radical action was?”

         
         “I don’t have specifics.”

         
         “Were you married to Mr. Nichols at the time you gave up your membership?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Did he ask you to resign?”

         
         “To the contrary, he told me to stay active with MAP.”

         
         “Did he say why he wanted you to stay active?”

         
         “Shaky was president of my record label, EML. You have to understand that MAP and the music industry were aligned in their
            fight against piracy.”
         

         
         “So, as president of EML Records, Shaky Nichols wanted to stop piracy.”

         
         “Of course.”

         
         “And to that end, he actually supported MAP’s criminal conduct.”

         
         “Objection,” said Ellis. “There’s no evidence that my client was aware of MAP’s criminal conduct.”

         
         “I can fix that,” said Jack. He was getting out over his figurative skis a bit, and he could only hope his client’s answers
            in the courtroom would match what she’d told him over the break. “Imani, did you ever tell your husband that MAP committed
            cybercrimes in the fight against piracy?”
         

         
         “Yes, I did.”

         
         “Did you tell him that MAP was considering something even more radical than cybercrimes?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “To your knowledge, did Shaky Nichols ever ask you or anyone else at MAP to stop all illegal activity?”

         
         “No. Like I said, he told me to stay involved in MAP.”

         
         “Would it be accurate to say that to the extent MAP engaged in criminal conduct to stop piracy, you did not condone it?”

         
         “Yes, that’s why I quit.”

         
         “Can you say the same about your husband?”

         
         “Objection, speculation,” said Ellis.

         
         “Sustained,” said the judge. “Mr. Swyteck, you promised you would be brief. If you plan to re-call this witness to the stand
            later in the case as part of your defense, I suggest you wrap this up and allow the plaintiff to proceed with his case in
            chief.”
         

         
         “Just one more question: Imani, have you received any kickbacks from piracy websites for illegally downloaded songs?”

         
         “Absolutely not. That’s ridiculous.”

         
         Jack had made his essential points. Not a bad morning, all things considered.

         
         “That’s all for now,” he said, and he returned to his seat.

         
         The judge directed the witness to step down. She did, with shoulders back and hips moving, more like a Grammy Award winner
            exiting the stage than a witness leaving the stand. As she walked toward the defense table, her gaze fixed tightly on her
            lawyer. At first, Jack wondered what silent client-to-attorney communication she might be sending, but as it lingered, the
            look in her eyes made him feel, in a word, uncomfortable.
         

         
         “Do you see the way she looks at him?” whispered one reporter to another. They were in the first row of press seating on the
            other side of the rail, behind the defense table, speaking just loud enough for Jack to hear.
         

         
         One immediate thought came to Jack’s mind. It was fake. Imani was putting on a show. The fact that he knew it was phony wouldn’t
            make it any easier to nip this rumor in the bud, before it splashed all over the internet rag sheets. But one thing was certain.
         

         
         Whatever her explanation, Imani was about to get an earful from her lawyer.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         Judge Stevens announced a lunch break, and Jack whisked Imani from the courtroom. They hurried down the hallway to the only
            private space available, an empty jury deliberation room. Members of the media were in hot pursuit. Jack closed them out and
            left Theo outside the door to stand guard. Then he unloaded.
         

         
         “What the hell did you just do in there?”

         
         Imani took a seat in one of the twelve empty chairs at the table. “What are you talking about?”

         
         “That ‘let’s get a hotel room’ look you threw me.”

         
         “When?”

         
         “Just now! When you stepped down from the witness stand. Don’t act like it didn’t happen. I wasn’t the only one who noticed.
            Two reporters sitting right behind me were talking about it. In about five minutes, it will be all over the internet.”
         

         
         She smiled, and checked her phone, surfing. “Looks like it worked.”

         
         “What do you mean, ‘it worked’?”

         
         She laid her phone aside. “Here’s the deal, Jack. It’s your job to handle what happens inside the courtroom. But I control
            the narrative in the court of public opinion. Outside of this courthouse, I don’t want people talking about the evidence.
            I want them wondering if the handsome Miami trial lawyer is fucking his superhot client.”
         

         
         “I’m not okay with that. I’m a married man. How is my wife supposed to react to that?”

         
         “Your wife is smart enough to know it isn’t real.”

         
         “That doesn’t cut it. I won’t allow it.”

         
         “You won’t allow it?” she said, sounding exactly like a pop star who lived by her own rules, no one else’s.

         
         “Let me tell you something,” said Jack. “When I was with the Freedom Institute, most of my clients were guilty. I told them,
            ‘If we win in the courtroom, don’t hug me. I’m doing a job here.’ Sometimes they broke the rule. They were so happy they weren’t
            going to be executed, they had to hug someone. At least they were genuine. But you . . . you’re using me as a prop. Let me
            say it again: I will not allow it.”
         

         
         Imani clearly didn’t like it. “Fine. I’ll have to talk to my public relations manager.”

         
         “And rely on the evidence,” he said. “Which has been good for you so far.”

         
         “So far. But don’t kid yourself, Jack. Not all the evidence is going to be good for me. In fact, some of it is going to be
            bad. Very bad.”
         

         
         Jack’s cellphone rang. He wanted to hear more about the “very bad” evidence, but it was Jennifer Ellis on the line, so he
            answered.
         

         
         “I want to talk settlement, lawyer to lawyer,” she said.

         
         “What do you have I mind?” asked Jack.

         
         “Not on the phone. Take a walk with me down the stairwell. I’ll meet you there in two minutes.”

         
         It seemed like a scene out of a spy movie, but in a celebrity court battle, a healthy fear of hackers listening to their cellphone
            conversations made sense.
         

         
         “I’ll meet you there,” said Jack, and the call ended. Then he brought Theo inside and laid out the new plan: “Call for the
            limo, take Imani down the service elevator, and I’ll meet you in the car at the Flagler Street entrance in ten minutes.”
         

         
         “Got it,” said Theo. He stepped out with Imani and, as Jack had expected, every reporter waiting outside the room followed
            them to the elevator.
         

         
         Jack hurried down the hallway in the opposite direction and pushed open the metal door to the stairwell, where Jennifer Ellis
            was waiting for him.
         

         
         “Let’s walk,” she said, and Jack started down the stairs with her.

         
         “What’s your offer?” asked Jack.

         
         “Simple. Imani stops her ‘go pirate’ campaign, she removes all past posts on social media, and she issues a statement of apology telling her fans to buy her musically lawfully.” 

         
         They continued down another flight. “That sounds like surrender, not settlement,” said Jack.

         
         “There’s something in it for Imani.”

         
         “I’m listening.”

         
         A janitor was walking up the stairwell. They let him pass and continued down two more flights until they were completely alone.

         
         Ellis continued, “Tell Imani that if she agrees to everything, Shaky will not press charges.”

         
         Jack nearly tripped down the stairs. “Press charges for what?”

         
         “Imani will know.”

         
         They’d reached the ground floor. Ellis stopped at the exit door but didn’t open it.

         
         “What kind of a bullshit settlement offer is this?” said Jack.

         
         “It’s no bullshit. When you tell your client that Shaky won’t press charges, she’ll know exactly what that means. And if we
            don’t go back into that courtroom after the lunch break and tell Judge Stevens the case is settled, you’ll hear it all—including
            the parts your client is too much of a manipulative little liar to tell you. Trust me, it won’t be pretty.”
         

         
         Ellis exited the stairwell to the lobby, making hers the last word.

         
         Imani’s warning—some of the evidence would be “very bad”—came rushing back to him. Jack wasn’t one to shy away from clients
            with big problems. In some cases, the “very bad” evidence hadn’t even been the worst of it. But this exchange with Shaky’s
            lawyer only stiffened his resolve to slap down Imani’s courtroom stunt.
         

         
         He gave Ellis a minute of separation, and then entered the lobby, hurried out of the building, and continued down the granite
            stairs. Imani’s limo pulled up at the curb and, before the crowd could surround it, Jack jumped in the backseat. Imani and
            Theo were waiting inside. Jack quickly summarized as they pulled away.
         

         
         “Shaky says that if we give him what he wants, he won’t press charges,” said Jack.

         
         Imani laughed.

         
         “His lawyer said you’d know what that means.”

         
         “I do.”

         
         “You want to tell me what it means?”

         
         Imani’s smile faded. “It means you need to hear my side of the story.”

         
         Jack’s office was just a five-minute ride from the courthouse. Imani talked, and Jack listened, all the way there.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 5

         
         Court was back in session. Jack and his client sat side by side at the defense table, watching as the plaintiff’s second witness
            took the stand.
         

         
         Shaky Nichols was a handsome man, fast approaching the age at which the trendy facial stubble that made younger men look stylish
            and cool made older men look lazy and unkempt. Based on the photographs Jack had pulled from the internet, Shaky spent most
            of his time in T-shirts and baseball caps. His lawyer had apparently won the courtroom fashion debate. His conservative dark
            business suit and baby-blue dress shirt looked brand-new, just delivered from Armani. Jack wondered if the tags were still
            on.
         

         
         “Mr. Nichols,” his lawyer began, “let’s walk through your background for the court’s benefit.”

         
         Shaky clearly loved talking about himself. He’d never finished college, having dropped out to take a job in marketing at a
            small record label, which basically made him the party planner in chief. He’d met a number of up-and-coming musicians in various
            states of late-night inebriation and convinced a few of them that he should be their manager. Still, his career was going
            nowhere, until he invested every penny of his inheritance in an unknown tech company, and cashed out to the tune of an eight-figure
            profit right before the dot-com bubble burst. At age thirty-two, he formed an investment company that teamed up with a private
            equity firm to buy EML Records on the cheap, at a time when the major record labels, EML included, were losing $750 billion
            a year to piracy and illegal music downloads.
         

         
         “Let’s talk now about your relationship with the defendant,” said Ellis.

         
         Over the next twenty minutes, guided by the questioning of his counsel, the witness laid out a selective history of his professional and personal relationship with Imani, emphasizing the positive. His discovery of Imani in a Miami nightclub. Signing her to a record label. Her Best New Artist Grammy. Their friendship that became a romance. A happy marriage—for a few months, anyway. 

         
         The focus then shifted to the issue at hand.

         
         “Mr. Nichols, did there come a time when you acquired ownership of the master recordings to Imani’s first four albums?”

         
         “Yes. Through my company, Clover Investments.”

         
         “From whom did you and Clover Investments acquire those master recordings?”

         
         “Her record label, EML Records.”

         
         “Did you hold any position with EML at the time?”

         
         Shaky looked at the judge and explained. “You have to understand that I was wearing three hats. First, I owned Clover Investments,
            which bought a minority interest in EML Records. Second, I became CEO of EML Records, which owned the master recordings to
            Imani’s songs. Finally, I became Imani’s husband.”
         

         
         “What kind of arrangement did Imani have with EML?” his lawyer asked.

         
         “Until Imani became a star, she had the same contract EML gives all new artists. She didn’t own the master recordings. Most
            of the revenue from those songs went to EML. Imani got a small royalty.”
         

         
         “Even smaller than his dick,” Imani whispered to Jack.

         
         It was in the category of “too much information,” and Jack chose not to respond.

         
         Shaky’s lawyer continued. “What prompted you to buy those master recordings from EML?”

         
         “This is where I started thinking like Imani’s husband. I knew the arrangement with EML made her unhappy. I wanted to make
            her happy. So, when I resigned as CEO of EML Records, I bought the rights to her master recordings.”
         

         
         Imani’s nails dug into the back of Jack’s hand. “Give me a break,” she muttered.

         
         “Did you tell Imani about this?” Ellis asked the witness.

         
         “No. It was going to be a surprise. My plan was to give them to her at her thirtieth birthday party.”

         
         “Did you follow through with that plan?”

         
         “Obviously not.”

         
         “Why not?”

         
         “She filed for divorce two weeks before her thirtieth birthday.”

         
         “When did Imani find out you owned her master recordings?”

         
         Shaky glanced in his ex-wife’s direction, unable to hide the smirk of satisfaction. “During the divorce proceedings.”

         
         His lawyer went to the computer and brought up an image on the screen. Some in the audience had to crane their necks to see,
            but it was plainly visible to most. It never ceased to amaze Jack how things that didn’t look so bad in a little screenshot
            could make your skin crawl when blown up on a big projection screen in a courtroom.
         

         
         “Mr. Nichols, I’m showing you now a copy of a Tweet posted by your ex-wife three weeks ago. It reads as follows:

         
         “‘Shaky Nichols is a thief and abuser who uses bully tactics and worse to keep artists and musicians under his thumb. I know,
            because he did it to me. He stole my master recordings, and now my life’s work makes him—and only him—a rich man. Go pirate!’”
         

         
         Shaky’s lawyer returned to the podium but left the Tweet burning on the projection screen. “My first question, sir, is this:
            Did you steal Imani’s master recordings?”
         

         
         “Absolutely not. Clover Investments negotiated at arm’s length and paid EML a lot of money for those rights.”

         
         “Were you ever an ‘abuser’ toward Imani?”

         
         “Definitely not. If anything, she was the abuser.”

         
         A rumbling of salacious curiosity coursed through the courtroom. Jack rose. “Move to strike the witness’s reference to my
            client as an abuser, Your Honor.”
         

         
         It was the kind of motion that was rarely granted, especially without a jury, but the judge seemed to be considering it.

         
         “Overruled,” he said finally, and Shaky’s lawyer ran with the judicial green light.

         
         “How was Imani abusive toward you?”

         
         The witness seemed a little too eager to unload, which only reinforced Jack’s instinct that it was probably a lie.

         
         “Your Honor, I object,” said Jack, rising once again. “The witness’s effort to paint himself as a victim of spousal abuse
            is far beyond the scope of
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