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PRAISE FOR


THE HOLDOUT


‘Plunge a syringe filled with adrenaline into the heart of Twelve Angry Men and you’ve got The Holdout: the first legal thriller in thirty years – ever since Presumed Innocent and A Time to Kill electrified readers the world over – to rank alongside those two modern classics. But Graham Moore’s novel is so much more than exhilarating courtroom blood sport: it’s a provocative, urgent inquiry into American justice (and injustice) in the twenty-first century; it’s a witty battle of the sexes; it’s a compassionate character study; it’s a fiendishly slippery game of cat-and-mouse suspense. Whether you’re a fan of Harper Lee or Lisa Scottoline, if you loved The Lincoln Lawyer or Defending Jacob – or even if you didn’t! – The Holdout will astonish you. It sure as hell astonished me’


A.J. Finn


‘Quite the tour de force! Twelve Angry Men meets Chinatown and creates something of its own’


Sarah Pinborough


‘The most gripping and satisfying thriller I’ve read in more than a decade’


Sophie Hannah


‘Graham Moore’s heart beats on every page of The Holdout, a murder trial as only he could have written it: secrets and lies, mysteries upon mysteries, and a cast of characters each with their own dubious motives. This is a tense, emotionally charged, scary-good, stand-out read that hooked me till the last page’


Caroline Kepnes


‘Wow! I loved The Holdout, in which author Graham Moore does the impossible, creating a page-turning legal thriller with a twisty and absolutely riveting plot, as well as raising profound and thought-provoking questions about the jury system and modern justice. All that, plus a strong and compelling female heroine in lawyer Maya Searle, whom you’ll root for as the tables turn against her and she finds herself behind bars, with everything on the line. You won’t be able to put this one down!’


Lisa Scottoline


‘Clever, well-written and twistier than a can of silly-string. You absolutely need to read The Holdout! I could not put it down’


Emma Kavanagh




For Caitlin,
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CHAPTER 1


TEN YEARS IN L.A.


NOW


Maya Seale removed two photographs from her briefcase. She held them face-in against her skirt. This thing was all going to come down to timing.


“Ms. Seale?” came the judge’s voice, impatient. “We’re waiting.”


Belen Vasquez, Maya’s client, had suffered terrible abuse at the hands of her husband, Elian. There were extensive ER records to prove it. One morning a few months back, Belen had snapped. She’d stabbed her husband while he was sleeping and then cut off his head with a pair of garden shears. Then she’d driven around for an entire day in her green Hyundai Elantra with the severed head mounted on the dash. Either nobody noticed or nobody wanted to get involved. Eventually, a cop had pulled her over for running a light and she’d managed to stuff the head in the glove compartment.


The good news, from Maya’s perspective, was that the prosecution had only one piece of solid physical evidence to use against Belen. The bad news was that the evidence was a head.


“I’m ready, Your Honor.” Maya placed a reassuring hand on her client’s shoulder. Then she walked slowly to the witness box, where Officer Jason Shaw sat waiting, his Distinguished Service Medal displayed prominently on the lapel of his blue LAPD uniform.


“Officer Shaw,” she said, “what happened when you pulled over Mrs. Vasquez’s car?”


“Well, ma’am, like I was saying, my partner remained behind Mrs. Vasquez’s vehicle while I approached her window.”


He was going to be one of those cops who did the “ma’am” thing with her, wasn’t he? Maya hated the “ma’am” thing. Not because she was thirty-six, which she had to admit was probably “ma’am”-worthy, but because it was such a transparent attempt to make her seem stuck up.


She tucked her short, dark hair behind her ear. “And when you approached the window, did you observe Mrs. Vasquez sitting in the driver’s seat?”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“Did you ask her for her license and registration?”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“Did she give them to you?”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“Did you ask her for anything else?”


“I asked her why there was blood on her hands.” Officer Shaw paused. “Ma’am.”


“And what did Mrs. Vasquez tell you?”


“She said that she cut her hand in the kitchen.”


“And did she present any evidence to support her claim?”


“Yes, ma’am. She showed me the bandage across her right palm.”


“Did you ask her anything else?”


“I asked her to step out of the vehicle.”


“Why?”


“Because there was blood on her hands.”


“But hadn’t she given you a perfectly reasonable explanation for the blood?”


“I wanted to investigate further.”


“Why did you need to investigate further,” Maya asked, “if Mrs. Vasquez had given you a reasonable explanation?”


Shaw looked at her as if she were a hall monitor sending him to the principal’s office for some minor infraction.


“Intuition,” he said.


Maya actually felt sorry for the poor guy right then. The prosecutor hadn’t prepped him well.


“I’m sorry, Officer, can you describe your ‘intuition’ in more detail?”


“Maybe I saw some of the head.” He was only digging himself in deeper.


“Maybe,” Maya repeated slowly, “you saw some of the head?”


“It was dark,” Shaw admitted. “But maybe I subconsciously noticed some of the hair—like, the hair on the head—sticking out of the glove compartment.”


She glanced at the prosecutor. He silently scratched at his white beard while Shaw single-handedly detonated his case.


Time for the photographs.


Maya held up one in each hand. The two photos showed different angles of a man’s head stuffed inside a glove compartment. Elian Vasquez had a buzz cut and a thin, unkempt mustache, crusted with blood. There was a streak of crimson across his cheek. The head had clearly bled out elsewhere, and then later been stuffed into the compartment, on top of the worn Hyundai manual and old registration cards.


“Officer, did you take these photographs on the night in question?” She handed them to him.


“I did, ma’am.”


“Do they not show the head entirely inside the glove compartment?”


“The head is in the glove compartment, ma’am.”


“Was the glove compartment closed when you asked Mrs. Vasquez to exit her vehicle?”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“So how could you have maybe seen the head if it was entirely inside the glove compartment?”


“I don’t know, but I mean, we found it in there when we searched. You can’t tell me the head wasn’t in there, because it was.”


“I’m asking why you searched the car in the first place.”


“She had blood on her hands.”


“Didn’t you say, a moment ago, that you ‘maybe’ saw hair poking out of the glove compartment? I can have the court reporter read that back to you.”


“No, I mean—there was the blood. Maybe I saw some hair. I don’t know. Intuition, like I said.”


Maya stood very close to the witness box. “Which was it, Officer? Did you perform a search of Mrs. Vasquez’s vehicle because you saw some of a severed head—which you could not have—or did you perform the search because there was blood on her hands, for which there was a perfectly legal explanation?”


Shaw stewed angrily as he struggled to find an acceptable answer. He’d just realized how badly he’d screwed up.


Maya glanced over at the prosecutor, who was now rubbing his temples. He looked like he had a migraine.


THE PROSECUTOR MADE a heroic attempt to pin Shaw down to either one of his two stories, but the damage had been done. The judge ordered both sides to have briefs filed by the following Monday, at which point he’d make a final ruling on the admissibility of the severed head.


Maya sat down beside her client and whispered that the hearing had gone very well. Belen mumbled, “Okay,” but didn’t make eye contact. She wasn’t ready to celebrate yet. Maya appreciated the cautious pessimism.


The bailiff escorted Belen out of the courtroom, back to lockup. Then the secretary called for the next hearing.


The prosecutor sidled over. “If you get the head excluded, I’ll give you man two.”


Maya scoffed. “If you lose the head, you lose the body in the kitchen and the shears in the drawer. You won’t have a shred of physical to connect my client to the death of her husband.”


“Her husband, who she killed.”


“Have you seen the ER records? The broken ribs? The broken jaw?”


“If you want to argue self-defense, be my guest. If you want to argue that her husband deserved to die, you might get a jury on board. But suppressing the head? Really?”


“She’s not doing time. That’s nonnegotiable. Today, you can have reckless endangerment, time served. Or else you can try your luck next week after the ruling.” Maya nodded toward the judge. “How do you think that’s going to go?”


The prosecutor grumbled something into his tie about needing his boss’s sign-off, then slunk away. Maya slid the photographs back into her briefcase and shut the clasps with a satisfying snap.


THE HALLWAY OUTSIDE was crowded. Dozens of conversations echoed off the domed ceiling. Courthouses were among the last places where all strata of society still brushed shoulders—rich, poor, old, young, people of every racial and ethnic background in Los Angeles walked across the marble floor. Hurrying to make it back to the office, she enjoyed being temporarily enveloped in the democratic crush.


“Maya.”


The voice came from behind her. She recognized it instantly. But it couldn’t be him … could it?


Forcing herself to breathe, she turned. For the first time in ten years she found herself face-to-face with Rick Leonard.


He was still thin. Still tall. He still wore glasses, though the silver wire frames he’d worn as a grad student had become the thick black frames of a sophisticated professional. He still dressed formally, today in a light gray suit. He must be in his late thirties now, just a bit older than she was. The decade’s wear had, cruelly, made him handsomer.


“I’m sorry,” Rick said. His voice sounded smooth. Assured. “I didn’t mean to sneak up on you.”


Maya remembered Rick’s awkward hesitancy. Now he carried himself like a man who’d finally settled into his own skin.


She, on the other hand, was flushed with anxiety. “What are you doing here?”


“Can we talk?”


There had been plenty of times, over the past decade, when she’d been sure she’d seen him: in grocery stores, restaurants, and once, even more improbably, on a flight to Seattle. Each time she’d felt her skin go cold before she’d been able to reassure herself that she was imagining it. What would the chances have been that she’d just bump into him in a Walgreens? But now he was really here. In the courthouse. This was happening.


She dumbly repeated her question: “What are you doing here?”


“I tried email, phone. Your office. But I never heard anything back. I came to talk to you.”


She hadn’t received any messages, but of course, she wouldn’t have. Her assistant was under strict instructions to hang up on anyone who called asking about the case. Maya kept a spam filter on her email that redirected any incoming messages containing the names of the case’s key figures. Her street address was unlisted. She’d purchased her house under an LLC to keep her name off the property records.


Maya had achieved the precise level of infamy at which total strangers knew exactly one thing about her. Sometimes she imagined what it would be like to be an actress embroiled in scandal, or even a politician in the throes of disgrace. Those people’s misdeeds were catalogued, public, keyword-searchable. They were open books of iniquity. But all of Maya’s sins remained blessedly private—with one exception.


Whenever anyone realized who she was, it was the only thing they’d want to talk about. Prospective paralegals had alluded to it during their job interviews. Prospective boyfriends had dropped hints about it on first dates. Maya avoided corner seats at birthday dinners so as to never again end up trapped at the table’s end, fake-laughing off some joke about it made by a friend of a friend. She had done everything she could to put it behind her, and it had not been enough.


Evidentiary hearings were public. Her name would have been on Belen Vasquez’s court filings. Showing up here had been Rick’s best way to find her.


“What do you want to talk about?” she asked, pretending not to know the answer.


“The anniversary is coming up,” Rick said.


“I hadn’t thought about it,” Maya lied.


“On October nineteenth, it will have been exactly ten years since Bobby Nock was found not guilty of murdering Jessica Silver.”


Maya noticed his careful use of the passive voice. But she knew all too well that someone had found Bobby Nock not guilty of Jessica Silver’s murder. Actually, twelve people had.


Maya and Rick had been two of them.


TEN YEARS AGO—before she was a lawyer, before she had ever seen the inside of a courtroom—Maya had answered a summons for jury duty. She’d checked a box and put a prepaid envelope in the mail. And then she’d spent five months of trial and deliberation with Rick and the others, sequestered from the outside world.


None of them had been prepared for the controversy that greeted their verdict. Only after they’d emerged from their sequester did Maya learn that 84 percent of Americans believed Bobby Nock had murdered Jessica Silver. Which meant that 84 percent of Americans believed Maya and Rick had let a child-killer go free.


Maya had searched to find another issue on which 84 percent of the population agreed. Only 79 percent of Americans, she’d discovered, believed in God. She’d been grateful to learn that at least 94 percent believed the moon landing was real.


Under the hot glare of public condemnation, Rick had been the first of the jurors to recant. He’d gone on all the news shows and apologized. He’d begged the forgiveness of Jessica Silver’s family. He’d published a book about their experience, claiming that their unjust verdict had been entirely Maya’s fault. He accused her of bullying him into acquitting a man he’d always been sure, deep down, was a murderer.


A few of the others had joined him in renouncing their decision. Most, like Maya, had stayed quiet. Hoping to wait out the storm.


Sometimes she still wished she’d chucked that jury summons in the trash like a normal person.


“ALL THE NEWS channels are planning retrospectives,” Rick continued. “CNN, Fox, MSNBC. Plus 60 Minutes, some of the other magazine shows. Of course they would, given all the attention the trial received at the time. Given what’s happened since.”


Over the years, she’d talked about the trial with her parents. She’d talked about it with her friends, of which, since her notoriety, there were fewer. She’d talked about it with a parade of therapists. She’d provided the broad strokes to her senior partners and recited anodyne details to some of her clients. But in ten years she had never, not once, discussed the case publicly.


“I’m not talking about what happened,” Maya said. “Not to CNN. Not to 60 Minutes. Not even to you. I’m done.”


“Have you ever heard of Murder Town?” Rick asked.


“No.”


“It’s a podcast. It’s very popular.”


“Okay.”


“They’re making a docuseries for Netflix. Eight hours. Adapted from the podcast.”


Maya thought about all the hours of her life that had been swallowed up by the Jessica Silver case. Four months of trial, followed by three weeks of heated deliberations. During the sequester, every waking hour of Maya’s life had been, in a sense, given over to the case. When she thought about the suite at the Omni Hotel in which she’d slept every night—how well she could recall every strip of fleur-de-lis wallpaper in that room, every inch of beige carpet—it seemed the case had consumed her sleeping hours as well. Sometimes, back then, to pass the time she’d done the math in her head. Twenty weeks times seven days a week times twenty-four hours a day was … She still knew the multiplication by heart.


“Who,” she asked, “wants to spend eight more hours going over what happened to Jessica Silver?”


“A lot of people. And I’m one of them.”


“You’re involved in this podcast?”


“It’s a docuseries. I’m helping the producers. Getting us all together. All of us. The jury.”


Maya felt sick.


“We can share what we think about what happened,” Rick said, “after all this time. And knowing what we know now …”


Rick paused as if they were already on television.


“… would you still vote ‘not guilty’?”


Maya was suddenly aware of the crowds pushing past them in the courthouse hallway. All these strangers who’d come to this building for justice, absolution, or revenge.


“No thanks,” Maya said.


“I’ve talked to the others,” Rick offered. “They’re coming.”


“All of them?”


“Carolina died. I don’t know if you knew that.”


Maya didn’t. Carolina Cancio had been in her eighties during the trial. Still, Maya felt a sting of embarrassment at being so out of touch after everything they’d been through. Twenty weeks times seven days times twenty-four hours …


But Maya hadn’t spoken to Carolina, or any of the others, in years.


“How?” she asked. “When?”


“Cancer. Four years ago, her family said.” Rick shrugged. “And Wayne told the producers no. Actually, he told them ‘fuck no.’ ”


Wayne Russel. Maya wondered whether he’d ever been able to get himself together. She hoped so. But if he was the same man she’d seen at the end of their deliberations, it was best for him to stay away.


“But all the rest,” Rick continued, “the other eight … they’re coming.”


“I hope you all have a good time.”


“I came here to ask you to join us.”


“No.”


“We were wrong,” Rick said.


Maya couldn’t hold back a sudden flare of anger. “I read your book. You have every right to torture yourself with as many regrets as you like, but leave me out of it.”


A few strangers glanced over, then quickly went about their business.


“A girl died,” Rick said with an earnestness that Maya recognized all too well, “and her killer went free because we made a mistake. Doesn’t that bother you? Don’t you want to do something—anything—to make up for it?”


“Even if I thought Bobby was guilty—which I do not—there’s nothing we can do about it. We have to move on.”


Rick looked around the courthouse hallway. “You’re a criminal defense lawyer. You work in the same building that Bobby’s trial was in. You’ve ‘moved on’ all of two floors away.”


“Goodbye,” Maya said.


“I found something.”


“What?”


“I’ve been investigating.”


She wasn’t surprised. She knew better than most how obsessive he could be. Once he became fixated on something, especially if it concerned unfairness or injustice, he never let it go. But when it came to the Jessica Silver case, he wasn’t the only one. Jessica Silver’s parents, Lou and Elaine, had been worth three billion dollars. Hell, Maya thought, by now they were probably worth twice that. Lou Silver owned some meaningful percentage of the real estate in Los Angeles County. His daughter’s disappearance had been investigated by the very best.


“Dozens of LAPD detectives worked this case,” Maya said. “The FBI. Journalists from all over the world descended on the city, PIs worked nights and weekends for the family, teams of lawyers on both sides of the trial, armies of amateur bloggers and conspiracy theorists with YouTube channels and …” Maya stopped herself. She couldn’t allow herself to get sucked back in. “There is no more evidence left to be found.”


“Well, I found something.”


“What?”


“Come to the taping.”


“What did you find?”


He stepped closer. She could feel his warm breath on her cheek. “I can’t tell you now.”


“Bullshit.”


“It’s complicated. It’s a delicate … Look, just come to the taping and I’ll show everyone—all of us—incontrovertible evidence that Bobby Nock killed Jessica Silver.”


Maya looked into his pleading eyes. She could see how much he needed this. He believed, to the core of his being, that they had made an unforgivable mistake.


Maya didn’t know if Bobby Nock had killed Jessica Silver. That was just the thing: She’d never known. That’s why she’d acquitted him. Not because he was innocent, but because there simply wasn’t enough evidence to ever know for sure. Better, she’d argued, that ten guilty men go free than that one innocent be wrongly punished. Maybe Rick genuinely believed that he’d found elusive, definitive proof. But Maya had long since given up any hope that it existed. She had spent ten years learning to live with her doubts. And Rick, if he was ever going to get free of this, would have to do the same.


Rick had once been someone she’d cared about. His was not a face that should cause the sick clenching feeling that was now in her stomach. He was a good person. He deserved a happiness that she knew would never be found amid the detritus of Jessica Silver’s death.


“Good luck,” Maya said quietly. “I hope you get what you want from this. But I can’t be a part of it.”


She turned and walked away.


She did not look back.


MAYA’S OFFICE AT Cantwell & Myers was on the forty-third floor of the firm’s downtown skyscraper. She sat at her desk, a midcentury modern piece that her assistant had picked out from a corporate furnishings catalogue. She was finding it hard to focus.


She turned to the windows and took in the skyline of the new downtown, a fleet of sleek skyscrapers cresting into the air. Half of these buildings weren’t even here a decade ago. How many of them were owned by Lou Silver?


The blue skies over Los Angeles looked eternal, even primordial—the same color today, the same color tomorrow, the exact same shade of blue as they had been ten years ago on the afternoon a teenage girl vanished. It had happened only a mile from this very spot. People always said that L.A. had no sense of history, but Maya had learned that precisely the opposite was true. L.A. was a time capsule of itself, wrapped up and preserved forever in an immutable sky-blue shell.


“Got a quick sec?”


Craig Rogers stood in the open doorway. He wore a dark suit, perfectly tailored. His close-cropped hair was sprinkled with white at the temples. When she’d first started working for Craig, she’d had to consult his CV to figure out how old he was—was he closer to thirty or to fifty? It seemed impossible to tell. She’d finally found his year of college graduation and did the math: He was fifty-six years old.


In his youth, Craig had been a civil rights attorney. He’d been one of the crusading black lawyers bringing civil suits against the crooked LAPD officers of the Rampart Division, back in the eighties. In the nineties, he’d worked with the NAACP Legal Defense Fund on Thomas v. County of Los Angeles. Now he was a senior partner at Cantwell & Myers.


Had Craig sold out? Maybe. But he hadn’t come cheap. At Cantwell & Myers, he had unparalleled resources to devote to the cases he deemed important.


“Of course,” she said.


He shut the door and took a seat. If the prosecutor on the Belen Vasquez case had gone over Maya’s head and delivered a plea offer straight to Craig, she’d bury that asshole.


“Our PR department,” Craig said, “has been contacted by the producers of something called Murder Town.”


She should have known that Rick Leonard wouldn’t be put off so easily. Of course he’d reach out to her boss.


“They’re doing an eight-hour docuseries on the Jessica Silver case,” she said, “and they want all the former jurors—me included—to participate.”


“So they’ve spoken to you?”


Maya briefly described her run-in with Rick that morning.


Craig seemed pleased. “This is excellent. You’ll do the show?”


“I said no.”


Craig frowned. “May I ask why?”


“I don’t believe there is meaningful ‘new evidence’ left to be found. Even if Rick has fashioned himself into some kind of amateur sleuth. The facts are long established: blood, DNA, security cameras, cell tower logs, the ambiguous text messages …” She still remembered it all. “The bones have been picked clean.”


“I thought they never found the body.” “Metaphorically.”


Craig leaned back in his chair, as if to suggest that these “bones” might be more than metaphor.


“There is no way,” Maya said, “that Rick Leonard has found Jessica Silver’s body.”


“Amateur or professional, if you spend ten years digging … But this is precisely why I would suggest that you attend.”


“Define ‘suggest.’ ”


“It’s your choice,” Craig said. Which was something people only said when it wasn’t. “You’re free to do whatever you like.” Which was something people only said when you weren’t. “The firm is with you.”


Maya was well aware that her role on the Bobby Nock jury had been among the reasons that Cantwell & Myers had hired her. Had it helped her to sign clients? Of course it had. It was part of her sales pitch. Many criminal defense attorneys had been former prosecutors, but Maya had been a former juror—and in one of the most infamous trials of all time. She hadn’t just been on the other side of the aisle—she’d been on the other side of the courtroom. Who knew better than she did how a jury decides? What defendant, guilty or otherwise, would not want the counsel of the woman responsible for the acquittal of Bobby Nock?


Yes, the verdict had helped Maya get her foot in the door. But the verdict hadn’t finished eleventh in its class at UC Berkeley Law. The verdict hadn’t guided three dozen clients through intricate plea bargains and won acquittals in all four of her cases that had gone to trial. The verdict hadn’t made partner in three years. And given everything else that the verdict had done to her over the years, she refused to apologize for the few things that the verdict had done for her.


“Everyone already thinks Bobby Nock did it,” Maya said. “Who cares what Rick Leonard says—for the thousandth time—on a TV show?”


“You’re a partner now,” Craig said. “Which means that anything said about you—personally—reflects on all of the other partners. We support you one hundred percent on issues of character. Which is why I would encourage you to support yourself.”


Craig’s ability to frame everything he wanted as if it were in her own interest was impressive. What he really meant was that the firm would defend itself from being tarnished by Maya’s role in a case from which they had not earned a dime.


“It’s one thing to have stuck to my guns for a decade out of principle,” she said. “But it’s another thing altogether to be an idiot clinging to a stupid decision even after new evidence proves me wrong.”


“We all endeavor to learn from our mistakes, don’t we?”


The twisted part was that if Rick Leonard really did have new evidence that definitively incriminated Bobby Nock—and Maya publicly apologized—she’d be in a better position, PR-wise, than she was in now. Some defense attorneys might be recalcitrant apologists for killers, but not Maya. She’d be someone who could claim to have followed the evidence wherever it led her, even if that meant changing her mind. She’d walk into courtrooms ever after with the presumption that she was a straight shooter.


All she would have to do, after hearing this mysterious new evidence, would be to admit that she’d been wrong.


Maya didn’t say much as Craig handed her a memo with the details. The reunion would take place in a month. Once again, the jury would be invited to spend the night at the Omni Hotel, on Olive Street. The same hotel at which they had originally been sequestered.


Maya never actually uttered the word “yes” at any point in the conversation. She just nodded and listened, trying to ignore the twitchy feeling of being trapped.


Finally, Craig stood. He glanced at her desk and grimaced.


“Is that Belen Vasquez’s husband’s head?”


She’d set the photographs out earlier. “Yeah.”


“I heard they’re giving you reckless endangerment. Well done.”


After he left, Maya remained seated, tapping her fingers against the smooth surface of the grim photographs.


What would she have made of these ten years earlier? The earnest, naïve, twenty-six-year-old girl who’d first entered the courthouse—that was a different person, one whom Maya dimly recalled, like someone she’d once met at a party.


Sometimes Maya still got angry. There were so many people to be angry with: the judge who’d kept them sequestered for too long, the attorneys who’d manipulated them, the talk show hosts who’d turned them into punch lines. She wanted to shout at all of them: She hadn’t killed Jessica Silver.


Jessica’s face was forever submerged just beneath the waterline of her memory. At any moment it could resurface. She’d be standing in line at a coffee shop and suddenly there it was. Jessica’s blue eyes, her smooth cheeks, her incandescent smile. The famous image of a beautiful young girl who’d simply been wiped off the face of the earth. Whoever had murdered her was the monster who deserved all of Maya’s rage, and everyone else’s too.


And yet, sitting at her desk, the killer was not the person at whom Maya directed her anger. No, the present inheritor of Maya’s bitterness, the person most responsible for putting her in this position, was Juror 272.




CHAPTER 2


RICK


MAY 29, 2009


Who the fuck can’t get out of jury duty?” was how Rick Leonard’s roommate, Gil, put it that morning. They were in the kitchen of their two-bedroom apartment.


Rick was a twenty-eight-year-old grad student. He’d never been called for jury duty before, though he remembered his dad receiving a summons when he was young. Plus a few teachers in grade school who’d been replaced by substitutes. If Rick was being honest, jury duty sounded like a high-class problem. Even complaining about it—“Ugh, can you believe it, I got stuck with jury duty”—carried an air of sophistication.


“If you want to get out of jury duty, dude,” Gil said, “you can a hundred percent get out of jury duty.”


Rick shrugged. “Might as well get it over with.”


It was May. He was between semesters. He was doing part-time research for a professor over the summer, on the city-planning failures in Brasília that had produced the ungovernable favelas. He had the time. Plus—not that he’d say this to Gil—wasn’t there a chance that he might actually be able to do some good? The justice system could use jurors who took their service seriously. And whatever his faults, he was definitely a guy who took justice seriously.


Rick straightened the blue blazer on his slim shoulders.


“Come on,” he said. “One day, two max. In and out, done. What’s the worst that could happen?”


RICK ARRIVED AT the Clara Shortridge Foltz Criminal Justice Center to find a scrum of press outside. He figured the reporters and camera crews were an everyday thing—there to cover movie stars fighting speeding tickets, or DJs pleading out to community service for possession. He’d feel stupid later, as the days became weeks and weeks became months, for not connecting the press presence to the fact that Bobby Nock was about to go on trial for the murder of Jessica Silver. What better story would those reporters be interested in covering?


A few minutes before 9 a.m., Rick walked into the juror holding room. The uniformed courthouse administrator checked his name off on a clipboard and handed him a slip of paper that provided him with his new identity: Juror 158.


“For your personal safety and privacy,” the administrator said, “you will be addressed by your juror number and only your juror number for the duration of your time here. You understand?”


“Okay.”


“That means no real names. Not with us, not with each other.”


“Each other?”


“Other jurors.” And with that, the administrator turned to the next one in line.


Rick took a seat. He observed the few dozen people waiting with him. He took in their clothes, their magazines, newspapers, puzzle books, and occasional paperback thrillers.


Who the fuck, he thought, can’t get out of jury duty?


He wondered which of these people would offer easy falsehoods to get themselves excused. Small children, sick parents, financial hardships, mental impairments—any one of these could be used as a reason to get sent home. All you’d have to do is testify to it in front of a judge. The court would have little means to check.


All you’d have to do is lie.


Which meant that the people who’d stayed, whatever else they might be, were honest.


A GIRL TOOK the seat next to his. She was white, with short dark hair and soft features that at first made him think she was a lot younger than he was, before the poise in her posture made him realize she was probably about his age. She wore a navy skirt, a bright and formal top. Most of the other jurors were in jeans and untucked shirts, but she had dressed as professionally as he had.


He thought about saying hello, but figured, Then what? He never knew what you were supposed to say after hello.


They sat in silence until the girl took the final swig from a paper coffee cup and set it down on the floor next to his.


He stood. “Are you finished with that?”


It seemed to take her a moment to realize what he was talking about. “Oh … yes.”


He plucked both cups off the floor and carried them to the recycling bin.


“That was nice of you,” she said when he’d returned to his seat.


He pointed to a placard of rules on the wall. Please dispose of trash appropriately was item number two. “Just following the rules.”


She gave him a once-over, taking in his khakis and ironed shirt. “I’m guessing you’re not the rebellious type.”


She lifted up her backpack and plopped it on her lap. Rick noticed a large Obama campaign button pinned to one of the pockets. The button was square, with H-O-P-E in red, white, and blue.


Rick held up his own backpack, revealing the same button pinned to the front.


“He’s been in office for four months,” she said, smiling. “I guess it’s time to take these off.” She had a great smile.


“Save it. You can put it back on in three years.”


“God, can you imagine going through all that again?”


“Yeah. I can.” He felt as if she was already bringing out something embarrassingly earnest in him. “Did you volunteer?”


“I knocked on doors in Pennsylvania for a couple weekends. I was living in New York then.”


“Nevada,” he said. “I mean, the doors I knocked on were in Nevada. I was living here.”


“Ladies and gentlemen,” the administrator called out. “Thank you for your service to the city of Los Angeles. If you will direct your attention up here, I’m going to play a short video explaining your duties and responsibilities to this court.”


He dragged a black metal cart from the corner of the room, on which sat an old television. He struggled to turn it on, smashing his thumbs against the remote control with ever greater annoyance. Finally, the screen filled with the image of the actor Sam Waterston.


“This is … unexpected,” Rick said.


“Is that … the guy from Law & Order?” the girl said.


“Hello,” said Sam Waterston on the TV. “And welcome to your jury service.”


They both watched the actor explain their solemn responsibilities over the course of a ten-minute introductory video. Sam Waterston informed them that not every country, or even every democracy, guaranteed a criminal defendant a jury of his or her peers. In France and Japan, for example, judges did the finding of fact. In Germany, a three-person team of one judge and two politically appointed laypeople played the role. The use of juries was what made our system so unique, and so precious to the American experiment. Serving on a jury was one of the most profound acts of citizenship one could perform.


Rick didn’t let the girl see that he actually found the whole thing sort of inspiring.


After the video, the administrator began the lengthy process of calling them up one at a time to be assigned to a courtroom. “Juror 110! Please approach the desk.” The juror was an older man, Chinese, who didn’t say a word as he was assigned to a courtroom.


“Why do you think he’s doing it?” the girl said, nodding toward the newly christened Juror 110 as he shuffled to the door.


“Doing what?” Rick said.


“Jury duty. It’s easy to get out of. Everybody who isn’t making up an excuse must have a good reason for wanting to do this.”


“Maybe they feel, I dunno, a responsibility to serve.”


The girl observed the older Chinese man thoughtfully. “Or … maybe he’s a career bank robber. Never been caught. Loves testing the limits, teasing the police, pulling off ever more risky heists. So when he got the summons for jury duty, he couldn’t resist a trip to the courthouse that could never put him away.”


“Maybe,” Rick added, “he’ll be assigned to the trial of one of his former associates. Maybe it’s all part of his plan.”


“That wouldn’t be a very good plan.”


“How would you know?”


“The statistical likelihood of getting yourself assigned to the exact trial you want …”


“Ah,” Rick said. “Now I know why you’re here.”


“Why?”


“You’re planning a robbery.”


She threw back her head and out came a deep laugh, straight from the gut. A few people nearby turned to look at her.


Rick really liked her laugh. He had to remind himself that it was against the rules to ask her name.


A few minutes later, the administrator called for Juror 111 and duly dispatched an annoyed-looking white man to his assigned courtroom. Rick and the girl agreed that he must have come here to enjoy a day off work from a job he despised, hoping to sit and read his Sports Illustrated in peace.


For the rest of the morning, they kept up their game, concocting motivations and histories for each of the jurors as their numbers were called. She was funny. More surprisingly, Rick felt like he was funny, which didn’t happen every day. He was trying to figure out a way to ask if she wanted to get lunch when the administrator called for Juror 158.


“That’s me,” he admitted.


“Good luck delivering justice.”


“Juror 158!” barked the administrator.


“Good luck with your robbery,” Rick said as he walked away.


Man, did he wish he could have gotten her name.


TWENTY MINUTES LATER, Rick realized he was in deep shit. He and eight other prospective jurors had each been handed a black pen and a dozen-page questionnaire. There were hundreds of questions, but the very first one clued Rick in to the situation at hand.


“Have you ever personally met, or had any dealings with, Robert Nock?”


Damn. Was he about to be screened for the Jessica Silver case?


Question #2: “Have you ever personally met, or had any dealings with, Jessica Silver?”


Rick vaguely knew what Jessica Silver looked like. He and Gil didn’t have a TV, but he’d seen her face dozens of times on screens at Mohawk Bend or any of the other spots he went to read when he wanted to get out of the apartment. She looked like so many of the pretty white girls whose disappearances filled twenty-four-hour news cycles: blond, blue-eyed, ever smiling, the epitome of well-appointed innocence. She looked like she could be the daughter of any of the suburban parents who were the target audience for those broadcasts. They were the real victims of all those shows that existed to terrify comfortable, decent people into believing that their well-ordered lives were under constant threat of attack. Never mind that the likelihood of a white kid from a wealthy family and a good neighborhood suddenly getting murdered was minute. The news shows never mentioned that a kid like Jessica Silver had a higher chance of being struck by lightning. Instead of explaining the rarity of such events, the message was always, This could happen to you. They broadcast it every hour on the hour. This could happen to your children.


Had Rick ever met Bobby Nock or Jessica Silver? No. But he knew that Jessica Silver was white and rich and Bobby Nock was black and had no money and that the guy was going to be eaten alive.


This is when a reasonable person would lie on the form and go home. Answering a jury summons was one thing, but serving on the Bobby Nock trial would be something else. If Rick was selected, he’d be here for weeks. Half the summer, maybe. Was he really up for that? There were so many easy lies he could tell: Say he knew someone who’d been murdered, or that he hated cops so much that he couldn’t ever believe a word they said. Or he could just say something nuts so they’d think he was a crazy person.


He looked down at the sheets of questions. And then, with a sigh, he realized he couldn’t stop himself from answering them truthfully.


Shit.


NINETY MINUTES LATER, Rick was ushered into a courtroom. The judge told him to take a seat in the jury booth, alone, while the prosecutor and the defense attorney each looked over his answers to the questionnaire. Rick was surprised to see a young black guy seated at the defense table. Was that Bobby Nock?


For the first time, Rick got a good long look at him. In person he looked like a teenager. He was definitely younger than Rick, and it wasn’t just that the suit hanging from his shoulders was too big; the dude was scrawny. His eyes were cast down at his folded hands. This kid was supposed to be a murderer?


The judge was balding and white, with a voice so close to a whisper that Rick had to strain to hear as he explained that Rick was about to undergo something called voir dire.


“It’s Old French,” the judge said, “for ‘to say what’s true.’ ” The prosecutor and the defense attorney would take turns grilling Rick about the answers he’d put on his questionnaire.


The prosecutor was a heavyset, jowly man named Ted Morningstar. He had the arrogant air of hard-won experience. When he asked Rick if he knew of any reason why he couldn’t be impartial in this case, Rick answered no. When he asked Rick if he’d developed any opinions about the defendant’s guilt up to this point, Rick answered honestly that he hadn’t.


But Rick wasn’t blind. There were four black people in the courtroom. They were the defendant, Bobby Nock; an assistant prosecutor, a woman who didn’t say a word as she perused questionnaires at the prosecution table; a uniformed police officer providing security; and Rick.


What did Rick know about the defendant? Only that they were both black men in Los Angeles. If the lawyers thought that meant that Rick couldn’t be fair, then that was on them. Rick stared at Bobby. The kid’s face was unreadable. It was like looking at an old TV, tuned to static.


Morningstar continued to dance around the question that Rick knew he really wanted to ask. The question that was formed by the legacies of all the trials that had taken place in this room, and in so many others just like it.


Can you, Rick Leonard, a black man, fail to consider that Bobby Nock, currently on trial for the murder of a white girl, is also a black man?


Can you, Rick Leonard, just let all that shit go?


More than anything else, Rick wished that the prosecutor would simply say it. But he knew that wasn’t going to happen.


Pamela Gibson, the defense attorney, was younger than the prosecutor, thin and angular. She cut across the courtroom floor like an athlete running a well-practiced play. If the prosecutor’s tone was one of We all know what’s really going on here, don’t we? then hers was more like Who’s to know what’s ever real?


After Morningstar was finished, it was the defense’s job to find a way to not quite ask Rick how that whole “being black” thing was going to impact his decision-making.


Will you, Rick Leonard, give Bobby Nock the benefit of the doubt because you and he share—well, you know?


In the forty-five minutes of questioning, Rick made eye contact only once with Bobby Nock. Gibson asked Rick to list the people he knew who’d been victims of violent crimes—it was a short list—and as he explained that his mother had gotten mugged once, when he was nine, Bobby Nock looked straight at him.


“It wasn’t really a violent crime, though,” Rick clarified. “The guy just grabbed her purse and ran.” And then he was staring into Bobby’s eyes, the scared eyes of this poor kid who everybody thought had killed a teenage girl. Was Bobby’s look, in that moment, a plea for help? Was it some kind of signal? Can you help me out here?


Rick didn’t have a clue, and he realized that he didn’t care. The only people who thought that he and Bobby Nock had anything in common were people who didn’t know either of them. Rick meant what he told the lawyers: He would be fair. Impartial. He would follow the evidence, wherever it led.


“Juror 158?” came the judge’s voice, interrupting his thoughts. “You have been admitted to the jury.”


The judge instructed him not to use his real name in the courthouse or give any personally identifying information to other jurors. He would be required to show up every day by 8 a.m. and would be allowed to go home by 5 p.m. every evening. But he was expressly forbidden from reading any news reports about the case. Nor was he permitted to discuss the case with anyone outside the court—not his family, not his friends, not any prying journalists. The court would shield his identity from the public—they had a procedure for handling his safe arrival and departure every day—so that intimidation and harassment should not be concerns.


Did Rick understand everything the judge had told him?


“Yes, sir,” said Rick. And that was that.


THE BAILIFF ESCORTED Rick into the jury room. There was only one other person there. An older woman, she had to be at least eighty, sitting quietly by herself. Rick walked over and introduced himself.


“Juror 158,” he said.


“I am 106,” she said. She had a thick Spanish accent.


She wore dark pants with wide legs and a bright long-sleeved top. A black canvas tote bag rested by her feet. On the bag, white capital letters spelled out the house of tarot.


“Are you a fortune-teller?” Rick asked.


Juror 106 looked at Rick like he was crazy. “No.”


He gestured to her bag. “The House of Tarot. It’s on Sunset, right? I’ve walked by there. I figured it was a fortune-teller shop?”


She looked unhappy. “We’re not supposed to know anything about each other.”


“Right, I wasn’t asking for your name or anything, I was just …” He stopped himself. He hadn’t meant to upset her.


He sat down a few chairs away.


“I don’t believe in fortunes,” she said as she immersed herself in her Sudoku book.


THE DAY WAS almost over when the door opened and the bailiff led the third juror into what was to be their new home. Rick laughed. So did she.


“Statistically speaking …” Rick said.


“What do you think?” the girl said. “Is this all part of my devious criminal plan?”


Juror 106 looked at Rick and the girl suspiciously. “Do you know each other?” she said.


“We’re old friends,” Rick said.


Juror 106 looked alarmed.


“ ‘Old’ as in ‘from this morning,’ ” the girl explained.


Rick turned to her and reached out his hand. “I’m Ri—” He stopped himself. “Sorry.”


“Do we really have to keep up this whole thing? No real names?” Rick was committed to what they were doing, and if that meant abiding by a few extra annoying rules, so be it. Justice deserved at least as much.


“I’m 158,” he said.


“Nice to meet you.” She took his hand. Her fingers felt soft against his. “I’m Juror 272.”




CHAPTER 3


H-O-P-E


NOW


’m Maya Seale,” she said to the production assistant who met her in the lobby of the Omni Hotel. “Juror 272.”


“Yes, you are!” the energetic PA said without consulting the clipboard nestled in the crook of her arm. “Everyone is thrilled that you’re here! I’m Shannon!”


Maya surveyed the lobby. It was late morning on a Wednesday, a month after Rick had appeared at her evidentiary hearing. The wall art had changed in the past ten years. So had the furniture and the staff uniforms, though their aesthetic was still the sort of timeless, placeless, generic hotel style that you could find in any city, anywhere in the world. It was just a different shade of bland.


Avoiding this place for the past decade had not been difficult.


Shannon gestured to the elevator banks. “Why don’t I take you to your room so you can get settled? The hosts will call you in for singles. Today and tomorrow morning.”


“Singles?”


“Interviews. One on one. Just the hosts and you.”


“That’s two on one.”


Shannon looked like she was trying to figure out whether she’d done something wrong. “It looks like …” She consulted her clipboard. “Your single will be in the morning. But whoever isn’t being interviewed at any point is invited to get together in the restaurant. It’ll be informal. We reserved the back room. We’ll do the official re-vote tomorrow.”


“Have the others arrived?”


Shannon nodded.


“What about Rick Leonard?”


So much for nonchalance. It had taken her all of twenty seconds to reveal both that she was anxious and why. But then, why should she care what a PA thought about her anxiety level?


Shannon didn’t seem to find the question noteworthy. “I don’t think he’s arrived yet.”


MAYA HAD GOOGLED Rick thoroughly since he’d appeared at the courthouse. But she could find no recent information about him. Nothing about where he worked, what his job was, where he lived. He wasn’t on any social media that she could find.


There were only old photos. Old vitriol directed at her. Watching pixelated YouTube clips of old interviews surrounding the release of his book, she’d once again felt stung by what he’d said about her and the other jurors.


“When will I have an opportunity to see his new evidence? If I’m going to respond to it, I need to have time to examine it.”


“All I know is that he wanted to be interviewed last. And then you’ll all hear what he has to say before you re-vote.”


Maya looked at her watch. It was going to be a long day.


Shannon removed an electronic keycard from a manila folder and handed it to Maya. “We’re really glad you’re here.”


ROOM 1208 WAS exactly the same. The paintings, the desk, the chairs, even the coffee table appeared to be the very same ones that she’d lived with, every day and every night, for five months. She imagined that this was what an escaped zoo animal felt when returned to captivity.


She walked across the familiar patterned carpet. She touched the polished wood of the chairs. She stared at the paintings on the walls, the depictions of what looked like English fields. She used to imagine herself running through those fields. Being outside, feeling wind against her cheeks. Being anywhere, anywhere at all, other than where she was then … and, now, again.


Instinctively, she squeezed the key in her hand. Unlike last time, she could leave whenever she wanted.


“Pretty cool, right?” said Shannon. “Accuracy—historical accuracy—that stuff is really important to us.”


Maya ran her fingers along the desk. The wood had a well-oiled shine. But something was off. The surface was too smooth. She felt for the pockmark on the front ridge of the desk. She’d made it with a pen one long, frustrating night. The mark wasn’t there.


“We found hotel suppliers who had older models of the furniture,” Shannon offered. “We brought everything in last week.”


“These are copies?” Maya’s fingertips brushed the leather frame of the desk blotter.


“Same make, same model, same year. We got them from a hotel in Atlanta.”


Maya was standing inside a simulacrum of her old life.


The bedroom was identically furnished. There was a basket of fruits and chocolates on one of the side tables and a card that read “Thank you for joining us.” It was signed “Murder Town.”


That’s when she saw it, right beside the basket.


Maya had to step back.


“H-O-P-E” read the small, square button, its red, white, and blue lettering smudged and worn.


“What the fuck?” Maya said.


Shannon hurried into the bedroom. When she saw what Maya was staring at, she relaxed. “That was yours, wasn’t it? We thought it would be another fun reminder.”


“I used to have one of these on my backpack,” Maya said.


“Yes! I totally remember seeing it when you left the courtroom, after the verdict. That image of all twelve of you, walking away … I mean, that shit was iconic.” She paused. “Sorry.”


Maya couldn’t take her eyes off the button. “I still have this. I still have mine.”


“For saying ‘shit,’ I mean.”


“You got this online or something?”


“eBay. They’re collector’s items now. That was fifty bucks.”


It occurred to Maya that what once had been her actual life had been reduced to collectibles. Her memories had become memorabilia. They’d been commodified, boxed and traded, sold at a healthy markup.


She cringed.


She was complicit, wasn’t she, by being here? She was selling her past, or at least the only part of her past that anyone cared about, which was the part devoted to someone else’s tragedy. She’d watched in horror, over the years, as other people made fortunes off what she’d done. The networks, the memoirists, the journalists with “access.” How many people had gotten rich off the murder of Jessica Silver? There was the New York Times reporter whose book contextualized Jessica’s death within the nationwide epidemic of sexual violence against women—for a two-million-dollar advance. Who could doubt that reporter’s good intentions? And who wouldn’t be envious of her new brownstone in Cobble Hill? Or what about the famed documentarian whose six-part HBO examination of the case took such pains to highlight the LAPD’s long history of racial discrimination—surely his two Emmys and expanding production company were but the by-products of his honest convictions? There wasn’t a cause in this world so pure that someone couldn’t figure out how to make it profitable.
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