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For my wife, Susan


Gonna stop you when you sing,

gonna give it til you scream;

don’t like what you said,

gonna go A-Rod on your head.

—LEGALLY DEAD, “A-ROD”

FROM THE SONG “A-ROD,” LYRICS AND MUSIC BY LEGALLY DEAD (REPRINTED WITH PERMISSION FROM CAPITAL PUNISHMENT RECORDS, INC., ALL RIGHTS RESERVED)


“Where should I start?”

This is what my clients would say, back when I had clients. And they’d say it with the utmost sincerity, as if they truly didn’t know how to explain the circumstances that gave rise to their seeking out a criminal defense lawyer who charged a thousand bucks an hour.

It wasn’t that they didn’t know when the facts concerning the crime began, but they wanted to emphasize that there was a context, a preface to all that followed. By telling me they didn’t know where to start, they were indicating that something came before they crossed the line into criminal conduct, and that was important, too.

So, where should I start?

Everything in my life—the one I have now—starts at the same point. Nearly two years ago, my wife and daughter were killed in a car accident. I’ve learned it’s best to just come out with it like that. No amount of prefacing prepares people for the shock, and so I say it straightaway. I also tell them that the other driver was drunk, because if I don’t, they invariably ask how it happened. And to cut off the next question, I volunteer that he also died at the scene. I keep to myself that the driver’s death is but small solace, because it was instantaneous, which means that the son of a bitch didn’t suffer.

Shortly after, I calculated how many minutes I’d been alive up to the exact moment of the accident. I used the calculator on my phone to go from the 1,440 minutes in a day to 43,200 in a thirty-day month, and then to the 525,600 in a non–leap year. My forty-one years, three months, four days, six hours, and twenty-nine minutes meant that I’d been alive for 21,699,749 minutes at the time of the accident, and up until that point nearly everything in my life had gone exactly according to plan. I’d gotten good grades, which led to acceptance at an Ivy League college, then a top-ten law school, a coveted judicial clerkship, employment at a top-tier law firm, and then the Holy Grail of partnership. My wife was beautiful and whip smart, and my daughter was, in a word, perfect.

And then, in the 21,699,749th minute, my life was shattered. Broken so utterly that it was impossible to know what it had even looked like intact.

That is the context, although obviously not all of it. Suffice it to say, when I met Legally Dead, the up-and-coming hip-hop artist accused of murdering his pop-star girlfriend, I was legally dead, too, and looking for someone or something to put life back into me.
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The siren felt like it was inside my brain. My first thought was that it must be the vestige of a nightmare. That’s how I normally wake up these days, in a cold sweat. But then I felt the aftereffects of at least two drinks too many. My tongue felt coated, my throat hoarse, and my eyes drier than both. And seeing that I’m not usually hungover in my dreams, I concluded that I must be conscious, although perhaps just barely.

The god-awful sound wailed through my head again. It was only then that I realized it was the ringer on my phone. I must have at some point changed it to the horrible all-hands-on-deck emergency sound. I wouldn’t have answered it at all, but I desperately did not want to hear that shrillness again.

“Hello,” I croaked.

“You sound like you were hit by a truck,” said a woman’s voice.

“Who’s this?”

“It’s Nina.” Then, after a slight pause, “I was calling to say that I’ll be there in fifteen minutes, but it sounds like you might need more time than that.”

“Nina?”

She laughed, a soft lilting sound that struck a chord of recognition.

“Rich’s sister,” she said, just as I recalled it myself. “We talked last night at the party. I told you that I’d be coming by your place today at nine.”

I squinted over at the clock on the cable box. Eight forty-five.

“I’m sorry,” I muttered. “I didn’t—”

She laughed again. “No apology necessary. You’re doing me the favor.”

Favor? It felt like trying to reconstruct a dream. Shards of recollection were out there, but I couldn’t pull them together in any type of coherent way.

Neither of us said anything for a moment, and then, as if she had just gotten the punch line of a joke, she laughed for a third time. “You don’t remember anything from last night, do you?”

That was not entirely true. I recalled showing up at Rich and Deb’s annual Christmas party in jeans and a sweatshirt, unshaven, while everyone else was dressed to the nines. I didn’t care about looking more or less like an aging hipster, however. I hadn’t wanted to go at all, much preferring to spend the evening as I did most nights, in the company of my closest confidant these days, Mr. Johnnie Walker. But Deb had been Sarah’s closest friend since middle school, and that gave her a sense of familial entitlement to invoke Sarah’s will, claiming that my deceased wife would be very disappointed in me if I didn’t attend her best friend’s annual Christmas party.

So, there was that.

And I remembered meeting Nina. Although what we’d discussed was still a mystery, a clear image of what she was wearing came into view—a low-cut, sparkly silver cocktail dress, three-inch pumps that brought her to eye level, and a pendant hanging midway through her deep cleavage. But, let’s be honest, even a dead man would have remembered that.

“Rich warned me that this might be the case,” Nina said, sounding somewhat amused by my hangover. “Last night you agreed to come with me to visit with Legally Dead. He’s being held at Rikers.”

I didn’t have the faintest recollection of even discussing Legally Dead, much less agreeing to visit him in prison. But at least now I knew the what. Unfortunately, the why was still a mystery.

I was tempted to just ask her—after all, she said I was doing her the favor here. But I decided the better course was not to let on how little I remembered from the previous evening, just in case something I’d said or done was too far over the line.

So I offered her the most noncommittal-sounding “Okay” known to man.

“Jesus, you really don’t remember, do you? How much did you drink last night, anyway?”

There’s no good answer to that question, and so I said nothing.

In the voice you’d use to talk to a second grader, she said, “Okay, let’s review. I’m a third-year associate at Martin Quinn. We do work for Capital Punishment Records. That’s Legally Dead’s label. With me so far?”

“Yes,” I said, trying not to sound either annoyed or embarrassed, although both emotions were coursing through me.

“Good. So, at one of the team meetings, I heard that Legally Dead wanted to switch counsel, and that he wanted the guy who represented Darrius Macy. That would be you. Remember, I told you that story about how Legally Dead first said, ‘Get me the dude who represented O.J.’ And when he was told that Johnnie Cochran had been dead for about ten years, he said, ‘Then get me that guy who got Darrius Macy off.’ ”

I had no recollection of that story at all. Fortunately, Nina didn’t wait for me to acknowledge my alcohol-induced amnesia before continuing.

“Steven Weitzen, he’s the big hitter in the litigation group at Martin Quinn, called over to Taylor Beckett, and someone there told him that you’d left the firm and that you weren’t practicing anymore. End of story, right? But I knew that you were Rich and Deb’s friend and I’d see you at their party. At first you were trying to make excuses, everything from thinking he must be guilty to you, and here I quote, not being a lawyer anymore, but I explained, rather persuasively, I thought, about how there was no evidence against him and how this is mainly a racial thing. White pop princess, black rapper. And you agreed.”

And I agreed? I must have drunk even more than I thought. Even as far removed from life as I’d been lately, I still wasn’t in deep enough to believe that Legally Dead’s arrest for murdering the pop star known by the one-name moniker of Roxanne was mainly a racial thing. All you needed to do was turn on a radio for fifteen minutes and you’d hear “A-Rod”—a song written and performed by Legally Dead in which he rapped about beating a singer to death with a baseball bat. Coincidence of coincidences, that was precisely how Roxanne was murdered.

I’d never declined taking on a client before because he was guilty. In fact, in my previous life, I would have jumped at the opportunity to insert myself into a high-profile case without a moment’s hesitation. Now, however, I saw a million reasons to decline.

“Listen, Nina, I’m really flattered, but I can’t even think about taking on something like this . . . I’m . . .”

I didn’t finish the thought. There were so many words that might have completed the sentence that I found it hard to pick just one: depressed, suffering, in pain, mourning, and how about just plain old drunk a lot of the time.

“I’m not having the same conversation we had last night all over again,” Nina said forcefully. “I heard all your reasons then, and after you heard mine, you said you’d come with me today. That, my friend, is known in the law as a binding contract, and I’m holding you to it. Besides, as I told you last night, and as I’m sure you don’t remember today, I’ve met with Legally Dead a couple of times already. He’s a very sweet guy, and I absolutely believe him when he says that he’s innocent.”

I wondered if I’d asked her last night if he said that in a song, too, or if he reserved his music for threats of murder, but given my compromised brain function, I just wanted this conversation to end, even if it meant capitulation on my part. Although spending the morning visiting a murderer in jail was not necessarily my idea of fun, it’s not like I had anything else on my agenda that day. Or any other day that month, for that matter.

“Okay, you win. But it’s going to take me . . .” I couldn’t even remember how long it took me to get ready in the morning. “A half hour, maybe forty-five minutes.”

“That’s fine. I’m relatively sure that Legally Dead isn’t going anywhere. Just remember, you promised me you’d wear a suit and shave.”

I did? Christ.

The shower helped relieve my headache, and the mouthwash removed the stench of my breath, which was so putrid it even bothered me. Then I scraped off my stubble, trying to remember how many days’ growth it represented.

When I opened my closet, the first suit that caught my eye was my best one, a charcoal-gray Brioni. It was the one I wore the opening day of the Darrius Macy trial. My go-to suit. The one that, once upon a time, gave me the most confidence.

It was also the last suit I’d worn, on the day of the funerals.

It fit much more snugly than the last time I’d worn it. I didn’t know exactly how much weight I’d gained, but twenty pounds would have been a safe bet. The jacket pulled across the back, and the inside pants button was a lost cause. It was yet another reminder that I was a different man now.

Before I left the apartment, I stopped to assess last night’s damage in the hallway mirror. I’d been seeing my father’s face in my reflection more and more these days. He died three months after my daughter was born, and for a while it was something of a macabre race as to which event would occur first.

There are worse things to see, especially on the morning after an evening during which I’d had too much to drink. My father was very handsome, almost to the point of distraction. We share the same pale complexion, long straight nose, and strong chin. It’s around the eyes, however, where I see the strongest resemblance, for better and for worse. My eyes have always been among my better features, large and deep blue, which contrasts with my jet-black hair. More than one person had commented, back in my younger days, that I looked a bit like Superman. Now, however, all I saw was sallowness, which reminded me of the way my father looked after the chemo ended, when all hope was lost.
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Rikers is a jail, not a prison. The distinction is that it’s operated by the city and the inmate population hasn’t been convicted yet, but is awaiting trial. For that reason, it houses less-hardened criminals than you might find at Sing Sing, for example, one of New York State’s prisons. But that doesn’t mean it’s a bed-and-breakfast, either. Just a few years ago, one of Rikers’s guards was indicted for running a program in which handpicked inmates operated as enforcers, beating prisoners at the guard’s command.

It was below freezing outside, and not much warmer inside. It wasn’t just the air that was cold. The cinder-block-gray walls were bare except for the painted-on name of the institution and the official photos of the president and New York City’s mayor in cheap, black plastic frames. The floor was even more barren, without a stick of furniture or a rug, just scuffed gray tile that might once have actually been white.

We waited in line to show our credentials to a heavyset woman sitting behind what I assumed to be bulletproof glass. Just beyond her was a small courtyard where two inmates shoveled away last night’s light snowfall while under the supervision of two guards.

“Inmate name,” the woman behind the glass barked when it was our turn at the head of the line.

“Nelson Patterson,” Nina said. Seeing my confusion, she whispered to me, “You didn’t think his parents actually named him Legally Dead, did you?”

“Purpose of your visit?” the heavyset woman said.

“Counsel,” Nina replied.

Nina slid her business card through the small slot in the window, and then said, “My colleague forgot his, but he’ll write out his contact information if you’d like.”

The woman behind the glass eyed me suspiciously. No wonder Nina had told me to wear a suit.

After I scribbled down my home address and cell phone number, the woman pressed a button that caused a loud buzzer to sound. Simultaneously, a large metal door beside the bulletproof glass slid open. Nina and I walked through the doorway only to find another large metal door locked in front of us. When the first door closed behind us, the buzzer sounded again, indicating that the second door was now opening.

We were immediately hit with a wave of almost paralyzing stench, the unfortunate by-product of hundreds of men living in extremely close quarters. In front of us stood a guard who looked barely older than twenty and was as big as an NFL linebacker. The smell didn’t seem to faze him in the least.

The guard led us down a maze of hallways until we arrived at a bank of phones. They looked just like they do on television cop shows. Each station was a mirror image of a black phone on the wall and a single metal chair, the two sides separated by thick glass, which, again, I presumed to be bulletproof.

There were only two other visitors. One looked like an attorney, if only because he was wearing a suit. The other was a woman, a girl, really, likely still in her teens. Her arms were covered in tattoos and she was holding an infant up to the glass.

“You’ll have a little more privacy over here,” the guard said to explain why we were being assigned to the phone on the end.

The baby was now crying. The top-of-the-lungs shriek that only infants can muster.

As we waited for Legally Dead to arrive, my thoughts turned to the reason why he was here in the first place: Roxanne. More accurately, I remembered that my daughter was a big fan. In fact, Roxanne may have been the first popular recording artist Alexa ever mentioned. One day she was singing the theme song from Elmo’s World, and the next she was yelling from the backseat of the car that she wanted me to play Roxanne on the radio. Sarah laughed that our daughter thought the car radio worked like an iPod, and we could conjure at will whatever song we wanted to hear.

That memory merged seamlessly into a less happy one. An interview of Roxanne’s mother I’d seen only a few weeks earlier. She didn’t look much older than me, and was weeping to Katie Couric about how Legally Dead had murdered her precious angel.

When you’re in law school, you spend a lot of time in legal ethics classes discussing how everyone is innocent until proven guilty and therefore entitled to a lawyer. You read To Kill a Mockingbird, for maybe the third time, and think someday you’ll be a hero lawyer like Atticus Finch, representing unpopular causes, either because you believe in them, or just because you have that obligation.

It took about five seconds after I’d joined Taylor Beckett for me to realize that’s not the way it works at a large law firm. Although everyone may be entitled to a lawyer, you couldn’t hire one at Taylor Beckett without paying a six-figure retainer. And even then, Taylor Beckett had a committee that reviewed every new representation to ensure that the firm wouldn’t lose future business by taking on an unpopular client.

My most famous client, Darrius Macy, was a case in point. There was resistance from certain partners to the firm representing an accused rapist. The head of the corporate group laughed—actually laughed—when I tried the everybody-is-entitled-to-a-defense line. “Maybe so,” he had said, “but everybody’s not entitled to Taylor Beckett representing him.”

“You really think this guy’s innocent?” I asked Nina.

“I do,” she said without even a flicker of doubt.

“Statistically speaking, it’s the boyfriend or husband like seventy percent of the time, and in a hundred percent of those instances, the boyfriend or the husband hasn’t written a song explaining how he was going to commit the murder.”

“Are you stuck on the song still?”

“Me and everybody else in the English-speaking world.”

Nina sighed. “I told you this last night,” she said, and then quickly added, “but I’ve got to remember that means absolutely nothing to you. I’m going to start treating you like the guy from that movie who has no short-term memory. I’ll let Legally Dead explain it, but the song isn’t about Roxanne at all.”

She smiled at me, and was it ever a smile. It actually felt as if it generated heat. It also reminded me that it had been a long time since I’d been in the company of a woman who didn’t look at me with abject pity.

“So tell me, what’s in this for you?” I asked.

“You mean aside from wanting justice to prevail?”

She flashed that smile again.

“Yeah, aside from that.”

“I’d like to second seat.”

“Will your firm . . . where did you say you were at again?”

“Martin Quinn.”

“Right. Will they let you do that?”

“No,” she said with a self-satisfied grin. “But I’m going to quit.”

“Really? You’ll quit a big law firm job in this economy?”

“You obviously have forgotten what the life of a third-year associate looks like,” she said. “My days are filled staring at a computer screen reviewing—and I kid you not—something like sixteen million emails. My job is to sort through all the garbage, all the ‘all hands’ notices about team meetings and corporate-speak and whatever else, and make sure that there’s no email that could possibly suggest that the client knew that his thingamabob would explode if it was ever placed on a radiator.” She stopped, and then added, “And, of course, the partner in charge made it abundantly clear to me and my fellow document grinds that if we miss anything, we’d be fired. So, the way I figure it, this is a win-win for me. I get out of an intolerable work situation, I get to represent someone I believe in, and I get some real lawyer experience.”

“So is this something of a job interview?” I said with a grin.

“If you’d like. I don’t have my résumé here, but I’m law review out of Columbia, three years of big-firm experience, I know the case, and the client loves me.”

And the client loves her, I thought. Of course he did. He was a man locked away with other men, and then someone who looks like Nina comes to visit and says she believes his story. Who wouldn’t love that?

“Well, you are the first candidate I’ve spoken to,” I said, playacting the role of an interviewer.

“If you’re thinking of hiring me, that at least means you’re seriously thinking of taking the case, doesn’t it?”

She was right. I was thinking about taking the case. I had to admit that it felt good to be a lawyer again. A lot better than the other one-word descriptions that would have applied to me over the past eighteen months—widower, drunk, bum.
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A few moments later, Legally Dead entered the room on the other side of the glass. He was wearing the jail’s standard-issue dingy gray canvas jumpsuit, and his gait was lethargic. He was taller than I had expected, as tall as the guard who accompanied him, who I pegged to be about six foot two. He looked strong, too. Even in the baggy clothing, you couldn’t help but think it was possible for him to have beaten a woman to death.

Or not, as I’m sure Nina would have argued.

The guard on his side of the glass pointed to the seat across from us. Legally Dead did as he was told, slowly settling into his seat and then even more slowly reaching for the phone. He wiped off the receiver with the sleeve of his jumpsuit before putting the phone up to the side of his face.

Nina took the phone on our side off its hook. “Hi,” she said excitedly. “How have you been holding up?”

Legally Dead mouthed what I thought began with “fine,” but then went on to something else. I got the impression that part of what he was saying was to ask just who the hell I was.

“This is Dan Sorensen,” Nina said, “the lawyer who represented Darrius Macy. I spoke with him yesterday and told him that you wanted to meet him. I want to tell you up front that Dan’s not sure he wants to take your case, so be your usual charming self. Okay?”

Nina flashed her smile, and I was beginning to see that she used it like a wand, getting the recipient to do what she wanted. It seemed to work, because Legally Dead reciprocated with an equal-size grin.

Then she handed me the phone.

Even through the heavily scratched glass, I could see that Legally Dead was a handsome man. His skin was a dark chocolate color, and his head was shaved smooth, so much so that there wasn’t even a shadow where hair had once been.

“Hey, man,” he said. “Thanks. For meetin’ me. Really appreciate your time.”

Legally Dead’s tone and demeanor surprised me. Everything about him suggested a gentle nature. The smile, the softness of his voice, and even the sadness in his eyes, which reminded me a little of a lost boy, were all incongruous emanating from the man who had graced the cover of People magazine under the headline: “The Most Hated Man of All Time.”

Even though the man on the other side of the glass didn’t match my preconceived impression, it’s the oldest lesson in criminal defense law that looks can be deceiving. If you’re coldhearted enough to kill someone—especially someone you were romantically involved with—you’re capable of anything, even faking human decency.

“Nice to meet you, too,” I said. “Before we start talking about the case, what should I call you?”

“What?” he said, as if he’d never been asked the question before.

“I know your given name is Nelson. Should I call you that? Or . . . Legally?”

“L.D. That’s what my friends call me. L.D.”

“L.D. it is, then,” I said with a smile, trying to suggest that we’d already accomplished something significant. “So, tell me about you and Roxanne.”

“Not much to tell,” he said. “Roxanne was my girl, you know? She was everything to me.”

You can tell a lot about how a client will do on the witness stand by the way he answers open-ended questions. Some find it an invitation to tell you everything that pops into their heads on the subject. Others answer with the most limited amount of information they can get away with.

Legally Dead was apparently in the latter group. As far as testifying went, that was the better group to be in. But it made getting information from your client that much more difficult.

“L.D.,” I said, “even though I’m not committed to be your counsel yet, this conversation is still subject to the attorney-client privilege. So I need you to be comfortable telling me the truth. And I need to hear it all, okay?”

“A’ight,” he said, which made me smile because it was the way the drug dealers talked on The Wire. I wondered whether the TV show copied it from real life, or if it was the other way around.

“So how long had you and Roxanne been together?”

“Few months. After I upped with Cap Pun, befo’ my first track even dropped, Matt Brooks calls me up and axes if I can do him a favor. He says Roxanne’s still got ten shows to do, but her opening act was all fucked up on some shit, so will I open fo’ her? You know, he don’t have to ax twice. Imma go from fucking nowhere to playing twenty-thousand-seat arenas. Sign me up, man.”

L.D. didn’t explain who Matt Brooks was, but there was no need. Even someone as removed from the rap world as me knew that he owned Capital Punishment Records. The Silver Svengali they called him, on account of his hair and the unqualified devotion exhibited by the acts he signed. He stood out in the rap world by his age (mid-fifties) and his race (Caucasian), but otherwise he had the accoutrements you’d expect from a music mogul—a $250,000 car, Gulfstream jet, Hamptons estate, and supermodel wife . . . another person who went by only one name: Chiara.

“Okay, so that’s how you meet Roxanne. What happens next?”

“Use your imagination ’bout what happened next.” He laughed, and then, as if he realized that humor was severely misplaced under the circumstances, he stopped himself abruptly and said, “I’m not gonna disrespect the girl, you know. It wasn’t like that. The thing is, I really loved her.”

Not just him. Everybody, it seemed, loved Roxanne. She’d been the It girl for three years running. Her popularity was based on the usual post–Britney Spears factors—a virginal face, torrents of blond hair that were almost certainly extensions, the figure of a Barbie doll. But if he thought that by telling me how much he loved her I’d be less inclined to think him capable of murder, he was off by 180 degrees. Call me a cynic, but I would have been more convinced of his innocence if he’d told me he really didn’t give a damn about her.

“Where were you on the night Roxanne was killed?” I asked.

“My crib.”

At least I understood what that meant. He said it flatly enough to suggest the answer to my next question, but I still had to ask it.

“And I take it you were home alone?”

“Yeah. Roxanne wouldn’t come to my hood, you know?”

No, I didn’t know. “Where do you live?”

“Brownsville, man. Tilden Houses projects.”

Well, that explained why Roxanne never visited him. Brownsville was probably the most crime-ridden neighborhood in the five boroughs.

“Can anybody give you an alibi?”

“You think I’d be sitting in here if somebody could?”

“I just thought that, I don’t know, you’d have an entourage or something with you at the time.”

“You mean like Vince and Turtle and Drama? Fuck, no. I ain’t Hollywood, man. ’Sides, you gotta remember, when this shit happened my record had just dropped, and it wasn’t on the way to goin’ platinum or nothing, neither. All I’d done was opened a few shows for Roxanne and was, you know, wit her and such, but I wasn’t getting any money out of it. Shit, I still haven’t seen a fuckin’ nickel from Cap Pun, you know?”

I looked over at Nina, but because I was the one on the phone, she apparently hadn’t heard Legally Dead’s claim of poverty. I wondered if her commitment to the cause included working for free.

“Marcus Jackson was representing you pro bono?” I asked.

“Pro what?”

“For free. You weren’t paying him?”

“Can’t give the man what I don’t got.”

“So why do you want to switch lawyers? Marcus is a very well-respected guy, and he’s not charging you.”

“The thing is, Marcus be tellin’ me that I gots to plead guilty. Don’t matter how many times I say I’m innocent, he keeps sayin’ that Imma get convicted, and I gots to make a deal.” Legally Dead shook his head, lamenting the injustice of it all. “I know that some of this shit don’t look good, but I didn’t kill her. I swear I didn’t.”

“I hear you,” I said, the lawyer’s noncommittal response. I wasn’t saying that I agreed, just that I understood the words he was saying.

Legally Dead was apparently smart enough to recognize the distinction. He turned away from me, staring at the floor, shaking his head again.

So I decided to throw him a bone. “For what it’s worth, L.D., I was home alone that night, too, and I don’t think I could get anyone to alibi me either.”

Of course, I wasn’t Roxanne’s boyfriend, nor had I written a song describing how I’d murder her if she ever got out of line. But for the moment, those were pesky details, and I wanted to gain his trust, if for no other reason than to try to get the truth from him. Or whatever his version of the truth might be.

He resumed eye contact. It was enough encouragement that I continued.

“I have to confess, I really don’t know much about the hip-hop world—”

He interrupted me. “I do rap. Hip-hop and rap ain’t the same thing, man. That’s lesson number one.”

“What’s the difference?”

L.D. chuckled. “You ax a hundred people, you get a hundred answers. But fo’ me, it’s simple. You can hear the difference. What I do is rap. Spoken poetry to music. Eminem, Fitty, Dre, Snoop, that’s rap. Damn if I know what’s hip-hop, but I know what I do ain’t it.”

I smiled back at him. “Fair enough,” I said. “Where I was going with this, however, is that, from what I understand of it, mainly from Nina and what I’ve read in the press, the prosecution’s theory goes something like this: you were her boyfriend, which put you at the top of the suspect list, right off the bat.” I realized the unfortunate word choice as soon as I’d said it, but decided it would only make things worse to call attention to it. “Second, you wrote the ‘A-Rod’ song, in which you talk about killing a singer by beating her with a baseball bat, and the forensics folks are saying that the murder weapon was a baseball bat.”

Both Nina and L.D. started talking at the same time. “Hold on,” I said to L.D., and put up my index finger as I pulled the phone away from my ear to listen to Nina.

“They don’t know the weapon for sure,” she said. “They never found it. They’re assuming it was a bat because Roxanne had a bat in her bedroom from singing at the World Series or something, and now it’s missing. And because of the song, it obviously helps the prosecution if the murder weapon is a bat.”

I gave Nina a not-too-subtle eye roll, although I was careful to turn my head sufficiently so Legally Dead didn’t see it. “But I’m assuming that the wounds Roxanne suffered are consistent with a baseball-bat beating, right?” I said. “I mean, I get that the murder weapon could be a two-by-four and not a Louisville Slugger, but it’s not a knifing case.”

“Right,” she said, conceding my point.

I wasn’t sure how much of that L.D. heard, but when I turned back toward him, he looked more agitated than he had before. “The song ain’t fuckin’ about Roxanne!” he shouted into the phone. “I been saying that from day one, but nobody’s fuckin’ payin’ it no mind. You gotta listen to the lyrics.”

Apparently recognizing that his flare-up had not helped his cause, he smiled again, but the damage had already been done. If nothing else, L.D. had revealed himself as the kind of man whose emotions could turn on a dime.

He began to rap, swaying from side to side as he did, as if he were onstage before screaming teenagers, rather than behind a bulletproof glass wall talking to a lawyer.

“We were blood bros and now this;

the ultimate dis.

Gonna stop you when you sing,

gonna give it til you scream;

don’t like what you said,

gonna go A-Rod on your head.”

When he was finished, he looked at me as if that resolved everything.

“I’m sorry, L.D., you’re going to have to explain what you mean.”

“The song ain’t about no shorty, it’s about a fuckin’ dude.” He rapped again: “ ‘We were blood bros’—brothers. It’s ’bout these gangbangers and one wants outta the game, and the other guy says if you talk shit about me, I’m gonna go A-Rod on your head. So everybody be sayin’ that because the lyric is sing it’s gotta be about a singer like Roxanne. But no fuckin’ way. It’s about . . . you know, like them old movies and shit, when people talk to the cops and they be singin’ like a canary.”

I felt like saying: Well, with an explanation like that, I’m surprised they even arrested you, but didn’t think I could summon enough sarcasm to give the thought justice. It was apparent I’d need to study not only the “A-Rod” lyrics but the entire Legally Dead songbook.

I had a momentary vision of translators in the courtroom debating the meaning of the lyrics, the way it sometimes happens when you have foreign-language interpreters arguing over the nuance of language in different regions of the country. No, it’s phat with a ph, so it means cool, not obese.

I did a recap in my head. No alibi. Check. Sketchy, at best, explanation on the song. Check.

Next on my agenda was motive.

“How were things between you and Roxanne on the day she died?”

“We all good.”

“What I’ve read is that the prosecution thinks Roxanne had recently . . .” I searched for a word that was gentle, and then decided that my offending him was the least of his worries. “She dumped you. Right before Thanksgiving. They claim that you couldn’t handle the rejection and so you killed her.”

He shook his head, as if the theory was so ludicrous as not to warrant even a response. It came off arrogant, and I made a mental note that he’d have to work on that expression if he was ever before a jury.

“So what’s the story there?” I asked.

We stared at each other for a good thirty seconds. It was obvious we were taking each other’s measure.

He blinked first.

“I saw my baby girl over Thanksgiving. I was never gonna go to Roxanne’s mama’s house.”

“Baby girl?” I said.

“Yeah.”

“Another girlfriend?”

He laughed, a real from-the-belly laugh. “You think I’m talkin’ a whole different language, don’tcha? No, man. Baby girl. She a real baby. My daughter, Brianna. She’s five.”

This took me by surprise. Nina hadn’t mentioned that part.

L.D. was showing me his broadest smile yet, framed by two perfect dimples. I recognized it all too well as a father’s smile. There was no doubt in my mind he was telling me the truth, at least about this. He had a five-year-old daughter.

“You got any kids?” he asked.

It’s a question that I still don’t know how to answer. Technically, I suppose, the answer is no, but that would suggest that I’ve never experienced fatherhood. Sometimes I give a fuller explanation—I had a daughter, but she died—but in situations where I don’t want to discuss it, I go with one of the two shorter options, both of which seem equally true and untrue: yes or no.

This time I said, “Yes.”

“How old?”

“Six,” I said, which would be the answer I’d give for the rest of my life. And then I added, “A girl.”

“Good,” he said. “Then you know why I gotta get outta here. Think about it fo’ a second. How’d you feel if you gonna be separated from your little girl fo’ the rest of your life fo’ somethin’ you didn’t do?”

I didn’t answer, but instead looked over to Nina. From the sadness in her eyes, I knew she understood what we’d been discussing.
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On the subway back from Rikers, I shared with Nina Legally Dead’s portion of the conversation. I did it without invoking his name or saying anything that would reveal privileged information about the world’s most notorious murder suspect to the other riders on the train. It’s something lawyers become quite adept at—speaking in pronouns and euphemisms, so someone eavesdropping has no idea what’s being discussed.

The first thing I raised with her was the money.

“He doesn’t have a pot to piss in. Apparently, his employer never paid him. Are you still up for doing this pro bono?”

The disclosure didn’t seem to surprise her.

“It won’t be pro bono, Dan. He’ll have money. He just doesn’t have it right now. I hate to say it, but he’s going to earn millions from . . .” She looked around the train. “On that one thing alone.”

She meant the “A-Rod” song.

“Blood money,” I said.

She shrugged. “Not if he’s innocent.”

It was ironic, albeit in a tragic way, but I didn’t care about the fee because I was living off my own blood money. At Sarah’s insistence, when Alexa was born, we took out a large life insurance policy on both our lives. It made sense to insure me that way because we depended on my income, but going back to work wasn’t in Sarah’s short-term plans, and in any event, magazine writers just didn’t pull in the kind of money that mattered to maintain our lifestyle. But Sarah insisted that the policies be of equal amount, and made me promise that if anything ever happened to her, I’d leave Taylor Beckett and take a job that permitted me to spend more time with Alexa. “I want you to be the richest lawyer at the ACLU,” Sarah would joke every time I groused about paying the premiums to insure her life.

So money didn’t matter to me, either. Of course, that didn’t mean it didn’t matter to Nina.

“So you’ll do it without payment?”

“Yes,” she said, with a conviction I couldn’t help but admire. “There’ll be money down the road, I assume, and even if there’s not, this isn’t about getting paid for me. It’s about making sure an innocent man doesn’t go to jail for the rest of his life.”

I was tempted to say that I thought she had a better chance of getting paid than that L.D. was innocent, or that he’d be acquitted, for that matter, but I didn’t. From the look in Nina’s eyes, I knew it would have been like telling a child there was no Santa Claus.

“He tell you anything else I should know?” Nina asked.

“As a matter of fact, he told me he has a daughter. Did you know that?”

“I did,” she said. “I thought telling you that might be laying it on too thick.”

“But you made sure to tell him to mention it,” I said.

“Maybe,” she said, and then flashed that smile of hers.

After we got aboveground, we stopped off at an Italian restaurant near my apartment. It was really not much more than a glorified pizza place, but it served individual pies, which came in handy when you were always dining alone.

When the waitress came over to take our order, Nina answered quickly—a salad of some sort—but I deliberated slightly longer, wondering if it was too early to order a drink. I decided that these days it was never too early, and asked for the fungi pizza and a scotch.

I thought I saw a subtle frown from Nina, but perhaps it was my imagination.

When the waitress left, I started rattling off the pros and cons of taking on the case. It wasn’t long before Nina cut me off.

“C’mon, Dan. What’s it going to be? Yes or no?”

Before I had a chance to answer, the waitress returned with our drinks, and without hesitation I took a deep mouthful. As the scotch rolled down my throat, I let my mind wander to what it would be like if I said yes, visualizing my standing on the courthouse steps addressing hordes of reporters, and then delivering closing arguments before a packed courtroom.

“Dan?” Nina said, pulling me out of my daydream.

My hand had begun to quiver, which was why Nina had called my name. I reached for the scotch to steady myself.

Nina leaned across the table. Her emerald-green eyes locked on to mine. I stared into the flecks of brown and blue, which reminded me of a flame, the way closer inspection reveals a myriad of colors.

In a soft, reassuring voice, Nina said, “I really believe that he’s innocent. And it’s not just going back and forth over the evidence. It’s a little bit like religion. We could talk all day long about whether this miracle or that actually happened, but at the end of it, it’s just a matter of faith. I have that kind of faith in him, and so I’m willing to do whatever I can to help him.”

“I wish I felt that way,” I said in a quiet voice, as much to myself as to Nina. “Not just about our prospective client, but about . . . anything. Maybe there’s just some genetic defect in my DNA with regard to matters of faith.”

Nina’s expression told me that she understood my comment was a reference to my wife and daughter. “You have to let yourself believe before you can believe,” she said. “Sometimes, in a leap of faith, the leap’s got to come first, and then the faith follows.”

I was considering the metaphor, actually envisioning myself leaping from one cliff to another, not unlike the way the Road Runner and Wile E. Coyote did in the cartoons. And then I thought of L.D.’s daughter. In my mind, she had her father’s dimples and warm smile. She likely wore dresses, I thought to myself, because all five-year-old girls favored them over pants. At least Alexa did.

Had, anyway.

I drained the last of my drink. Then with a fluid motion, I signaled to the waitress for a refill.

When my eyes reconnected with Nina’s, her look of disappointment was unmistakable.

“Do you mind if I’m totally honest with you, Dan?”

“You mean you’ve been lying to me until now?” I said, trying to sound lighthearted, knowing full well that was not where she was heading.

“I’ve been honest, but now I’m going to get personal. I think you need him as much as he needs you.”

“How do you figure that?”

“I’ve only been around you for . . . what, four hours? And this must be the sixth scotch I’ve seen you down. If you don’t do something to put yourself on a different course, you’re going to be stuck on this one, and I think you know that continuing in that direction is going to end very badly.”

I knew this, of course. In fact, I’d been saying the same thing to myself for more than a year. At the same time, there was a part of me that reveled in the downward spiral, in the morbid fascination of contemplating the depths to which I could actually fall.

And besides all that, there was Legally Dead to consider, too. If he was innocent, didn’t he deserve someone whose skills were a bit sharper? Someone who was truly up for the kind of fight that a high-stakes murder case requires?

“Nina, all posturing aside, I haven’t been in a courtroom in a year and a half, and this is going to be a very big case. I just don’t know if I’m up to it.”

“The client certainly thinks you are. Isn’t that what matters?”

I chuckled, not sure if she was truly that naive. “The client,” I said, “doesn’t know anything about how I’ve spent the last eighteen months. He doesn’t know what’s been going on in my head. Christ, he doesn’t even know that I don’t have a job.”

“Consider this, then, another instance of faith,” she said softly. “I believe you can do this. Look, he already had Marcus Jackson in his corner, and you saw how he felt about that. I don’t have any doubt that your skills in the courtroom will still be there. Plenty of top-flight trial lawyers go years between trials, so that’s hardly an excuse, Dan.” She looked at me hard, and then continued, “Let’s make a rule, just between us, that we’ll try to be honest with each other. I get that you’re scared about doing this, about pulling your life together and rejoining the living. That’s what’s really holding you back. This idea that maybe you’re not good enough anymore? That’s not even worthy of discussion, because you know as well as I do that it’s just not true. So, the question for you, Dan, is whether you want to change your life. If the answer to that is yes, then you really have no excuse, because this case is the best hope for you to do that. But if the answer is no, then you’ve got no reason to give it even this much consideration.”

Even though I knew it was empty, I reached for my glass of scotch, a Pavlovian response to pain I knew all too well. I sucked on an ice cube and spit it back into the glass. The very act reinforced Nina’s point that my current course was not going to end well.

I read this book once about an elite section of the navy SEALs that’s deployed only to rescue other navy SEALs lost at sea during hurricanes. The SEALs parachute into the ocean from above the storm. As they fall, the SEALs can’t differentiate between the rain-soaked air and the ocean. The only way a SEAL knows he’s even hit the water is when he stops descending.

This is the most apt metaphor for grief that I know.

It actually sometimes feels as if I’m falling, with that same weightless, untethered sensation. Like with the navy SEALs, all my hopes are pinned to the belief that one of these days I’ll realize that I’ve stopped descending, and then, maybe, I’ll be able to rise again.

“Do you really think that taking on Legally Dead offers a happier ending for me?” I asked.

“How could it not? You’ll be saving his life, and you’ll be giving your own a sense of purpose.”

And that was really the heart of it, wasn’t it? If taking on the case could stop my descent, how could I possibly decline?
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They say that you’re never more yourself than when you grieve. I suppose that’s why I’ve mainly mourned alone.

Even when Sarah and Alexa were alive, I was never much of a people person. I’m not comfortable with the superficiality of small talk, and the last thing I wanted to do after they were both gone was to share my grief with others. Maybe this is unfair, but it felt as if general interest in what happened to me was only a thin veneer away from voyeurism, and I wanted no part in allowing people who had never been touched by tragedy to experience it vicariously through my suffering.

But I think about them, and how they died, all the time.

The jury had acquitted Darrius Macy two days earlier, and Sarah thought that meant I might now take a little time off and spend it with her and Alexa at our summer home in East Hampton. She did not understand when I told her that I couldn’t.

“This is ridiculous, Dan. You’ve been working nonstop on the Macy case for months,” Sarah said. “Now that it’s finally over, and especially given that you won, the firm should at least let you have a few days off to spend with your family. The place won’t collapse without you.”

“You grossly overestimate the familial concerns of the partnership,” I replied, only to see a stare down that told me this was a far more serious issue than my comment suggested. “I’m sorry, but I just can’t. I have clients besides Macy. Do you know how many phone calls and emails I have to return? Besides, I’ve blocked out two weeks in August for us to be away.”

“Oh, come on. You think I haven’t heard this song before? By August you’ll be neck-deep in some other crisis, and we’ll be lucky if we get you for Labor Day weekend.”

We’d been having this fight for more than a decade now, and Sarah was right that I had been engaged in a constant exercise of moving the goalposts. The first few years, I told her that seventy-hour weeks were like boot camp for young associates, with the billable-hour benchmarks used to weed people out. After that, the recession made midyear associates expendable, and so the long hours were necessary for survival. Then I was in the homestretch, and if I wanted to make partner I had to show that nothing was more important in my life than the firm. The case I was working on when I made partner, a huge antitrust matter, didn’t suddenly stop once my title had changed, and so I continued to churn out the same hours for the next two years. That case morphed seamlessly to the next, and then the next, and then, ultimately, to Darrius Macy.

The year Sarah and Alexa died, I was on pace to bill more than three thousand hours. That translated to, on average, sixty hours a week, which, in turn, meant that I was in the office more like seventy, when you counted lunch and the time I couldn’t charge to any client. Or, put in the terms that mattered to Sarah, I was at the office about twelve hours a day, Monday through Friday, and about ten hours over the weekend.

The last time I spoke to Sarah, she was at the beach, which made the cell phone reception less than ideal. For the first time all week, however, she sounded happy. Every prior call had been tense. She had gone to the beach on Wednesday, without me, and the fact that she was there and I was in the city was the obvious source of her discontent. But I promised her that I’d be coming that afternoon, and that was seemingly enough to change Sarah’s mood.

“Alexa was so funny today,” Sarah said, laughing into the phone. “She’s spent the better part of the day jumping into the waves and then running back to the blanket to look at her feet. I finally asked her what she was doing, and she told me, ‘You said that I should be careful of something under my toe.’ ”

“Mommy, Mommy!” I heard Alexa exclaim.

“Alexa, please wait a moment. Can’t you see that Mommy is on the phone? I’m talking to Daddy.”

“Look at these shells I found!” Alexa said, oblivious to what Sarah had just told her. “Which one is your favorite?”

“They’re all beautiful, sweetie. Do you want to tell your father about them?”

“No,” Alexa said. I couldn’t help but smirk.

“Then tell him that you love him.”

“I love you, Daddy!” Alexa screamed this into the phone, as if she believed she had to raise her voice to be heard because I was so far away.

An hour later, Sarah pulled out of the beach parking lot, and at the next intersection a black Escalade ran the light and plowed into our car.

Based on the wreckage, the paramedics presumed both Sarah and Alexa died on impact, even though they were wearing seat belts. The Escalade’s driver was found twenty-five feet from his car, almost completely decapitated.

I was sitting in my office, stuck on a conference call with no end in sight, when my assistant came in and told me that someone from the East Hampton police was on the line, and that it was urgent. Nearly everything that followed is a blur. Just people dressed in black and platitudes about tragedy and God’s plan, whatever that was.

One thing that I distinctly recall from that period is my first day back at the office after the funerals. After making an appointment with his assistant, I walked into the office of Taylor Beckett’s managing partner, Benjamin Ethan, closed the door behind me, and told him that I was going to resign my partnership.

Ethan looked at me like I was completely insane. The only reason a partner ever voluntarily left Taylor Beckett was to run for statewide office or to accept a presidential appointment. Bereavement was just something you eventually got over.

“There’s no need for that, Daniel,” Ethan said in his smooth baritone. “Of course, I cannot begin to understand what you are going through, but I do understand what it is like to be under tremendous strain. What we do here is counsel people under that type of pressure. And even though you have not asked me for my counsel, I’m going to give it to you anyway.” He smiled. “Free of charge, of course.”

Although he’s not yet sixty, Benjamin Ethan always seemed to me to be a man of an entirely different era. He wears bow ties and calls everyone by his full given name, and everyone calls him Benjamin. Sometimes clients call him Ben, and to Ethan’s credit he never corrects them, or opposing counsel would drop his name to boost their credibility with me—tell Ben Ethan I said hello—but the effort to demonstrate familiarity only proved they didn’t actually know him very well. In this case, his formality required that I give my assent before he provided me with the unsolicited advice he was offering.
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