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My novelist friends say that writing a book must start with a crappy first draft.  So here’s an 

excerpt of my crappy, unedited first draft. Thank you, Vanessa and Ariana, for making me write 

a whole entire book!  Never thought I could do that – crappy or not! 

 

“No more talking. I’m on my way,” Misha said, ending the call before the voice on the line 

spoke again. Massachusetts prisons recorded calls, and Misha did not want Amaya saying more.  
 

She picked up her briefcase and ran out the door to her car. She decided to call Ruthie on the 

drive over to tell her that she would miss the hearing that afternoon. Ruthie understood the 

importance of seeing clients as soon as she could. Maybe Ruthie knew already that Amaya 

would run into some trouble. Misha certainly felt uneasy around Amaya in the two weeks that 

they had been together. The unexplained absences, the friendships that she seemed to have in a 

city that she left many years ago, the urgent, hushed conversations behind her bedroom door at 

night. Amaya was not just a tutor for some rich family in Mexico. That much was clear.  
 

Misha arrived at the prison and greeted Ralph, the guard she usually saw at the Suffolk County 

Jail.  
 

“Attorney Tahani visiting Amaya Tahani - relative of yours?” he said when he looked at the 

attorney visitation form Misha filled out. He clicked his ballpoint pen twice as he studied the 

form. 
 

“Just a common name,” Misha said. 
 

“Okay, then. I’ll get her for you,” he said as he saluted to her. 
 

Ralph was one of the nice ones. He tracked down her clients from wherever they were - their 

cells, outdoor time, the mess hall -  and bring them to the meeting rooms quicker than others. 

With him, she waited for fifteen minutes tops. When he was away, the wait could be hours. 

Misha thanked him. 
 

The first thing Misha noticed about Amaya was that she was wearing her prison shoes like 

slippers, with the back of the shoe bent under her heel. 
 

“You need to put those on, Amaya. I don’t want you to be punished for it.” 
 

Amaya made no move. She just shrugged her shoulders.  Misha should have known better than 

to say anything. Amaya was nothing if not stubborn. 
Misha pulled out her notepad. 
 

“So you’re my lawyer now?” She sat with folded hands. 



 

“For now so that we have have a privileged conversation. I’m going to pass it off to Ruthie, but I 

wanted to talk to you alone first.” 
 

“Get Ruthie in here. I don’t want you involved.” 
 

Misha put the cap back on her pen. “You involved me the day you showed up to dad’s funeral.” 
 

“Those two things are unrelated.” 
 

“Unrelated is a good word under the circumstances. Give me the bare bones facts so I know what 

we’re dealing with.” 
 

Amaya held back, still. Misha could not understand why. Amaya had come back to Boston, 

when she could have gone to any other city. She showed up at their father’s funeral. She stayed 

at Misha’s house. Every choice she made, every conversation they had, rekindled the intimacy 

they shared as sisters. Misha sensed Amaya’s restlessness, though. She did not know the cause of 

it. 
 

“They arrested us for bank robbery.” 
 

“Us?” 
 

“Me and two friends.” 
 

“Have you been arraigned?” 
 

“No, I called you first. I want to talk to Ruthie.” 
 

“Amaya,” I implored. “Let me help you.” 
 

“You have to stay away from this. Mom too.” Amaya’s eyes looked glassy, her pupils tiny from 

the bright lights in the room that whitewashed everything. “Promise me.” 
 

She spoke to me the way she did when we were children - firm, resolute, like there was no 

decision other than the one she was making. Misha knew that she would not be able to change 

Amaya’s mind. 
 

Misha pulled the still blank legal pad off the desk and shoved it back into her briefcase. “I came 

out here to talk to you,” she said. 
 

Amaya reached across the table to place her hand on Misha’s. “You have to promise me,” she 

said. 
 

The guard outside the room looked in from the giant windows that made up the wall. He reached 

for the doorknob and poked his head inside. 



 

“Everything okay?” he said. 
 

“Just leaving,” Misha said. 
 

Amaya stood up and put her hands behind her back for the guard to lock the shackles on her 

wrists. She widened her eyes and directed Misha’s gaze back to the table when the guard was not 

looking. Misha noticed a small piece of paper stuck to the bottom. 
 

“You can take her, but can I just stay here for a minute to take some notes?” Misha said.  
 

“Sure,” the guard replied as he nudged Amaya out the door. 
 

Misha sat on the side Amaya was on, placing her notepad back on the table. She placed her hand 

under the table and felt around for the paper. It came unstuck in an instant. She hid it between 

two blank sheets of her notepad and exited the room. 

 

*** 

 

Someone had parked in Misha’s spot when she pulled her car back into the garage. She slammed 

her wrists on the steering wheel. Then, she pulled into the spot next to hers that belonged to 

somebody else.  
 

“You look like your hair’s on fire,” Ruthie said when Misha walked in the door. Ruthie stood 

next to the front desk licking her index finger as she leafed through pages of some motion. She 

looked up at Misha over her reading glasses. 
 

“My sister,” Misha said. Her bag fell off her shoulder as she said it with a sigh. 
 

“My office,” Ruthie replied as she walked down the hallway with Misha following. Ruthie 

closed the door.  
 

The window from Ruthie’s office looked out onto the Boston Common from the tenth floor. 

Snow flurries blurred the view, and a breath of frost clung onto the glass. There were post-it 

notes taped all around Ruthie’s desk with her handwritten reminders about deadlines. She taped 

New Yorker comics by Roz Chast across her computer screen, and a giant bottle of wine from a 

legendary criminal defense attorney for a victory Ruthie had years ago collected dust on top of 

her bookshelf. Ruthie reached across the three coffee cups and stacks of papers on her desk to 

retrieve a stapled document.  
 

“Police report,” she said as she handed it to Misha. “You know I take care of my own.” 
 

Misha took the police report from her boss and felt a rush of gratitude. 
 

Ruthie went on. “Bank robbery. They arrested three people. Your sister was one. I should say 

attempted, armed bank robbery because they didn’t make it far before the police caught them and 



because someone shot the bank manager. I had Michelle call hospitals to find out where he was. 

It’s MGH. It has been two days and he’s still there. The facts make the operation seem clumsy.” 
 

Misha scanned the police report. Two days ago, at 10 am. Misha left for work that morning, 

leaving a plate of frozen pancakes for her sister for when she woke up. They had been up late the 

night before talking about their father.  
 

“Clumsy how?” 
 

“Well, the police caught them within minutes of the hold-up. There didn’t seem to be a lot of 

planning here. They weren’t even wearing masks or gloves. That’s unusual.” 
 

“Did they find the gun?” 
 

“Not yet, which is strange too because they were caught so close to the bank. We’ll ask the 

Detective for an update.” 
 

Misha was afraid to ask but knew she had to. “So you’ll help her?” 
 

“You have to ask?” Ruthie said as she shrugged. 
 

“She can’t pay, as far as I can tell.” 
 

“She’s going to qualify to be indigent, and I already told the clerk to appoint me. The question is 

whether we should involve you. You won’t be objective.” 
 

Misha nodded. She could not decide in her own mind whether to stay or leave the matter to 

Ruthie. She knew that she would never be able to stand by and do nothing. She also felt the ache 

in her heart over discovering how Amaya would be involved in something like this in the first 

place. She had to know. 
 

“I think I have to work on it, if that’s okay. I won’t be able to stand around and do nothing.” 
 

“Well, I don’t think it’s okay, but I also warned you.” 
 

“Warned,” Misha said. “Put me to work. What should I do?” 
 

“Let’s start with finding that detective and see if he’ll tell us anything. Police officers aren’t 

exactly our friends, especially in ongoing investigations. I doubt he’ll even call you back. But I 

put it on my list of things to try. You never know.” 
 

Misha took the police report and stood up. She was about to say something when Ruthie 

interrupted her. 
 

“Don’t say it,” Ruthie said. 
 



“Thank you,” Misha said anyway. 
 

Ruthie slipped her shoes off under her desk and stretched her feet in her stockings. “No need.” 

She noticed a run in her stockings. “God, I hate these. Women’s hosiery. That’s the real feminist 

struggle right there.” She pulled her chair into her desk. “Find that Detective. He’s new. I haven’t 

seen his name on any big matters in Suffolk County before, so he must be recently promoted to 

Detective. Maybe that means he’s not going to be knee-jerk unhelpful.” 
 

Misha looked at the police report again as she walked back to her office.  
 

“Detective Gael Messi,” she read aloud. 

 
*** 
 
“He asked me to call here to track him down,” Misha said.  
 

“Who is this again?” the operator said, the sound of a switchboard behind her. 
 

“I’m a witness in that bank robbery. I’m supposed to meet the detective, but he wasn’t sure 

where he would be. He told me to call here to check if he didn’t answer his phone.” 
 

“Okay, hang on.” Misha heard some murmerings over what was likely the operator’s covered 

hand. “They said he’s at the bank where the robbery went down two days ago. I doubt you’ll get 

in there, though.” 
 

“He told me to wait outside, so thanks,” Misha said. 
 

Misha knew that she had to meet this detective face to face if she had any chance of finding out 

useful information in Amaya’s case. She did not tell Ruthie that she had called the Boston Police 

Department to track the detective down. Surely, witnesses called looking for police officers. Her 

call would hardly ring any alarm bells.  
 

Misha threw away the angry note on her windshield from the person whose space she took, and a 

half hour later, she arrived at the crime scene. The bank had been closed for business since the 

robbery attempt two days ago. A giant white sign redirected customers to alternate locations. 

Misha ignored the “Do Not Enter” yellow caution tape and ducked beneath it to enter the front 

door of the building. A handful of uniformed officers mulled around the room with small 

notepads in hand. One man was dressed in a suit jacket blazer and khaki pants but had his holster 

with a weapon in it. She knew that must be him. She walked over to the group. 
 

“Detective?” she said. 
 

As he turned to face her, Misha was taken aback. He was tall and lean, with broad shoulders 

framed in his suit jacket. His soft brown hair swept to one side, and a faint stubble on his cheeks 

and upper lip accentuated his angular cheeks. He focused his bright green eyes on her, with his 

eyebrows pinched up. 



 

“Yes,” he said.  
 

Misha unwittingly drew in a sharp breath as he turned around. He was, she thought, too 

handsome.  
 

She had not been on so much as a date since she graduated from law school two years ago. She 

and her high school boyfriend Ryan labored through the distance between her law school studies 

in Boston and his medical training in Seattle. After her father’s death, Misha told Ryan to live his 

life without her. She ended the eight year relationship unsure of what she wanted but knowing 

that marriage was not it. Ryan promised to keep the ring in case she changed her mind. They had 

not spoken for some time.  
 

Men here and there asked Misha out. Once, she agreed to dinner with a fellow defense attorney 

who seemed nice enough until she saw his swipe through a dating app when she stepped away to 

use the restroom. They split the bill, and she bid him good-bye until they met again at the 

elevator bank of Middlesex Superior Court. Then, she agreed to go out with an MIT engineering 

graduate student who offered to build bookshelves for her. On the second date, he changed the 

batteries in her fire alarm. She realized that she found his practical skills most attractive and felt 

guilty for using him, though he did not seem to mind. It was when he wrote her a love poem that 

she had to decode that she ended that one too. After that, she declined dates summarily, finding 

no one that sparked her interest as much as any of her cases did. 
 

Until now. 
 

“Detective Messi?” she asked. 
 

“You must be the witness who called the police station?” he said in an accented voice. He looked 

to the other three officers and said he would be back in a minute. He gestured to Misha with his 

eyes to step to the side of the room.  
 

“Only I did not tell a witness to look for me, yes?” he said, puzzled. 
 

“I’m sorry, I’m not a witness. I just said that to find you,” Misha stammered. She looked around 

the room to make sure no one was listening. She looked up at the high ceilings and security 

cameras mounted on every corner. “I’m with the firm representing one of the defendants in this 

case. I wanted to check in with you about the investigation.” 
 

“You’re defense counsel?” he said. He laughed and looked up. “Bold move. What do I call 

you?” 
 

“Call me?”  
 

“I’m sorry, your name. What is your name?” 
 

“Misha Tahani. I work with Ruthie Stark.” 



 

“Hello Misha Tahani, witness I am supposed to meet. I am Gael Messi. And of course I know 

who Ruthie Stark is,” he said as he extended his hand. 
 

Misha felt the soft brush of his palm against hers. 
 

He went on. “The prosecutor will send over information as we are ready to release it. As I am 

sure you already know. For now, I can send you the police report.” 
 

“I have it,” Misha said, beginning to feel embarrassed about her ambush. “We were wondering 

about physical evidence.” 
 

“Just what is listed in the report for now,” he said. He looked at the huge steel door at the 

entrance, guarded by two officers. “I should probably tell you to leave now. Non-law 

enforcement isn’t allowed in here.” He held his voice down so others could not hear.  
 

“But you’re not telling me that,” Misha said. They had been looking at each other intently 

through the conversation. 
 

“Here,” he said handing her a pen from inside his suit jacket. “Give me your contact information, 

and I’ll make sure that the prosecutor knows to keep you updated.” 
 

Misha looked down at his notepad and started writing her name and phone number. She noticed 

in the ballpoint indentation on the front page the word “Gun” with a question mark around it. At 

least she would walk away knowing something more than she had before. 
 

She looked up to see him watching her. He took the notepad and put it back in his pocket. Misha 

tucked the pen into her hand, hoping he forgot about it. 
 

He called back out to her as she was walking away. “It’s a tough case, Ms. Tahani. I think the 

defendant you mean is your relative right?” 
 

“My sister.” 
 

“I’m sorry to hear that.” He stopped for a moment and looked at her. “You should know then that 

we caught her and the two others just a block away from here. We have eyewitnesses. Someone 

was badly hurt.” 
 

“Detective Messi,” Misha started. 
 

“Call me Gael.” 
 

“Gael, I am sure of my sister’s innocence.” 
 



Gael nodded, and Misha walked out of the building. In her car, she took the black ballpoint pen 

out of her bag and held it across the steering wheel. 

  
 

 


