“Ce mp:iit nige. il the l\»lﬂtm
Ihe Sireet Lawver will be his Hurt't.
.il Irﬂul‘m eni Wi




file:///D|/e-books/John Grisham - The Street Lawyer.txt
John Gisham - The Street

Lavvyer************************************************************
Aut hor: John Gri sham

Title: The Street Lawyer

Origi nal copyright year: 1998
Genre: Law

Version: 1.1

Date of e-text:

Sour ce:

Prepared by:

DoE: 19-11-2000

| SBN/ | SSN:

kkhkkhkkhkkhkhkhkhkhkhkhkhkhkhkhkhkhkhkhkhkhkhkhkhkhkhkhkhkhkhkhkhkhkhkhkhkhkhkhk ik khkhk ik k k ki ik ik, kk**

The Street Lawyer

John Gri sham

One
The man with the rubber boots stepped into the el evator behind nme, but | didn't
see himat first. | snelled himthough--the pungent odor of snoke and cheap w ne

and life on the street without soap. W were alone as we noved upward, and when
| finally glanced over | saw the boots, black and dirty and nuch too large. A
frayed and tattered trench coat fell to his knees. Under it, layers of foul

cl ot hi ng bunched around his midsection, so that he appeared stocky, alnost fat.
But it wasn't frombeing well fed; in the wintertime in D.C., the street people
wear everything they own, or so it seens.

He was bl ack and agi ng--his beard and hair were hal f-gray and hadn't been washed
or cut in years. He | ooked strai ght ahead through thick sungl asses, thoroughly
i gnoring me, and naki ng me wonder for a second why, exactly, | was inspecting
hi m

He didn't belong. It was not his building, not his elevator, not a place he
could afford. The lawers on all eight floors worked for ny firmat hourly rates
that still seenmed obscene to ne, even after seven years.

Just another street bumin fromthe cold. Happened all the tinme in downtown
Washi ngt on. But we had security guards to deal with the riffraff.

We stopped at six, and | noticed for the first tine that he had not pushed a
button, had not selected a floor. He was following ne. | nade a quick exit, and
as | stepped into the splendid narble foyer of Drake & Sweeney. | gl anced over
ny shoul der just |ong enough to see himstanding in the el evator, |ooking at

not hing, still ignoring ne.

Madam Devi er, one of our very resilient receptionists, greeted ne with her

typi cal |look of disdain. "Watch the elevator," | said.

n \N]y?ll

"Street bum You may want to call security."”

"Those people," she said in her affected French accent.
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"Cet sone disinfectant too."

| wal ked away, wrestling nmy overcoat off ny shoulders, forgetting the man with
the rubber boots. | had nonstop neetings throughout the afternoon, inportant
conferences with inportant people. | turned the corner and was about to say
something to Polly, ny secretary, when | heard the first shot.

Madam Devi er was standi ng behind her desk, petrifled, staring into the barrel of
an awfully long handgun held by our pal the street bum Since | was the first
one to conme to her aid, he politely ainmed it at ne, and | too becane rigid.
"Don't shoot," | said, hands in the air. |'d seen enough novies to know
precisely what to do.

"Shut up," he nunbled, with a great deal of conposure.

There were voices in the hallway behind nme. Soneone yelled, "He's got a gun!”
And then the voices disappeared into the background, growing fainter and fainter
as ny colleagues hit the back door. | could al nbst see them junping out the

Wi ndows.

To ny immedi ate left was a heavy wooden door that led to a | arge conference
room which at that nonment happened to be filled with eight |awers from our
litigation section. Eight hard-nosed and fearless litigators who spent their
hours chew ng up people. The toughest was a scrappy little torpedo naned Rafter
and as he yanked open the door saying "What the hell?" the barrel swung from ne
to him and the man with the rubber boots had exactly what he want ed.

"Put that gun down," Rafter ordered fromthe doorway, and a split second | ater
anot her shot rang through the reception area, a shot that went into the ceiling
somewhere well above Rafter's head and reduced himto a nere nortal. Turning the
gun back to ne, he nodded, and | conplied, entering the conference room behind
Rafter. The last thing | saw on the outside was Madam Devi er shaki ng at her
desk, terror-stricken, headset around her neck, high heels parked neatly next to
her wast ebasket .

The man with the rubber boots slanmed the door behind ne, and slowy waved the
gun through the air so that all eight litigators could adnmire it. It seened to
be working fine; the snell of its discharge was nore noticeable than the odor of
its owner.

The room was domi nated by a long table, covered with docunments and papers that
only seconds ago seenled terribly inportant. A row of wi ndows overl ooked a
parking lot. Two doors led to the hallway.

"Up against the wall," he said, using the gun as a very effective prop. Then he
placed it very near ny head, and said, "Lock the doors." Wich | did.

Not a word fromthe eight litigators as they scranbl ed backward. Not a word from
me as | quickly locked the doors, then | ooked at himfor approval.

For sone reason, | kept thinking of the post office and all those horrible
shooti ngs--a disgruntled enployee returns after lunch with an arsenal and w pes
out fifteen of his co-workers. | thought of the playground nmassacres--and the

sl aughters at fast-food restaurants.

And those victins were innocent children and otherw se decent citizens. W were
a bunch of | awyers!

Using a series of grunts and gun thrusts, he lined the eight litigators up

against the wall, and when their positions suited himhe turned his attention to
me. What did he want? Could he ask questions? If so, he could get anything he
dammed wel | pleased. | couldn't see his eyes because of the sungl asses, but he

could see nine. The gun was pointed at them

He renoved his filthy trench coat, folded it as if it were new, and placed it in
the center of the table. The snell that had bothered ne in the el evator was
back, but not inportant now. He stood at the end of the table and slowy renoved
the next |ayer--a bul ky gray cardi gan.

Bul ky for a reason. Under it, strapped to his waist, was a row of red sticks,

whi ch appeared to nmy untrained eye to be dynanite. Wres ran |like col ored
spaghetti fromthe tops and bottons of the sticks, and silver duct tape kept

thi ngs attached.

My first instinct was to bolt, to lunge with arns and |l egs flapping and flailing
for the door, and hope for luck, hope for a bad shot as | scranbled for the

| ock, then another bad shot as | fell through the doorway into the hallway. But
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ny knees shook and ny blood ran cold. There were gasps and slight nobans fromthe

ei ght against the wall, and this perturbed our captor.

"Pl ease be quiet," he said in the tone of a patient professor. H's cal mess unnerved ne.
He adj usted

some of the spaghetti around his waist, then froma pocket in his large trousers
produced a neat bundle of yellow nylon rope and a swi tchbl ade.

For good neasure, he waved the gun at the horrified faces in front of him and

said, "I don't want to hurt anybody."
That was nice to hear but hard to take seriously. | counted twelve red
sticks--enough, | was certain, to make it instantaneous and painl ess.

Then the gun was back on ne. "You," he said, "tie themup."

Rafter had had enough. He took one very small step forward and said, "Look, pal,
just exactly what do you want ?"

The third shot sailed over his head into the ceiling, where it | odged

harm essly. It sounded |i ke a cannon, and Madam Devi er or sonme femal e shrieked
in the foyer. Rafter ducked, and as he attenpted to stand upright the beefy

el bow of Unstead caught himsquarely in the chest and returned himto his
position against the wall.

"Shut up," Unstead said with clenched jaws.

"Do not call nme Pal," the man said, and Pal was instantly discarded as a

ref erence.
"What would you like us to call you?" | asked, sensing that | was about to
becone the | eader of the hostages. | said this very delicately, with great

def erence, and he appreciated ny respect.

"Mster," he said. Mster was perfectly fine with everyone in the room

The phone rang, and | thought for a split second he was going to shoot it.
Instead he waved it over, and | placed it squarely before himon the table. He
lifted the receiver with his left hand; his right still held the gun, and the
gun was still pointed at Rafter

If the nine of us had a vote, Rafter would be the first sacrificial |anb. Ei ght
to one.

"Hell o," Mster said. He listened briefly, then hung up. He carefully backed
himself into the seat at the end of the table and sat down.

"Take the rope," he said to ne.

He wanted all eight of themattached at the wists. | cut rope and tied knots
and tried ny best not to | ook at the faces of ny colleagues as | hastened their
deaths. | could feel the gun at ny back. He wanted them bound tightly, and
made a show of practically draw ng bl ood while | eaving as nmuch slack as

possi bl e.
Rafter munbl ed sonet hi ng under his breath and | wanted to slap him Unrstead was
able to flex his wists so that the ropes alnost fell |oose when | finished with

him Ml anud was sweating and breathing rapidly. He was the ol dest, the only
parnmer, and two years past his first heart attack

| couldn't help but | ook at Barry Nuzzo, ny one friend in the bunch. W were the
sanme age, thirty-two, and had joined the firmthe sane year. He went to
Princeton, I went to Yale. Both of our wi ves were from Providence. Hi s marriage
was working--three kids in four years. Mne was in the final stage of a |long
deterioration.

Qur eyes met and we both were thinking about his kids. | felt lucky to be
chil dl ess.

The first of many sirens came into range, and M ster instructed nme to close the
blinds over the five |arge wi ndows. | went about this nethodically, scanning the

parking lot below as if being seen m ght sonmehow save nme. A |l one police car sat
enpty with its lights on; the cops were already in the building.
And there we were, nine white boys and M ster.

* * %

At | ast count, Drake & Sweeney had eight hundred | awers in offices around the
world. Half of themwere in DC., in the building Mster was terrorizing. He
instructed ne to call "the boss" and informhimthat he was armed and wired with
twel ve sticks of dynamite. | called Rudol ph, nanagi ng parnmer of ny division,

antitrust, and rel ayed the nessage.
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"You okay, M ke?" he asked ne. W were on M ster's new speakerphone, at ful

vol une.

"Wonderful ," | said. "Please do whatever he wants."

"What does he want ?"

"I don't know yet." M ster waved the gun and the conversation was over. Taking
nmy cue fromthe pistol, | assunmed a standing position next to the conference
table, a few feet from Mster, who had devel oped the irritating habit of playing
absentm ndedly with the wires coil ed agai nst his chest.

He gl anced down and gave a slight tug at a red wire. "This red one here, | give
it ayank and it's all over." The sungl asses were | ooking at ne when he finished
this little warning. | felt conpelled to say sonething.

"Way woul d you do that?" | asked, desperate to open a dial ogue.

"I don't want to, but why not?"

| was struck by his diction--a slow, nethodical rhythmw th no hurry and each
syl |l abl e getting equal treatnment. He was a street bumat the nonent, but there
had been better days.

"Way woul d you want to kill us?" | asked.

"I"'mnot going to argue with you," he announced. No further questions, Your
honor .

Because I'ma lawer and live by the clock, |I checked ny watch so that whatever
happened could be duly recorded, if we sonehow managed to survive. It was
one-twenty. Mster wanted things quiet, and so we endured a nerve-racki ng period
of silence that |asted fourteen m nutes.

| could not believe that we were going to die. There appeared to be no notive,
no reason to kill us. | was certain that none of us had ever net himbefore. |
renmenbered the ride on the elevator, and the fact that he seened to have no
particul ar destination. He was just a nut in search of hostages, which
unfortunately woul d have nade the killings seem al nost normal by today's

st andar ds.

It was precisely the kind of sensel ess slaughter that would grab the headlines
for twenty-four hours and nake peopl e shake their heads. Then the dead | awyer

j okes woul d start.

| could see the headlines and hear the reporters, but | refused to believe it
woul d happen.

| heard voices in the foyer, sirens outside; a police radi o squawked sonmewhere
down the hal |l way.

"What did you eat for lunch?'" Mster asked nme, his voice breaking the silence.

Too surprised to consider lying, | hesitated for a second, then said, "Agrilled
chi cken Caesar." "Al one?"
"No, | met a friend." He was a | aw school buddy from Philly.

"How rmuch did it cost, for both of you?"

"Thirty bucks."

He didn't like this. "Thirty bucks," he repeated. "For two people." He shook his
head, then | ooked at the eight litigators. If he polled them | hoped they

pl anned to lie. There were sone serious stomachs anong the group, and thirty
bucks woul dn't cover their appetizers.

"You know what | had?" he asked ne.

"No. "

"I had soup. Soup and crackers at a shelter. Free soup, and | was glad to get
it. You could feed a hundred of nmy friends for thirty bucks, you know that?"

| nodded gravely, as if | suddenly realized the weight of my sin.

"Collect all the wallets, noney, watches, jewelry," he said, waving the gun
agai n.

"May | ask why?" | asked.

"No. "

| placed ny wallet, watch, and cash on the table, and began rummagi ng through
the pockets of ny fellow hostages.

“"It's for the next of kin," Mster said, and we all exhal ed.

He instructed nme to place the loot in a briefcase, lock it, and call "the boss"
agai n. Rudol ph answered on the first ring. | could envision the SWAT | eader
canmped in his office
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"Rudol ph, it's me, Mke, again. |I'mon the speakerphone."
"Yes, Mke. Are you okay?"
"Just fine. Look, this gentlenan wants ne to open the door nearest the reception

area and place a black briefcase in the hallway. | will then close the door and
lock it. Understand?"

"Yes."

Wth the gun touching the back of ny head, | slowy cracked the door and tossed
the briefcase into the hallway. | did not see a person anywhere.

Few t hings can keep a big-firmlawer fromthe joys of hourly billing. Sleep is
one, though nost of us slept little. Eating actually encouraged billing,
especially lunch when the client was picking up the check. As the mnutes
dragged on, | caught nyself wondering howin the world the other four hundred

| awyers in the building would manage to bill while waiting for the hostage
crisis to end. | could just see themout there in the parking lot, nobst of them
sitting in their cars to keep warm chatting away on cell phones, billing

sonebody. The firm | decided, wouldn't niss a beat.

Some of the cutthroats down there didn't care how it ended. Just hurry up and
get it over with.

M ster seened to doze for a second. His chin dipped, and his breathing was
heavier. Rafter grunted to get ny attention, then jerked his head to one side as
if to suggest | make a nove. Problemwas, Mster held the gun with his right
hand, and if he was indeed napping, then he was doing so with the dreaded red
wire held firmy in his left hand.

And Rafter wanted nme to be the hero. Though Rafter was the nmeanest and nost
effective litigator in the firm he was not yet a partner. He was not in ny
division, and we weren't in the Arny. | didn't take orders.

"How much noney did you make | ast year?" Mster, very nmuch awake, asked nme, his
voi ce cl ear.

Again, | was startled. "I, uh, gosh, let ne see--"

"Don't lie."

"A hundred and twenty thousand."

He didn't like this either. "How rmuch did you give away ?"

"G ve away?"

"Yes. To charities.”

"Ch. Well, | really don't renmenber. My wife takes care of the bills and things
like that."

All eight litigators seened to shift at once.

Mster didn't like ny answer, and he was not about to be denied. "Wo, Iike,

fills in your tax forms?"

"You nmean for the | RS?"

“"Yeah, that's it."

"I't's handl ed by our tax division, down on the second floor."

"Here in this building?"

"Yes."

"Then get it for me. Get ne the tax records for everybody here."

| looked at their faces, and a couple wanted to say, "Just go ahead and shoot
me." | mnust've hesitated too |ong, because M ster shouted, "Do it now" And he
used the gun when he shout ed.

| called Rudol ph, who also hesitated, and so | shouted at him "Just fax themin
here," | demanded. "Last year's only."

We stared at the fax machine in the corner for fifteen mnutes, afraid M ster
nm ght start executing us if our 1040's didn't hurry al ong.

Two

Freshly appointed as scribe for the group, | sat where Mster pointed with the
gun and clutched the faxes. My buddi es had been standing for al nbst two hours,
backs to the wall, still joined together, barely able to nove, and they were

begi nning to slouch and slunp and | ook mni serabl e.
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But their level of disconfort was about to rise significantly.

"You first," he said to ne. "Wat's your nanme?"

"M chael Brock," | answered politely. Nice to neet you

"How much noney did you make | ast year?"

"I'"ve already told you. A hundred and twenty thousand. Before taxes."

"How much did you give away?"

| was certain | could lie. | was not a tax |awer, but | was confident | could
dance around his questions. | found my 1040 and took my time flipping through
the pages. Claire had earned thirty-one thousand dollars as a second-year
surgical resident, so our gross incone |ooked quite handsone. But we paid
fifty-three thousand in taxes--federal incone and an amazing variety of

ot hers--and after repaynent of student |oans, Claire's educational expenses,
twenty-four hundred a nonth for a very nice apartnent in Georgetown, two

| at e-nodel cars with the obligatory nortgages, and a host of other costs
naturally related to a confortable lifestyle, we had invested only twenty-two
t housand in nutual funds.

M ster was waiting patiently. In fact, his patience was begi nning to unnerve ne.
| assunmed that the SWAT boys were crawling in the air vents, clinbing nearby
trees, scanpering across the roofs of buildings next door, |ooking at blueprints
of our offices, doing all the things you see on TV with the goal of sonmehow
placing a bullet through his skull, and he seened oblivious to it. He had
accepted his fate and was ready to die. Not true for the rest of us.

He continually toyed with the red wire, and that kept ny heart rate over a
hundr ed.

"I gave a thousand dollars to Yale," | said. "And two thousand to the | oca
United Way."

"How much did you give to poor people?"

| doubted if the Yale noney went to feed needy students. "Well, the United Way
spreads the noney around the city, and |I'msure sone of it went to help the
poor."

"How much did you give to the hungry?"”

"I paid fifty-three thousand dollars in taxes, and a nice chunk of it went for
wel fare, Medicaid, aid to dependent children, stuff like that."

"And you did this voluntarily, with a giving spirit?"

"I didn't conplain," | said, lying like nost of ny countrynen.

"Have you ever been hungry?"

He liked sinple answers, and ny wit and sarcasm woul d not be productive. "No," |
said. "I have not."

"Have you ever slept in the snow?"

"No. "

"You make a | ot of noney, yet you're too greedy to hand ne sone change on the
sidewal k." He waved the gun at the rest of them "Al of you. You walk right by
me as | sit and beg. You spend nore on fancy coffee than | do on neals. Wy
can't you hel p the poor, the sick, the honel ess? You have so nuch."”

| caught nyself |ooking at those greedy bastards along with Mster, and it was
not a pretty sight. Mst were staring at their feet. Only Rafter glared down the
tabl e, thinking the thoughts all of us had when we stepped over the Msters of
D.C: If | give you sone change you'll (1) run to the liquor store, (2) only beg
nore, (3) never |eave the sidewal k.

Sil ence again. A helicopter hovered nearby, and | could only inmagi ne what they
were planning in the parking lot. Pursuant to Mster's instructions, the phone
lines were on hold, so there was no conmmuni cation. He had no desire to talk to
or negotiate with anyone. He had his audience in the conference room

"Whi ch of these guys nmakes the nobst noney?" he asked ne.

Mal anud was the only partner, and | shuffled the papers until | found his.
"That would be nme," Ml amud of fered

"What is your nane?"

"“Nat e Mal armud. "

| flipped through Nate's return. It was a rare nonent to see the intimate
details of a partner's success, but | got no pleasure fromit.

"How nuch?" M ster asked ne.
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Ch, the joys of the IRS code. what would you like, sir? Gross? Adjusted gross?
Net ? Taxabl e? Inconme from sal ari es and wages? O incone from busi ness and

i nvest nent s?

Mal anud's salary fromthe firmwas fifty thousand dollars a nonth, and his
annual bonus, the one we all dreanmed about, was five hundred and ten thousand.
It had been a very good year, and we all knew it. He was one of nany partners
who had earned over a mllion dollars.

| decided to play it safe. There was | ots of other inconme tucked away near the
back of the return--rental properties, dividends, a snall business--but |
guessed that if M ster sonehow grabbed the return he would struggle with the
nunber s.

"One point one mllion," | said, |eaving another two hundred t housand on the
t abl e.

He contenplated this for a nonent. "You nade a mllion dollars,” he said to
Mal anud, who wasn't the | east bit ashaned of it.

"Yes, | did."

"How much did you give to the hungry, and the honel ess?"

| was already scouring his item zed deductions for the truth.

"I don't recall exactly. My wife and | give to a lot of charities. | know there
was a donation, | think for five thousand, to the Geater D.C. Fund, which, as
I'"m sure you know, distributes noney to the needy. W give a lot. And we're
happy to do it."

"I"'msure you're very happy," Mster replied, with the first hint of sarcasm

He wasn't about to allow us to explain how generous we really were. He sinply
wanted the hard facts. He instructed ne to list all nine nanes, and besi de each
wite last year's inconme, then last year's gifts to charities.

It took sonme tine, and | didn't know whether to hurry or be deliberate. Wuld he
slaughter us if he didn't like the nmath? Perhaps | shouldn't hurry. It was

i medi ately obvious that we rich fol ks had nmade | ots of noney while handing over
precious little of it. At the sanme tinme, | knew the |longer the situation dragged
on, the crazier the rescue scenari os woul d becone.

He hadn't nentioned executing a hostage every hour. He didn't want his buddies

freed fromjail. He didn't seemto want anything, really.
| took ny tinme. Malanmud set the pace. The rear was brought up by Col burn, a
third-year associate who grossed a nmere eighty-six thousand. | was di smayed to

learn ny pal Barry Nuzzo earned el even thousand nore than | did. W would
discuss it later.

"I'f you round it off, it cones to three nmillion dollars,” | reported to M ster
who appeared to be napping again, with his fingers still on the red wire.

He sl owly shook his head. "And how nmuch for the poor people?"

"Total contributions of one hundred eighty thousand."

"I don't want total contributions. Don't put nme and ny people in the sanme class
with the synphony and the synagogue, and all your pretty white fol ks cl ubs where
you auction w ne and autographs and give a few bucks to the Boy Scouts. |I'm
tal ki ng about food. Food for hungry people who live here in the sane city you
live in. Food for little babies. Right here. Right in this city, with all you
people making mllions, we got little babies starving at night, crying 'cause
they're hungry. How nmuch for food?"

He was | ooking at nme. | was | ooking at the papers in front of me. | couldn't
lie. He continued. "W got soup kitchens all over town, places where the poor
and honel ess can get sonething to eat. How rmuch noney did you folks give to the
soup kitchens? Any?"

"Not directly," |I said. "But sone of these charities--"

"Shut up!"”

He waved the danmmed gun agai n.

"How about honel ess shelters? Places we sleep when it's ten degrees outside. How
many shelters are listed there in those papers?"

Invention failed ne. "None," | said softly.

He junped to his feet, startling us, the red sticks fully visible under the
silver duct tape. He kicked his chair back. "How 'bout clinics? W got these
little clinics where doctors--good decent people who used to make | ots of
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noney--conme and donate their time to help the sick. They don't charge nothing.
Governnent used to help pay the rent, help buy the nedicine and supplies. Now
the goverment's run by Newt and all the noney's gone. How nuch do you give to
the clinics?"

Rafter | ooked at ne as if | should do sonething, perhaps suddenly see sonething
in the papers and say, "Damm! Look here! W gave half a mllion bucks to the
clinics and soup kitchens."

That's exactly what Rafter would do. But not ne. | didn't want to get shot.
Mster was a lot smarter than he | ooked.

| flipped through the papers as Mster wal ked to the wi ndows and peeked around
the mni-blinds. "Cops everywhere," he said, just |oud enough for us to hear.
"And | ots of anbul ances."

He then forgot about the scene bel ow and shuffled al ong the edge of the table
until he stopped near his hostages. They watched every nove, with particul ar
attention paid to the explosives. He slowy raised the gun, and ained it
directly at Col burn's nose, less than three feet away.

"How much did you give to the clinics?"

"None," Col burn said, closing his eyes tightly, ready to cry. My heart froze and
| held nmy breath. "How nmuch to the soup kitchens?"

"None. "

"How nmuch to the honel ess shelters?”

"None. "

I nstead of shooting Col burn, he ained at Nuzzo and repeated the three questions.
Nnzzo had identical responses, and M ster noved down the |ine, pointing, asking
the same questions, getting the sane answers. He didn't shoot Rafter, nmuch to
our di smay.

"Three mllion dollars," he said in disgust, "and not a dinme for the sick and
hungry. You are m serable people.”

W felt miserable. And | realized he was not going to kill us.

How coul d an average street bum acquire dynamte? And who woul d teach himhow to
wireit?

* * %

At dusk he said he was hungry, and he told ne to call the boss and order soup
fromthe Methodist Mssion at L Street and Seventeenth, Northwest. They put nore
vegetables in the broth, Mster said. And the bread was not as stale as in nost
ki t chens.

"The soup kitchen does carry-out?" Rudol ph asked, his voice incredulous. It
echoed around the room fromthe speakerphone.

"Just do it, Rudol ph!" | barked back at him "And get enough for ten people."

M ster told ne to hang up, and again put the lines on hold.

| could see our friends and a squadron of cops flying across the city, through
rush-hour traffic, and descending upon the quiet little mission where the ragged
street people hunched over their bows of broth and wondered what the hell was
going on. Ten orders to go, extra bread.

M ster nmade another trip to the wi ndow when we heard the helicopter again. He
peeked out, stepped back, tugged at his beard, and pondered the situation. Wat
type of invasion could they possibly be planning that would involve a

hel i copter? Maybe it was to evacuate the wounded.

Urst ead had been fidgeting for an hour, nuch to the disnay of Rafter and

Mal anud, who were joined to himat the wists. He finally couldn't stand it any
| onger.

"Uh, sir, excuse nme, but | really have to, uh, go to the boys' room"

M ster kept ragging. "Boys' room Wat's a boys' roonP"

"I need to pee, sir," Unstead said, very nuch like a third-grader. "I can't
hold it any |onger."

M ster | ooked around the room and noticed a porcelain vase sitting innocently
on a coffee table. Wth anot her wave of the gun, he ordered nme to untie Unrstead.
"The boys' roomis over there," Mster said. Unstead renoved the fresh flowers
fromthe vase, and with his back to us urinated for a long tine while we studied
the floor. Wen he finally finished, Mster told us to nove the conference table
next to the windows. It was twenty feet long, solid walnut |ike nost of the
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furniture at Drake & Sweeney, and with nme on one end and Unstead grunting on the
other, we nanaged to inch it over about six feet until Mster said stop. He nade
me |latch Mal amud and Rafter together, |eaving Urstead a free nan. | would never
understand why he did this.

Next, he forced the remai ning seven bound hostages to sit on the table with
their backs to the wall. No one dared ask why, but | figured he wanted a shield
from sharpshooters. | later |earned that the police had snipers perched on a
bui | di ng next door. Perhaps M ster had seen them

After standing for five hours, Rafter and conpany were relieved to be off their
feet. Urstead and | were told to sit in chairs, and Mster took a seat at the
end of the table. W waited.

Life in the streets nust teach one patience. He seened content to sit in silence
for long periods of time, his eyes hiding behind the glasses, his head perfectly
still.

"Who are the evictors?" he nunbled, to no one in particular, and he waited a
coupl e of minutes before saying it again.

We | ooked at each other, confused, with no clue what he was tal king about. He
appeared to be staring at a spot on the table, not far from Col burn's right

f oot .

"Not only do you ignore the honel ess, you help put themin the streets.”

We, of course, nodded along, all singing fromthe sanme sheet. If he wanted to
heap verbal abuse on us, we were perfectly willing to accept it.

Qur carry-out arrived at a few m nutes before seven. There was a sharp knock on
the door. Mster told nme to place a call and warn the police that he would kil
one of us if he saw or heard anyone outside. | explained this carefully to
Rudol ph, and | stressed that no rescue should be attenpted. W were negoti ating.
Rudol ph sai d he under st ood.

Unst ead wal ked to the door, unlocked it, and | ooked at M ster for instructions.
M ster was behind him with the gun less than a foot from Unstead' s head.

"Open the door very slowy," Mster said.

| was standing a few feet behind M ster when the door opened. The food was on a
snmall cart, one of our paral egals used to haul around the enornmous anounts of
paper we generated. | could see four large plastic containers of soup, and a
brown paper bag filled with bread. | don't know if there was anything to drink
W never found out.

Urnstead took one step into the hallway, grabbed the cart, and was about to pul
it back into the conference roomwhen the shot cracked through the air. A |one
police sniper was hiding behind a credenza next to Madam Devi er's desk, forty
feet away, and he got the clear | ook he needed. Wien Unst ead bent over to grab
the cart, Mster's head was exposed for a split second, and the sniper blewit
of .

M ster |lurched backward w thout uttering a sound, and ny face was instantly
covered with blood and fluids. |I thought I'd been hit too, and | renenber
screanming in pain. Unstead was yelling sonewhere in the hall. The other seven
scranbl ed off the table |like scalded dogs, all yelling and digging toward the
door, half of themdragging the other half. | was on nmy knees, clutching ny
eyes, waiting for the dynamite to explode, then | bolted for the other door
away fromthe mayhem | unlocked it, yanked it open, and the last tinme | saw

M ster he was twitching on one of our expensive Oriental rugs. Hi s hands were

| oose at his sides, nowhere near the red wre.

The hal lway was suddenly filled with SWAT guys, all clad in fierce-Iooking

hel mets and thick vests, dozens of them crouching and reaching. They were a

bl ur. They grabbed us and carried us through the reception area to the

el evat ors.

"Are you hurt?" they asked ne.

| didn't know. There was blood on ny face and shirt, and a sticky liquid that a
doctor l|ater described as cerebrospinal fluid.

Thr ee
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On the first floor, as far awmay from M ster as they could get, the famlies and
friends were waiting. Dozens of our associates and col | eagues were packed in the
of fices and hal l ways, waiting for our rescue. A |oud cheer went up when they saw
us.

Because | was covered with bl ood, they took ne to a snall gymin the basenent.

It was owned by our firmand virtually ignored by the | awers. W were too busy
to exercise, and anyone caught working out would al nost certainly be assigned
nore wor kK.

| was instantly surrounded by doctors, none of whom happened to be ny wife, Once
| convinced themthe bl ood was not mine, they relaxed and conducted a routine
exam Bl ood pressure was up, pulse was crazy. They gave nme a pill.

What | really wanted was a shower. They made ne lie on a table for ten mnutes
whil e they watched ny blood pressure. "Am| in shock?" | asked.

"Probably not."

| certainly felt like it. Where was Claire? For six hours | was held at

gunpoint, life hanging by a thread, and she couldn't be bothered to conme wait
with the rest of the famlies
The shower was |long and hot. | washed ny hair three tines with heavy shanpoo,

then | stood and dripped for an eternity. Tinme was frozen. Nothing mattered. |
was alive, breathing and steani ng

| changed into soneone else's clean gym cl ot hes, which were nmuch too big, and
went back to the table for another check of ny blood pressure. My secretary,

Polly, came in and gave ne a long hug. | needed it desperately. She had tears in
her eyes.

"Where's Claire?" | asked her

"On call. I'"ve tried calling the hospital."

Polly knew there wasn't nmuch |left of the marriage.

"Are you okay?" she asked.

"l think so."

| thanked the doctors and left the gym Rudolph nmet me in the hall and gave ne a
clunmsy enbrace. He used the word "congratulations,” as if | had acconpli shed
somet hi ng.

"No one expects you to work tonorrow," he said. Did he think a day off would
cure all ny probl ens?

"I haven't thought about tonorrow," | said.

"You need sone rest," he added, as if the doctors hadn't thought of this.

| wanted to speak to Barry Nuzzo, but ny fellow hostages had already left. No
one was injured, just a few rope burns on the wists.

Wth the carnage held to a mninmum and the good guys up and sniling, the
excitenment at Drake & Sweeney waned qui ckly. Mst of the | awers and staff had
waited nervously on the first floor, far away from M ster and his expl osi ves.
Polly had ny overcoat, and | put it on over the large sweat suit. My tassel ed

| oafers | ooked odd, but | didn't care. "There are sone reporters outside," Polly
said. Ah, yes, the nedia. What a story! Not just your garden-variety on-the-job
shooting, but a bunch of |awers held hostage by a street crazy.

But they didn't get their story, did they? The | awers escaped, the bad guy took
a bullet, the explosives fizzled when their ower hit the floor. Ch, what
coul d' ve been! A shot, then a bonb, a flash of white |ight as the w ndows
shattered, arms and legs landing in the street, all duly recorded live by
Channel Nine for the evening' s |ead story.

“I''"ll drive you hone," Polly said. "Follow nme." | was very thankful sonmeone was
telling me what to do. My thoughts were slow and cunbersone, one still-frane
after another, with no concept of plot or setting.

We left the ground floor through a service door. The night air was sharp and
cold, and | breathed its sweetness until mnmy lungs ached. As Polly ran to get her
car, | hid at the corner of the building and watched the circus out front. There
were police cars, anbul ances, television vans, even a fire truck. They were
packi ng and | eaving. One of the anmbul ances was parked with its rear to the
buil di ng, no doubt waiting to carry Mster to the norgue.

I"'malive! | amalive! | said this over and over, sniling for the first tine.
["malivel
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| closed ny eyes tightly and offered a short but sincere prayer of thanks.

The sounds began coming back. As we sat in silence, Polly behind the wheel,
driving slowy and waiting for ne to say something, | heard the piercing clap of
the sniper's rifle. Then the thud as it found its mark, and the stanpede as the
ot her hostages scranbl ed off the table and through the door

What had | seen? | had glanced at the table where the seven were staring
intently at the door, then back to Mster as he raised the gun and pointed it at
Urstead's head. | was directly behind hi mwhen he was hit. Wat stopped the
bullet fromleaving himand getting ne? Bullets go through walls and doors and
peopl e.

"He was not going to kill us," | said, barely |oud enough to be heard.

Polly was relieved to hear ny voice. "Wat was he doing then?"

"l don't know. "

"What did he want?"

"He never said. It's amazing how little was actually said. W sat for hours just
| ooki ng at each other."

"Whay wouldn't he talk to the police?"

"Who knows? That was his biggest nmistake. If he'd kept the phones open, |
coul d' ve convinced the cops that he was not going to kill us."

"You don't blane the cops, do you?"
"No. Remind me to wite themletters."
"Are you working tonorrow?"

“"What el se would | do tonorrow?"

"Just thought you m ght need a day off.
"I need a year off. One day won't help.
Qur apartment was the third floor of a rowhouse on P Street in Georgetown. Polly

stopped at the curb. | thanked her and got out, and | could tell fromthe dark
wi ndows that Claire was not hone.

* * %

| met Claire the week after | noved to D.C. | was just out of Yale with a great
job in arich firm a brilliant future like the other fifty rookies in ny class.

She was finishing her degree in political science at American University. Her
grandf at her was once the governor of Rhode I|Island, and her fanily has been well
connected for centuries.

Drake & Sweeney, like nost large firns, treats the first year as a boot canp. |
worked fifteen hours a day, six days a week, and on Sundays Claire and | would
have our weekly date. Sunday nights | was in the office. W thought that if we
got married, we would have nore tinme together. At |east we could share a bed,
but sl eep was about all we did.

The weddi ng was | arge, the honeynoon brief, and when the luster wore off | was
back at the office ninety hours a week. During the third nonth of our union, we
actually went eighteen days w thout sex. She counted.

She was a sport for the first few nonths, but she grew weary of bei ng negl ect ed.
| did not blane her, but young associates don't conplain in the hallowed offices
of Drake & Sweeney. Less than ten percent of each class will nmke partner, so
the conpetition is ruthless. The rewards are great, at least a nmillion bucks a
year. Billing lots of hours is nore inportant than a happy wife. Divorce is
common. | didn't dream of asking Rudol ph to Iighten ny | oad.

By the end of our first year together, Caire was very. unhappy and we had
started to quarrel

She decided to go to nmed school. Tired of sitting at home watching TV, she
figured she could becone as self-absorbed as | was. | thought it was a wonderful
idea. It took away nost of ny guilt.

After four years with the firm they started droppi ng hints about our chances of
nmaki ng partner. The hints were collected and conpared anong many of the
associates. It was generally felt that | was on the fast track to a partnership.
But | had to work even harder

Claire becane deternmined to spend nore time away fromthe apartnent than | did,
and so both of us slid into the silliness of extrenme workaholism W stopped
fighting and sinply drifted apart. She had her friends and interests, | had
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m ne. Fortunately, we did not nmake the mistake of reproducing.

I wish | had done things differently. W were in |ove once, and we let it get
away.

As | entered the dark apartment, | needed Claire for the first tinme in years.
You cone face to face with death and you need to talk about it. You need to be
needed, to be stroked, to be told that soneone cares.

| fixed a vodka with ice and sat on the sofa in the den. | fumed and pouted
because | was al one, then nmy thoughts switched to the six hours I'd spent with
M ster.

Two vodkas later, | heard her at the door. She unlocked it, and call ed,

"M chael . "

| didn't say a word because | was still pouting and fum ng. She wal ked into the

den, and stopped when she saw ne. "Are you all right?" she asked wi th genuine
concern.

"I'mfine," | said softly.

She dropped her bag and overcoat, and wal ked to the sofa, where she hovered over
nme

"Wher e have you been?" | asked.

"At the hospital."

"OF course." | took a long drink. "Look, |I've had a bad day."
"1 know all about it, Mchael."

"You do?"

"Of course | do."

"Then where the hell were you?"

"At the hospital."

"Ni ne of us held hostage for six hours by a crazy nman. Eight fanilies show up
because they're somewhat concerned. W get |ucky and escape, and | have to catch
a ride home with nmy secretary.”

“l couldn't be there.”

"OF course you couldn't. How thoughtl ess of ne."

She sat down in a chair next to
the sofa. W glared at each other. "They nade us stay at the hospital," she
began, very icy. "W knew about the hostage situation, and there was a chance
there could re been casualties. It's standard procedure in that situation--they
notify the hospitals, and everyone is placed on standby."
Another long drink as | tried to think of sonmething sharp to say.

"I couldn't help you at your office," she continued. "I was waiting at the
hospital ."

"Did you call?"

"I tried. The phone lines were jamed. | finally got a cop, and he hung up on

nme.
"I't was over two hours ago. Where have you been?"

"In OR. W lost alittle boy in surgery; he was hit by a car."

"I"'msorry," | said. | could never conprehend how doctors faced so nuch death
and pain. Mster was only the second corpse | had ever |l aid eyes on.

"I"'msorry too," she said, and with that she went to the kitchen and returned
with a glass of wine. We sat in the sem darkness for a while. Because we did not
practice conmmuni cation, it did not cone easy.

"Do you want to talk about it?" she asked.

"No. Not now." And | really didn't. The alcohol mxed with the pills, and ny

br eat hi ng becanme heavy. | thought of M ster, how cal mand peaceful he was, even
t hough he waved a gun and had dynamte strapped to his stomach. He was

t hor oughl y unnoved by | ong stretches of silence.

Sil ence was what | wanted. Tomorrow | would tal k.

Four
The chem cal s worked until four the next norning, when | awoke to the harsh
snell of Mster's sticky brain fluid weaving through ny nostrils. | was frantic
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for a monent in the darkness. | rubbed ny nose and eyes, and thrashed around the
sofa until | heard sonmeone nove. Claire was sleeping in a chair next to ne.
"I't's okay," she said softly, touching ny shoulder. "Just a bad dream"™

"Whul d you get ne sone water?" | said, and she went to the kitchen. W tal ked
for an hour. | told her everything | could renenber about the event. She sat
close to me, rubbing nmy knee, holding the glass of water, listening carefully.

W had talked so little in the past few years.

She had to make her rounds at seven, so we cooked breakfast together, waffles
and bacon. W ate at the kitchen counter with a small television in front of us.
The six o' clock news began with the hostage drama. There were shots of the
building during the crisis, the nob outside, sone of ny fellow captives
hurriedly leaving when it was over. At |east one of the helicopters we had heard
bel onged to the news station, and its canera had zoonmed down for a tight shot of
the wi ndow. Through it, Mster could be seen for a few seconds as he peeked out.
Hi s nanme was DeVon Hardy, age forty-five, a Vietnamvet with a short crimna
record. A nug shot froman arrest for burglary was put on the screen behind the
early norning newsperson. It |ooked nothing |ike Mster-no beard, no gl asses,
nmuch younger. He was described as honeless with a history of drug use. No notive
was known. No family had cone forward.

There were no conments fromour side, and the story fizzled.

The weat her was next. Heavy snow was expected to hit by late afternoon. It was
the twelfth day of February, and already a record had been set for snowfall
Claire drove ne to the office, where at six-forty |I was not surprised to see ny
Lexus parked anong several other inports. The | ot was never enpty. W had peopl e
who slept at the office.

| promsed to call her later in the norning, and we would try to have lunch at
the hospital. She wanted nme to take it easy, at least for a day or two.

What was | supposed to do? Lie on the sofa and take pills? The consensus seened
to be that | needed a day off, after which | guessed | would be expected to
return to ny duties at full throttle.

| said good norning to the two very alert security guards in the | obby. Three of
the four elevators were open, waiting, and | had a choice. | stepped onto the
one Mster and | had taken, and things slowed to a craw.

A hundred questions at once: Wiy had he picked our building? Qur firn? Were had
he been in the nonents before he entered the | obby? Where were the security
guards who usually loitered near the front? Wiy ne? Hundreds of |awers canme and
went all day |ong. Wiy the sixth floor?

And what was he after? | did not believe DeVon Hardy went to the troubl e of

wr appi ng hinself with explosives and risking his life, hunble as it was, to
chastise a bunch of wealthy |awers over their lack of generosity. He could' ve
found richer people. And perhaps greedi er ones.

Hi s question, "W are the evictors?" was never answered. But it wouldn't take

| ong.

The el evator stopped, and | stepped off, this time w thout anyone behind ne.
Madam Devi er was still asleep at that hour, sonewhere, and the sixth floor was
quiet. In front of her desk ! paused and stared at the two doors to the
conference room | slowy opened the nearest one, the one where Unstead stood
when the bullet shot over his head and into Mster's. | took a |ong breath and
flipped a light switch

Not hi ng had happened. The conference table and chairs were in perfect order. The
Oiental rug upon which Mster died had been replaced with an even prettier one.
A fresh coat of paint covered the walls. Even the bullet hole in the ceiling
above Rafter's spot was gone.

The powers that be at Drake & Sweeney had spent sone dough the previous night to
nmake sure the incident never occurred. The roomm ght attract a few of the
curious throughout the day, and there certainly could be nothing to gawk at. It
nm ght nmake fol ks neglect their work for a mnute or two. There sinply couldn't
be any trace of street trash in our pristine offices.

It was a col d-bl ooded cover-up, and, sadly, | understood the rational e behind
it. I was one of the rich white guys. Wat did | expect, a nenorial? A pile of

fl owers brought in by Mster's fellow street people?
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| didn't know what | expected. But the snell of fresh paint nade ne nauseous.

On ny desk every norning, in precisely the sane spot, were The Wall Street
Journal and The Washington Post. | used to know t he nane of the person who put
themthere, but it was long forgotten. On the front page of the Post's Metro
section, below the fold, was the sane nug shot of DeVon Hardy, and a | arge story
about yesterday's little crisis.

| read it quickly because | figured | knew nore details than any reporter. But |
| earned a few things. The red sticks were not dynamite. Mster had taken a
coupl e of broom handl es, sawed theminto little pieces, wapped the oni nous
silver tape around them and scared the living hell out of us. The gun was a .44
automati c, stolen.

Because it was the Post, the story dealt nore with DeVon Hardy than with his
victins, though, in all fairness, and nmuch to ny satisfaction, not a single word
had been uttered by anyone at Drake & Sweeney.

According to one Mordecai Green, Director of the 14th Street Legal dinic, DeVon
Hardy had worked for nany years as a janitor at the National Arboretum He'd
lost his job as a result of budget cutting. He had served a few nonths in jail
for burglary, then landed in the streets. He'd struggled with al cohol and drugs,
and was routinely picked up for shoplifting. Green's clinic had represented him
several times. If there was famly, his |awer knew nothing about it.

As to notive, Green had little to offer. He did say that DeVon Hardy had been
evicted recently froman ol d warehouse in which he had been squatting.

An eviction is a legal procedure, carried out by lawers. | had a pretty good

i dea whi ch one of the thousands of D.C. firnms had tossed Mster into the
streets.

The 14th Street Legal dinic was funded by a charity and worked only with the
honel ess, according to Green. "Back when we got federal noney, we had seven

| awyers. Now we're down to two," he said.

Not surprisingly, the Journal didn't nmention the story. Had any of the nine
corporate lawers in the nation's fifth-largest silk-stocking firmbeen killed
or even slightly wounded, it woul d' ve been on the front page.

Thank God it wasn't a bigger story. | was at ny desk, reading ny papers, in one
piece with lots of work to do. | could' ve been at the norgue al ongside M ster.

* % %

Polly arrived a few minutes before eight with a big snle and a pl ate of
honenade cooki es. She was not surprised to see ne at work.

In fact, all nine of the hostages punched in, nost ahead of schedule. It
woul d' ve been a glaring sign of weakness to stay hone with the wife and get
panper ed.

"Arthur's on the phone," Polly announced. Qur firmhad at |east ten Arthurs, but
only one prowed the halls without the need of a | ast nanme. Arthur Jacobs was the
senior partner, the CEQ, the driving force, a man we admnired and respected
greatly. If the firmhad a heart and soul, it was Arthur. In seven years, | had
spoken to himthree tines.

| told himl was fine. He conplinented nme on ny courage and grace under

pressure, and | alnost felt |like a hero. | wondered how he knew. He had probably
talked to Malanud first, and was working his way down the | adder. So the stories
woul d begin, then the jokes. Unstead and his porcelain vase would no doubt cause
nmuch hilarity.

Arthur wanted to neet with the ex-hostages at ten, in the conference room to
record our statenments on video.

"Why?" | asked.

"The boys in litigation think it's a good idea," he said, his voice razor-sharp

in spite of his eighty years. "His famly will probably sue the cops."

"OF course," | said.

"And they' Il probably name us as defendants. People will sue for anything, you
know. "

Thank goodness, | al nbst said. Wiere woul d we be without |awsuits?

| thanked himfor his concern, and he was gone, off to call the next hostage.
The parade started before nine, a steady stream of well-w shers and gossi pers
lingering by nmy office, deeply concerned about nme but al so desperate for the
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details. | had a pile of work to do, but | couldn't get to it. In the quiet
nonents between guests, | sat and stared at the row of files awaiting ny
attention, and I was nunb. My hands woul dn't reach.

It was not the sane. The work was not inportant, My desk was not |ife and death.
| had seen death, alnost felt it, and | was naive to think | could sinply shrug
it off and bounce back as if nothing had happened.

| thought about DeVon Hardy and his red sticks with the nulticolored wres
running in all directions. He'd spent hours building his toys and planning his
assault. He'd stolen a gun, found our firm nade a crucial nistake that cost him
his |ife, and no one, not one single person | worked with, gave a dann about

hi m

| finally left. The traffic was getting worse, and | was getting chatted up by
people | couldn't stand. Two reporters called. | told Polly | had sone errands
to run, and she rem nded me of the nmeeting with Arthur. | went to ny car,
started it and turned on the heater, and sat for a long tine debating whether to
participate in the reenactnment. If | missed it, Arthur would be upset. No one

nm sses a neeting with Arthur.

| drove away. It was a rare opportunity to do sonmething stupid. |I'd been
traumati zed. | had to leave. Arthur and the rest of the firmwould just have to
give me a break.

* * %

| drove in the general direction of Georgetown, but to no place in particular
The cl ouds were dark; people scurried along the sidewal ks; snow crews were
getting ready. | passed a beggar on M Street, and wondered if he knew DeVon
Hardy. Wiere do the street people go in a snowstorn?

| called the hospital and was infornmed that ny wife would be in energency
surgery for several hours. So nmuch for our romantic lunch in the hospital
cafeteri a.

| turned and went northeast, past Logan Circle, into the rougher sections of the
city until | found the 14th Street Legal dinic. Fourteenth at Q NW | parked
at the curb, certain | would never again see ny Lexus.

The clinic occupied half of a three-story red-brick Victorian mansion that had
seen better days. The wi ndows on the top floor were boarded with agi ng pl ywood.
Next door was a grungy Laundromat. The crack houses couldn't be far away.

The entrance was covered by a bright yellow canopy, and |I didn't know whether to
knock or to just barge in. The door wasn't | ocked, and | slowy turned the knob
and stepped into another world.

It was a law office of sorts, but a very different one fromthe narble and
mahogany of Drake & Sweeney. In the |arge room before ne there were four neta
desks, each covered with a suffocating collection of files stacked a foot high
More files were placed haphazardly on the worn carpet around the desks. The

wast ebaskets were filled, and wadded sheets of |egal paper had rolled off and
onto the floor. One wall was covered with file cabinets in a variety of colors.
The word processors and phones were ten years old. The wooden bookshel ves were
saggi ng. A large fading photograph of Martin Luther King hung crookedly on the
back wall. Several snaller offices branched off the front room

It was busy and dusty and | was fascinated with the place.

A fierce Hi spanic woman stopped typing after watching me for a nmonent. "You

| ooki ng for sonebody?" she asked. It was nore of a challenge than a request. A
receptioni st at Drake & Sweeney would be fired on the spot for such a greeting.
She was Sofia Mendoza, according to a nanmeplate tacked to the side of her desk
and | would soon learn that she was nore than a receptionist. A loud roar cane
fromone of the side roons, and startled ne w thout amazing Sofi a.

"I"'mlooking for Mordecai Green," | said politely, and at that nonent he

foll owed his roar and stonped out of his side office and into the main room The
fl oor shook with each step. he was yelling across the room for soneone naned

Abr aham

Sofia nodded at him then disnissed nme and returned to her typing. Green was a
huge bl ack man, at |east six-five with a wide frane that carried a | ot of
weight. He was in his early fifties, with a gray beard and round eyegl asses that
were framed in red. He took a |ook at me, said nothing, yelled again for Abraham
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whil e sauntering across the creaking floor. He disappeared into an office, then
energed seconds | ater without Abraham

Anot her |l ook at nme, then, "Can | help you?"

| wal ked forward and introduced nysel f.

"Nice to neet you," he said, but only because he had to. "What's on your m nd?"
"DeVon Hardy," | said.

He | ooked at me for a few seconds, then glanced at Sofia, who was | ost in her
wor k. He nodded toward his office, and | followed himinto a twel ve-by-twelve
roomw th no wi ndows and every square inch of available floor space covered with
manilla files and battered | aw books.

I handed hi m ny gol d- enbossed Drake & Sweeney card, which he studied with a deep
frowmn. Then he gave it back to nme, and said, "Slum umming, aren't you?"
"No," | said, taking the card

"What do you want ?"

"I come in peace. M. Hardy's bullet alnobst got ne."

“You were in the roomw th hin"

"Yep."

He took a deep breath and | ost the frown. He pointed to the only chair on ny
side. "Have a seat. But you might get dirty."

We both sat, ny knees touching his desk, ny hands thrust deep into the pockets
of nmy overcoat. A radiator rattled behind him W |ooked at each other, then

| ooked away. It was ny visit, | had to say sonmething. But he spoke first.
"Quess you had a bad day, huh?" he said, his raspy voice |ower and al nost
conpassi onat e.

"Not as bad as Hardy's. | saw your nane in the paper, that's why |I cane."

"I"m not sure what |'m supposed to do."

"Do you think the famly will sue? If so, then maybe | should | eave."

"There's no famly, not nmuch of a lawsuit. | could nmake sonme noise with it. |
figure the cop who shot himis white, so | could squeeze a few bucks out of the
city, probably get a nuisance settlenment. But that's not ny idea of fun." He
waved his hand over the desk. "God knows | got enough to do."

"I never saw the cop," | said, realizing it for the first tinme. "Forget about a
| awsuit."

I's that why you' re here?"
"I don't know why I'mhere. | went back to ny desk this nmorning |like nothing
happened, but | couldn't think straight. | took a drive. Here | am"

He shook his head slowy, as if he was trying to understand this. "You want sone
cof f ee?"

"No thanks. You knew M. Hardy pretty well."

"Yeah, DeVon was a regular."

"Where is he now?"

"Probably in the city norgue at D.C. Ceneral."

"If there's no famly, what happens to hinP"

"The city buries the unclained. On the books it's called a pauper's funeral.
There's a cenetery near RFK Stadi um where they pack 'emin. You' d be amazed at
the nunber of peopl e who die unclained. "

“I"'msure | would."

"In fact, you'd be amazed at every aspect of honeless life."

It was a soft jab, and | was not in the nood to spar. "Do you know if he had
Al DS?"

He cocked his head back, |ooked at the ceiling, and rattled that around for a
few seconds. "Wy?"

"I was standing behind him The back of his head was blown off. | got a face
full of blood. That's all."
Wth that, | crossed the line froma bad guy to just an average white guy.

"l don't think he had AIDS. "

"Do they check them when they die?"

"The honel ess?"

"Yes."

"Most of the tinme, yes. DeVon, though, died by other neans."
"Can you find out?"
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He shrugged and thawed sone nore. "Sure," he said reluctantly, and took his pen

fromhis pocket. "Is that why you're here? Wrried about Al DS?"
"I guess it's one reason. Wuldn't you be?"
"Sure."

Abraham stepped in, a small hyper man of about forty who had public interest

| awyer stanped all over him Jew sh, dark beard, horn-rimed gl asses, runpled
bl azer, winkled khakis, dirty sneakers, and the weighty aura of one trying to
save the world.

He did not acknow edge ne, and Green was not one for social graces. "They're
predicting a ton of snow," Geen said to him "W need to nmake sure every
possi bl e shelter is open.”

"I"'mworking on it," Abraham snapped, then abruptly left.

"I know you're busy," | said.

"I's that all you wanted? A blood check."

"Yeah, | guess. Any idea why he did it?"

He renoved his red glasses, wiped themwith a tissue, then rubbed his eyes. "He
was nmentally ill, like a lot of these people. You spend years on the streets,
soaked with booze, stoned on crack, sleeping in the cold, getting kicked around
by cops and punks, it makes you crazy. Plus, he had a bone to pick."

"The eviction."

"Yep. A few nonths ago, he noved i nto an abandoned war ehouse at the corner of
New York and Fl orida. Sonebody threw up sone plywood, chopped up the place, and
nmade little apartnents. Wasn't a bad place as far as honel ess fol k go--a roof,
sonme toilets, water. A hundred bucks a nonth, payable to an ex-pinp who fixed it
up and cl ainmed he owned it."

"Did he?"

"I think so." He pulled a thin file fromone of the stacks on his desk, and,
mracul ously, it happened to be the one he wanted. He studied its contents for a
nonent. "This is where it gets conplicated. The property was purchased | ast
nonth by a conpany called Ri verQOaks, sone big real estate outfit."

"And Ri ver Caks evicted everyone?"

"Yep."

"Odds are, then, that RiverCaks would be represented by ny firm™"

"Good odds, yes."

"Way is it conplicated?"

"I'"ve heard it secondhand that they got no notice before the eviction. The
people claimthey were paying rent to the pinp, and if so, then they were nore
than squatters. They were tenants, thus entitled to due process."

"Squatters get no notice?"

"None. And it happens all the tinme. Street folk will nove into an abandoned
bui l di ng, and nost of the time nothing happens. So they think they own it. The
owner, if he's inclined to show up, can toss 'emw thout notice. They have no
rights at all."

"How di d DeVon Hardy track down our firnP"

"Who knows? He wasn't stupid, though. Crazy, but not stupid."

"Do you know the pinp?"

"Yeah. Conpletely unreliable."

"Where did you say the warehouse was?"

"I't's gone now. They leveled it |ast week."

| had taken enough of his tine. He glanced at his watch, | glanced at mne. W
swapped phone nunbers and prom sed to keep in touch

Mordecai Green was a warm caring nman who | abored on the streets protecting
hordes of naneless clients. Hs view of the law required nore soul than |I could
ever nuster.

On ny way out, | ignored Sofia because she certainly ignored ne. My Lexus was
still parked at the curb, already covered with an inch of snow.

Fi ve

| drifted through the city as the snow fell. | couldn't recall the last tine |
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had driven the streets of D.C. without being late for a neeting. | was warm and
dry in ny heavy luxury car, and | sinply nmoved with the traffic. There was no
pl ace to go.

The office would be off-limts for a while, what with Arthur mad at nme; and |1'd
have to suffer through a hundred randomdrop-ins, all of which would start with
t he phony "How you doin'?"

My car phone rang. It was Polly, panicky. "Were are you?" she asked.

"Who wants to know?"

"A lot of people. Arthur for one. Rudol ph. Another reporter called. There are

sonme clients in need of advice. And Claire called fromthe hospital." "Wat does
she want ?"

"She's worried, |ike everybody else."

"I'mfine, Polly. Tell everybody I'mat the doctor's office."

"Are you?"

"No, but | could be. What did Arthur say?"

"He didn't call. Rudol ph did. They were waiting for you."

"Let 'emwait."

A pause, then a very slow "Ckay. Wien m ght you be dropping by?"

"Don't know. | guess whenever the doctor releases ne. Wiy don't you go hone;
we're inthe mddle of a storm ['ll call you tonmorrow." | hung up on her

The apartnent was a place | had rarely seen in the light of day, and | couldn't
stand the thought of sitting by the fire and watching it snow. If | went to a
bar, |1'd probably never | eave.

So | drove. | flowed with the traffic as the commuters began a hasty retreat
into the Maryland and Virgi nia suburbs, and | breezed al ong near-enpty streets
com ng back into the city. | found the cenetery near RFK where they buffed the
uncl ai med, and | passed the Methodist M ssion on Seventeenth where last night's
uneaten di nner originated. | drove through sections of the city |I had never been
near and probably woul d never see again.

By four, the city was enpty. The skies were darkening, the snow was quite heavy.
Several inches already covered the ground, and they were predicting a | ot nore.
O course, not even a snowstorm could shut down Drake & Sweeney. | knew | awyers
there who | oved midni ghts and Sundays because the phones didn't ring. A heavy
snow was a delightful respite fromthe grueling drudgery of nonstop neetings and
conference calls.

I was inforned by a security guard in the |obby that the secretaries and nost of

the staff had been sent hone at three. | took Mster's elevator again
In a neat row in the center of ny desk were a dozen pink phone nessages, none of
which interested ne. | went to nmy conputer and began searching our client index.

Ri ver Caks was a Del aware corporation, organized in 1977, headquartered in
Hagerstown, Maryland. It was privately held, thus little financial information
was avail able. The attorney was N. Braden Chance, a nane unknown to ne.

| looked himup in our vast database. Chance was a partner in our real estate

di vi sion, sonewhere down on the fourth floor. Age forty-four, married, |aw
school at Duke, undergrad at Gettysburg, an inpressive but thoroughly

predi ctabl e resungé

Wth eight hundred | awers threatening and suing daily, our firmhad over
thirty-six thousand active files. To nmake sure our office in New York didn't sue
one of our clients in Chicago, each new file was entered i mediately into our
data system Every |l awyer, secretary, and paral egal at Drake & Sweeney had a PC
and thus instant access to general infornmation about all fles. If one of our
probate attorneys in Pal m Beach handled the estate of a rich client, | could, if
| were so inclined, punch a few keys and | earn the basics of our representation.
There were forty-two files for RiverCaks, alnost all of themreal estate
transactions in which the conpany had purchased property. Chance was the
attorney of record on every file. Four were eviction actions, three of which
took place |ast year. The first phase of the search was easy.

On January 31, RiverQOaks purchased property on Florida Avenue. The seller was
TAG Inc. On February 4, our client evicted a nunber of squatters from an
abandoned war ehouse on the property--one of whom | now knew, was M ster DeVon
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Hardy, who took the eviction personally and sonehow tracked down the | awers.

| copied the file name and nunber, and strolled to the fourth floor

No one joined a large firmwi th the goal of becomng a real estate |lawer. There
were far nore gl anobrous arenas in which to establish reputations. Litigation was

the all-tinme favorite, and the litigators were still the nost revered of al
God's lawers, at least within the firm A few of the corporate fields attracted
top talent --nergers and acquisitions was still hot, securities was an old

favorite. My field, antitrust, was highly regarded. Tax | aw was horribly

compl ex, but its practitioners were greatly adnired. Governnmental relations

(1 obbyi ng) was repul sive but paid so well that every D.C. firmhad entire w ngs
of |l awyers greasing the skids.

But no one set out to be a real estate lawer. | didn't know how it happened.
They kept to thensel ves, no doubt reading fine print in nortgage docunents, and
were treated as slightly inferior lawers by the rest of the firm

* * %

At Drake & Sweeney, each |lawer kept his current files in his office, often
under |ock and key. Only the retired files were accessible by the rest of the
firm No | awyer could be conpelled to show a file to another |awer, unless
requested by a senior partner or a nenber of the firm s executive conmittee.

The eviction file | wanted was still |listed as current, and after the M ster

epi sode | was certain it was well protected.

| saw a paral egal scanning blueprints at a desk next to a secretarial pool, and
| asked himwhere | might find the office of Braden Chance. He nodded to an open
door across the hall.

To ny surprise, Chance was at his desk, projecting the appearance of a very busy
| awyer. He was perturbed by my intrusion, and rightfully so. Proper protocol

woul d have been for nme to call ahead and set up a neeting. | wasn't worried
about protocol.
He didn't ask me to sit. | did so anyway, and that didn't help his nood.

"You were one of the hostages,
"Yes, | was."

"Must' re been awful . "

"It's over. The guy with the gun, the late M. Hardy, was evicted froma

war ehouse on February 4. Was it one of our evictions?"

"I't was," he snapped. Because of his defensiveness, | guessed the file had been
pi cked through during the day. He'd probably reviewed it thoroughly with Arthur
and the brass. "What about it?"

"WAs he a squatter?"

"Damed sure was. They're all squatters. Qur client is trying to clean up sone
of that ness.”

"Are you sure he was a squatter?"

His chin dropped and his eyes turned red. Then he took a breath. "Wat are you
after?"

"Could | see the file?"

"No. It's none of your business."

"Maybe it is."

"Who is your supervising partner?" He yanked out his pen as if to take down the
nane of the person who would reprinand nme. "Rudol ph Mayes."

He wote in large strokes. "lI'mvery busy," he said. "Wuld you pl ease | eave?"
"Way can't | see the file?"

"Because it's mne, and | said no. How s that?"

"Maybe that's not good enough.”

"I't's good enough for you. Why don't you |l eave?" He stood, his hand shaking as
he pointed to the door. | smled at himand | eft.

The paral egal heard everything, and we exchanged puzzled | ooks as | passed his
desk. "What an ass," he said very quietly, alnost nouthing the words.

| smiled again and nodded ny agreenent. An ass and a fool. |If Chance had been
pl easant and expl ained that Arthur or sone other honcho from above had ordered
the file sealed, then | wouldn't have been as suspicious. But it was obvious
there was sonething in the file.

Getting it would be the chall enge.

he said irritably when he nmade the connection
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* * %

Wth all the cell phones Claire and | owned--pocket, purse, and car, not to
nmention a coupl e of pagers--conmruni cation should ve been a sinple natter. But
not hing was sinple with our marriage. W hooked up around ni ne. She was
exhausted from anot her one of her days, which were inevitably nore fatiguing
than anything | could possibly have done. It was a gane we shanel essly

pl ayed--ny job is nore inportant because |I'm a doctor/| awer.

| was tiring of the ganmes. | could tell she was pleased that nmy brush with death
had produced aftershocks, that I'd left the office to wander the streets. No
doubt her day had been far nore productive than nine

Her goal was to becone the greatest fenale neurosurgeon in the country, a brain
surgeon even males would turn to when all hope was lost. She was a brilliant
student, fiercely determined, blessed with enornmous stamina. She would bury the
men, just as she was slowy burying ne, a well-seasoned marathon man fromthe
hal Il s of Drake & Sweeney. The race was getting ol d.

She drove a M ata sports car, no four-wheel drive, and | was worried about her
in the bad weather. She would be through in an hour, and it would take that |ong
for me to drive to Georgetown Hospital. | would pick her up there, and we woul d
try to find a restaurant. If not, it would be Chinese carry-out, our standard
fare.

| began arrangi ng papers and objects on ny desk, careful to ignore the neat row
of nmy ten nost current files. | kept only ten on ny desk, a nmethod I'd | earned
from Rudol ph, and | spent tine with each file every day. Billing was a factor
My top ten invariably included the wealthiest clients, regardl ess of how
pressing their | egal problens. Another trick from Rudol ph

| was expected to bill twenty-five hundred hours a year. That's fifty hours a
week, fifty weeks a year. My average billing rate was three hundred dollars an
hour, so | would gross for ny beloved firma total of seven hundred and fifty
thousand dollars. They paid ne a hundred and twenty thousand of this, plus
another thirty for benefits, and assigned two hundred thousand to overhead. The
partners kept the rest, divided annually by some horrendously conplex formula
that usually caused fistfights.

It was rare for one of our partners to earn less than a mllion a year, and sone
earned over two. And once | becane a partner, | would be a partner for life. So
if | made it when | was thirty-five, which happened to be the fast track | was
on, then | could expect thirty years of glorious earnings and i nmense wealth.
That was the dreamthat kept us at our desks at all hours of the day and night.
| was scribbling these nunbers, sonething | did all the tinme and sonething |
suspect every lawyer in our firmdid, when the phone rang. It was Mbrdecai

G een.

"M. Brock," he said politely, his voice clearly audi ble but conpeting with a
din in the background.

"Yes. Please call nme Mchael."

"Very well. Look, |I made sone calls, and you have nothing to worry about. The
bl ood test was negative."
"Thank you."

"Don't mention it."

"Just thought you'd want to know as soon as possible."

"Thanks," | said again, as the racket rose behind him "Were are you?"

"At a honeless shelter. A big shnow brings 'emin faster than we can feed them
so it takes all of us to keep up. Gotta run."

* * %

The desk was ol d mahogany, the rug was Persian, the chairs were a rich crinson
| eat her, the technol ogy was state-of-the-art, and as | studied ny finely

appoi nted office, | wondered, for the first tine in many years there, how nmuch
all of it cost. Wren't we just chasing noney? Wiy did we work so hard; to buy a
richer rug, an ol der desk?

There in the warnth and cozi ness of ny beautiful room | thought of Mordecai
Green, who at that nonment was volunteering his tinme in a busy shelter, serving
food to the cold and hungry, no doubt with a warmsnile and a pl easant word.
Bot h of us had | aw degrees, both of us had passed the sanme bar exam both of us
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were fluent in the tongue of |egal ese. W were kindred to sone degree. | hel ped
nmy clients swallow up conpetitors so they could add nore zeros to the bottom
line, and for this | would becorme rich. He helped his clients eat and find a
war m bed.

| 1 ooked at the scratchings on ny |egal pad--the earnings and the years and the
path to wealth--and | was saddened by them Such bl atant and unashaned greed.
The phone startled ne.

"Wy are you at the office?" Claire asked, each word spoken slowly because each
word was covered with ice.

| looked in disbelief at my watch. "I, uh, well, a client called fromthe Wst
Coast. It's not snowi ng out there."

| think it was a lie |I'd used before. It didn't matter.

"I amwaiting, Mchael. Should I wal k?"

"No. I'lIl be there as fast as | can."

I'd kept her waiting before. It was part of the game--we were nuch too busy to
be pronpt.

| ran fromthe building, into the storm not really too concerned that another
ni ght had been rui ned.

Si x

The snow had finally stopped. Claire and | sipped our coffee by the kitchen
wi ndow. | was reading the paper by the light of a brilliant norning sun. They
had nanaged to keep National Airport open

"Let's go to Florida," | said. "Now "

She gave nme a withering | ook. "Florida?"

"Ckay, the Bahamas. W can be there by early afternoon.”

"There's no way."

"Sure there is. I"'mnot going to work for a few days, and--"

"Way not ?"

"Because |'mcracking up, and around the firmif you crack up, then you get a
few days off."

"You are cracking up."

"I know. It's kinda dim really. People give you space, treat you with vel vet
gl oves, kiss your ass. Mght as well make the nost of it." The tight face
returned, and she said, "I can't." And that was the end of that. It was a whim
and | knew she had too nmany obligations. It was a cruel thing to do, | decided
as | returned to the paper, but | didn't feel bad about it. She wouldn't have
gone with ne under any circunstances.

She was suddenly in a hurry--appointnments, classes, rounds, the life of an
anbi ti ous young surgical resident. She showered and changed and was ready to go.
| drove her to the hospital

W didn't talk as we inched through the snowfilled streets.

"I"'mgoing to Menphis for a couple of days," | said matter-of-factly when we
arrived at the hospital entrance on Reservoir Street.

"Ch really," she said,

with no discernible reaction. "I need to see ny parents. It's been al nost a
year. | figure this is a good tine. | don't do well in snow, and |'mnot in the
nood for work. Cracking up, you know. "

"Well, call ne," she said, opening her door. Then she shut it--no kiss, no
good- bye, no concern. | watched her hurry down the sidewal k and di sappear into
the buil di ng.

It was over. And | hated to tell my nother.

My parents were in their early sixties, both healthy and trying ganely to enjoy
forced retirenent. Dad was an airline pilot for thirty years. Mom had been a
bank manager. They worked hard, saved well, and provided a confortable
upper-m ddl e-cl ass hone for us. My two brothers and | had the best private
school s we could get into.

They were solid people, conservative, patriotic, free of bad habits, fiercely
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devoted to each other. They went to church on Sundays, the parade on July the
Fourth, Rotary Club once a week, and they travel ed whenever they want ed.

They were still grieving over ny brother Warner's divorce three years earlier

He was an attorney in Atlanta who married his coll ege sweetheart, a Menphis girl
froma fanmily we knew. After two kids, the nmarriage went sour. His w fe got
custody and noved to Portland. My parents got to see the grandkids once a year,
if all went well. It was a subject | never brought up

| rented a car at the Menphis airport and drove east into the sprawl i ng suburbs
where the white people lived. The blacks had the city; the whites, the suburbs.
Soneti mes the bl acks woul d nove into a subdivision, and the whites would nove to
anot her one, farther away. Menphis crept eastward, the races running from each
ot her.

My parents lived on a golf course, in a new gl ass house designed so that every
wi ndow over |l ooked a fairway. | hated the house because the fairway was al ways
busy. | didn't express ny opinions, though.

| had called fromthe airport, so Mother was waiting with great anticipation
when | arrived. Dad was on the back nine sonmewhere.

"You look tired," she said after the hug and kiss. It was her standard greeting.
"Thanks, Mom You |ook great." And she did. Slender and bronze fromher daily
tennis and tanning regimen at the country cl ub.

She fixed iced tea and we drank it on the patio, where we watched other retirees
fly down the fairway in their golf carts.

"What's wrong?" she said before a minute passed, before | took the first sip.
"Nothing. I'mfine."

"Where's Claire? You guys never call us, you know. | haven't heard her voice in
two nonths. "

"Claire's fine, Mom W' re both alive and healthy and working very hard."

"Are you spendi ng enough tine together?"

"No. "

"Are you spending any tinme together?"

"“Not nuch."

She frowned and rolled her eyes with notherly concern. "Are you having troubl e?"
she asked, on the attack.

"Yes."

"I knewit. |I knewit. | could tell by your voice on the phone that sonething
was wong. Surely you're not headed for a divorce too. Have you tried
counsel i ng?"

"No. Sl ow down."

"Then why not? She's a wonderful person, Mchael. Gve the narriage everything
you have."

"We're trying, Mother. But it's difficult."

"Affairs? Drugs? Al cohol ? Ganbling? Any of the bad things?"

"No. Just two people going their separate ways. | work eighty hours a week. She
wor ks the other eighty."

"Then sl ow down. Money isn't everything.
saw wetness in her eyes.

"I"'msorry, Mom At |east we don't have kids."

She bit her |ip and tried to be strong, but she was dying inside. And | knew
exactly what she was thinking: two down, one to go. She would take ny divorce as
a personal failure, the sanme way she broke down with my brother's. She would
find sone way to blanme herself. | didn't want the pity. To nove things along to
nore interesting natters, | told her the story of Mster, and, for her benefit,
downpl ayed the danger |'d been in. If the story nade the Menphis paper, ny
parents had mssed it.

"Are you all right?" she asked, horrifi ed.

Her voice broke just alittle, and |

"Of course. The bullet mssed nme. |'mhere."
"Ch, thank God. | nean, well, enotionally are you all right?"
"Yes, Mother, I'"'mall together. No broken pieces. The firmwanted ne to take a

coupl e of days off, so | cane hone."
"You poor thing. Claire, and now this."
"I'mfine. W had a lot of snow last night, and it was a good tinme to | eave."

file://ID|/e-books/John Grisham - The Street Lawyer.txt (22 of 147) [7/13/2001 6:16:18 PM]



file:///D|/e-books/John Grisham - The Street Lawyer.txt

"Is Claire safe?"

"As safe as anybody in Washington. She lives at the hospital, probably the
snartest place to be in that city."

"I worry about you so nmuch. | see the crime statistics, you know. It's a very
dangerous city."

"Al nost as dangerous as Menphis."

We wat ched a ball |and near the patio, and waited for its owner to appear. A
stout lady rolled out of a golf cart, hovered over the ball for a second, then
shanked it badly.

Mot her left to get nore tea, and to w pe her eyes.

| don't know which of my parents got the worst end of nmy visit. My nother wanted
strong famlies with |lots of grandchildren. My father wanted his boys to nove
qui ckly up the | adder and enjoy the rewards of our hard-earned success.

Late that afternoon ny dad and | did nine holes. He played; | drank beer and
drove the cart. Golf had yet to work its magic on ne. Two cold ones and | was
ready to talk. | had repeated the Mster tale over lunch, so he figured | was
just loafing for a couple of days, collecting nyself before | roared back into
t he arena.

"I"'magetting kind of sick of the big firm Dad," | said as we sat by the third
tee, waiting for the foursonme ahead to clear. | was nervous, and nmy nervousness
irritated ne greatly. It was ny life, not his.

"What' s that supposed to nean?"

"Means |'mtired of what |I'm doing."

"Wel cone to the real world. You think the guy working a drill press in a factory
doesn't get tired of what he's doing? At |least you're getting rich."

So he took round one, alnobst by a knockout. Two holes later, as we stonped
through the rough | ooking for his ball, he said, "Are you changi ng jobs?"

"Thi nki ng about it."

"Where are you goi ng?"

"I don't know. It's too early. | haven't been |ooking for another position."
"Then how do you know the grass is greener if you haven't been | ooking?" He

pi cked up his ball and wal ked of f.

| drove alone on the narrow paved trail while he stal ked down the fairway
chasing his shot, and | wondered why that gray-haired man out there scared ne so
nmuch. He had pushed all of his sons to set goals, work hard, strive to be Big
Men, with everything ained at nmaking |l ots of noney and living the Anmerican
dream He had certainly paid for anything we needed.

Like nmy brothers, | was not born with a social conscience. W gave offerings to
the church because the Bible strongly suggests it. W paid taxes to the
governnent because the law requires it. Surely, sonewhere in the nidst of al
this giving some good would be done, and we had a hand in it. Politics bel onged
to those willing to play that gane, and besides, there was no noney to be made
by honest people. W were taught to be productive, and the nbre success we
attai ned, the nore society would benefit, in sonme way. Set goals, work hard,
play fair, achieve prosperity.

He doubl e-bogeyed the fifth hole, and was blaming it on his putter when he

clinbed into the cart. "Maybe |I'mnot | ooking for greener pastures,”" | said.
"Way don't you just go ahead and say what you're trying to say?" he said. As
usual, | felt weak for not facing the issue boldly.

"“I'"'m thinking about public interest |aw."

"What the hell is that?"

"I't's when you work for the good of society wthout nmaking a | ot of noney."
"What are you, a Denocrat now? You've been in Washington too |ong."

"There are lots of Republicans in Washington. In fact, they've taken over."
We rode to the next tee in silence. He was a good golfer, but his shots were
getting worse. |'d broken his concentration.

St onpi ng through the rough again, he said, "So some wi ho gets his head bl own off
and you gotta change society. |Is that it?"

"He wasn't a wino. He fought in Vietnam"

Dad flew B-52's in the early years of Vietnam and this stopped himcold. But
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only for a second. He wasn't about to yield an inch. "One of those, huh?"

| didn't respond. The ball was hopelessly lost, and he wasn't really | ooking. He
flipped another onto the fairway, hooked it badly, and away we went.

"I hate to see you blow a good career, son," he said. "You' ve worked too hard.
You'll be a partner in a few years."

"Maybe. "

"You need sone tinme off, that's all."

That seenmed to be everybody's renedy.

| took themto dinner at a nice restaurant. W worked hard to avoid the topics
of Claire, ny career, and the grandkids they sel dom saw. W tal ked about old
friends and ol d nei ghborhoods. | caught up on the gossip, none of which
interested ne in the | east.

| left themat noon on Friday, four hours before ny flight, and | headed back to
nmy nuddled Iife in D.C

Seven

O course, the apartnent was enpty when | returned Friday night, but with a new
twist. There was a note on the kitchen counter. Followi ng ny cue, Caire had
gone home to Providence for a couple of days. No reason was given. She asked ne
to phone when | got hone.

| called her parents' and interrupted dinner. | |abored through a five-mnute
chat in which it was determ ned that both of us were indeed fine, Menphis was
fine and so was Providence, the famlies were fine, and she would return
soneti me Sunday afternoon

I hung up, fixed coffee, and drank a cup staring out the bedroom w ndow,

wat ching the traffic crawl along P Street, still covered with snow. |f any of
the snow had nelted, it wasn't obvi ous.

| suspected Claire was telling her parents the sane dismal story | had burdened
nmnne with. It was sad and odd and yet sonehow not surprising that we were being
honest with our famlies before we faced the truth ourselves. | was tired of it
and determ ned that one day very soon, perhaps as early as Sunday, we would sit
somewhere, probably at the kitchen table, and confront reality. W would | ay
bare our feelings and fears and, | was quite sure, start planning our separate
futures. | knew she wanted out, | just didn't know how badly.

| practiced the words | would say to her out |loud until they sounded convinci ng,
then I went for a long walk. It was ten degrees with a sharp wind, and the chil
cut through ny trench coat. | passed the handsone hones and cozy rowhouses,
where | saw real famlies eating and | aughing and enjoying the warnth, and noved
onto M Street, where throngs of those suffering fromcabin fever filled the

si dewal ks. Even a freezing Friday night on Mwas never dull; the bars were
packed, the restaurants had waiting lines, the coffee shops were fill ed.

| stood at the window of a nusic club, listening to the blues with snow packed
around ny ankl es, watching the young couples drink and dance. For the first tine
innm life, | felt |ike something other than a young person. | was thirty-two,
but in the | ast seven years | had worked nore than nost people do in twenty.

was tired, not old but bearing down hard on middle age, and | adnitted that |
was no | onger fresh fromcollege. Those pretty girls in there woul d never | ook
twi ce at nme now.

| was frozen, and it was snow ng again. | bought a sandw ch, stuffed it into a
pocket, and sl ogged ny way back to the apartnent. | fixed a strong drink, and a
snmall fire, and | ate in the senidarkness, very nuch al one.

In the old days, Caire's absence for the weekend woul d have given ne guilt-free
grounds to live at the office. Sitting by the fire, | was repul sed by that

t hought. Drake & Sweeney woul d be standing proudly long after | was gone, and
the clients and their problens, which had seened so crucial, would be tended to
by ot her squads of young | awers. My departure would be a slight bunmp in the
road for the firm scarcely noticeable. My office would be taken mnutes after
wal ked out .
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At sone tinme after nine, the phone rang, jolting ne froma |ong, sonber
daydream It was Mordecai Green, speaking loudly into a cell phone. "Are you
busy?" he asked.

"Uh, not exactly. What's going on?"

"I't's cold as hell, snowi ng again, and we're short on manpower. Do you have a
few hours to spare?”
"To do what ?"

"To work. We really need able bodi es down here. The shelters and soup kitchens
are packed, and we don't have enough vol unteers."

"I"'mnot sure I'mqualified."

"Can you spread peanut butter on bread?"

"l think so."

"Then you're qualified."

"COkay, where do | go?"

"We're ten blocks or so fromthe office. At the intersection of Thirteenth and
Euclid, you'll see a yellow church on your right. Ebenezer Christian Fell owship.
W're in the basenent.”

| scribbled this down, each word getting shakier because Myrdecai was calling ne
into a conbat zone. | wanted to ask if | should pack a gun. | wondered if he
carried one. But he was black, and | wasn't. Wat about ny car, ny prized Lexus?
"Got that?" he growl ed after a pause.

"Yeah. Be there in twenty minutes," | said bravely, ny heart already poundi ng.

| changed into jeans, a sweatshirt, and designer hiking boots. | took the credit
cards and nost of the cash out of nmy wallet. In the top of a closet, |I found an
ol d wool -1ined denimjacket, stained with coffee and paint, a relic fromlaw
school, and as | nodeled it in the nmrror | hoped it made ne | ook non-affl uent.
It did not. If a young actor wore it on the cover of Vanity Fair, a trend woul d
start inmediately.

| desperately wanted a bull et proof vest. | was scared, but as | |ocked the door
and stepped into the snow, | was al so strangely excited.

The drive-by shootings and gang attacks | had expected did not materialize. The
weat her kept the streets enpty and safe, for the nonent. | found the church and

parked in a lot across the street. It |ooked Iike a snall cathedral, at |east a
hundred years old and no doubt abandoned by its original congregation

Around a corner | saw sone nmen huddl ed together, waiting by a door. | brushed
past themas if | knew exactly where | was going, and | entered the world of the
horel ess.

As badly as | wanted to barge ahead, to pretend | had seen this before and had
work to do, | couldn't nove. | gawked in amazenent at the sheer nunber of poor
peopl e stuffed into the basenment. Sone were lying on the floor, trying to sleep
Some were sitting in groups, talking in | ow tones. Sonme were eating at |ong
tabl es and others in their folding chairs. Every square inch along the walls was
covered with people sitting with their backs to the cinder blocks. Small
children cried and played as their nothers tried to keep themclose. Wnos |ay
rigid, snoring through it all. Volunteers passed out blankets and wal ked anobng
the throng, handi ng out apples.

The kitchen was at one end, bustling with action as food was prepared and
served. | could see Mordecai in the background, pouring fruit juice into paper
cups, talking incessantly. Aline waited patiently at the serving tables.

The room was warm and the odors and aromas and the gas heat nmixed to create a
thick snell that was not unpleasant. A honel ess man, bundl ed up nuch like

M ster, bunped into ne and it was tine to nove

| went straight to Mordecai, who was delighted to see ne. W shook hands |ike
old friends, and he introduced ne to two vol unteers whose nanes | never heard.
"It's crazy," he said. "A big snhnow, a cold snap, and we work all night. Gab
that bread over there." He pointed to a tray of sliced white bread. | took it
and followed himto a table.

"It's real conplicated. You got bol ogna here, nustard and mayo there. Half the
sandwi ches get nustard, half get nayo, one slice of bologna, two slices of
bread. Do a dozen with peanut butter every now and then. Got it?"
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"Yeah. "

"You catch on quick." He slapped ne on the shoul der and di sappeared.

| hurriedly made ten sandwi ches, and declared nyself to be proficient. Then |

sl owed, and began to watch the people as they waited in line, their eyes
downcast but always gl ancing at the food ahead. They were handed a paper plate,
a plastic bowl and spoon, and a napkin. As they shuffled along, the bow was
filled with soup, half a sandwi ch was placed on the plate, then an apple and a
snmal | cookie were added. A cup of apple juice was waiting at the end.

Most of them said a quiet "Thanks" to the volunteer handing out the juice, then
they noved away, gingerly holding the plate and bow. Even the children were
still and careful with their food.

Most seened to eat slowy, savoring the warnth and feel of food in their nouths,
the aroma in their faces. thers ate as fast as possible.

Next to ne was a gas stove with four burners, each with a | arge pot of soup
cooki ng away. On the other side of it, a table was covered with celery, carrots,
oni ons, tonatoes, and whol e chickens. A volunteer with a large knife was
choppi ng and dicing with a vengeance. Two nore vol unteers manned the stove.
Several hauled the food to the serving tables. For the nonent, | was the only
sandwi ch man

"W need nore peanut butter sandw ches," Mrdecai announced as he returned to
the kitchen. He reached under the table and grabbed a two-gallon jug of generic
peanut butter. "Can you handle it?"

"I'"'man expert," | said.
He watched me work. The line was nmonmentarily short; he wanted to talKk.
"I thought you were a lawer," | said, spreading peanut butter.

"I'"'ma human first, then a lawer. It's possible to be both--not quite so nmuch
on the spread there. W have to be efficient.”

“"Where does the food conme fronf"

"Food bank. It's all donated. Tonight we're |ucky because we have chicken
That's a delicacy. Usually it's just vegetables."

"This bread is not too fresh."

"Yes, but it's free. Cones froma | arge bakery, their day-old stuff. You can
have a sandwich if you |ike."

"Thanks. | just had one. Do you eat here?"

"Rarely." Fromthe | ooks of his girth, Mrdecai had not maintained a diet of
veget abl e soup and apples. He sat on the edge of the table and studied the

crowd. "Is this your first trip to a shelter?"
mn Yep' n

“"What's the first word that conmes to m nd?"
"Hopel ess. "

"That's predictable. But you'll get over it.
"How many people live here?"

"None. This is just an energency shelter. The kitchen is open every day for

l unch and dinner, but it's not technically a shelter. The church is kind enough
to open its doors when the weather is bad."

| tried to understand this. "Then where do these people |ive?"

"Sonme are squatters. They live in abandoned buil dings, and they're the |ucky
ones. Sone live on the streets; some in parks; some in bus stations; some under
bridges. They can survive there as long as the weather is tol erable. Tonight
they would freeze."

"Then where are the shelters?”

"Scattered about. There are about twenty--half privately funded, the other half
run by the city, which, thanks to the new budget, will soon close two of them"
"How many beds?"

"Five thousand, give or take."

"How many honel ess?"

"That's always a good question because they're not the easiest group to count.
Ten thousand is a good guess."

"Ten thousand?"

"Yep, and that's just the people on the street. There are probably another
twenty thousand living with famlies and friends, a nonth or two away from
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horel essness. "

"So there are at |l east five thousand people on the streets?" | said, ny

di sbel i ef obvi ous.

"At least."

A vol unt eer asked for sandw ches. Mrdecai hel ped nme, and we nmade anot her dozen.
Then we stopped and wat ched the crowd agai n. The door opened, and a young not her
entered slowy, holding a baby and foll owed by three small children, one of whom
wore a pair of shorts and ni smatched socks, no shoes. A towel was draped over
its shoulders. The other two at |east had shoes, but little clothing. The baby
appeared to be asl eep

The not her seened dazed, and once inside the basement was uncertain where to go
next. There was not a spot at a table. She led her fanily toward the food, and
two smling volunteers stepped forward to help. One parked themin a corner near
the kitchen and began serving them food, while the other covered themwith

bl anket s.

Mordecai and | watched the scene develop. | tried not to stare, but who cared?
"What happens to her when the stormis over?" | asked.

"Who knows? Why don't you ask her?"

That put ne on the spot. | was not ready to get ny hands dirty.

"Are you active in the D.C. bar association?" he asked.

"Somewhat . Why?"

"Just curious. The bar does a |lot of pro bono work with the honel ess.”

He was fishing, and | wasn't about to get caught. "I work on death penalty
cases," | said proudly, and sonmewhat truthfully. Four years earlier, | had

hel ped one of our partners wite a brief for an inmate in Texas. My firm
preached pro bono to all its associates, but the free work had damed wel |
better not interfere with the billings.

We kept watching the nother and her four children. The two toddlers ate their
cookies first while the soup was cooling. The nother was either stoned or in
shock.

"I's there a place she can go to right now and |ive?" | asked.

"Probably not," Mrdecai answered nonchalantly, his large feet swinging fromthe
edge of the table. "As of yesterday, the waiting list for energency shelter had
five hundred nanes on it."

"For energency shelter?"

"Yep. There's one hypotherm a shelter the city graciously opens when the
tenperature drops bel ow freezing. That night be her only chance, but |I'msure
it's packed tonight. The city is then kind enough to close the shelter when
things thaw.'

The sous-chef had to | eave, and since | was the nearest volunteer who wasn't
busy at the nonment, | was pressed into duty. Wile Mrdecai nade sandw ches,
chopped celery, carrots, and onions for an hour, all under the careful eye of

M ss Dol ly, one of the founding nmenbers of the church, who'd been in charge of
feeding the honel ess for eleven years now. It was her kitchen. | was honored to
be init, and | was told at one point that my chunks of celery were too |arge.
They qui ckly becanme smaller. Her apron was white and spotless, and she took
enornous pride in her work.

"Do you ever get used to seeing these people?" | asked her at one point. W were
standing in front of the stove, distracted by an argunent in the back somewhere.
Mordecai and the ninister intervened and peace prevail ed.

"Never, honey," she said, w ping her hands on a towel. "It still breaks ny
heart. But in Proverbs it says, 'Happy is the man who feeds the poor.' That
keeps ne going."

She turned and gently stirred the soup. "Chicken's ready," she said in ny

di rection.

“"What does that nmean?”

"Means you take the chicken off the stove, pour the broth into that pot, let the
chi cken cool, then bone it."

There was an art to boning, especially using Mss Dolly's nethod. My fingers
were hot and practically blistered when | finished.
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Ei ght

Mordecai led me up a dark stairway to the foyer. "Watch your step," he said,

al rost in a whisper, as we pushed through a set of swi nging doors into the
sanctuary. It was dim because people were trying to sleep everywhere. They were
spraw ed on the pews, snoring. They were squirm ng under the pews, nothers
trying to make children be still. They were huddled in the aisles, leaving a
narrow path for us as we worked our way toward the pulpit. The choir |oft was
filled with themtoo.

"Not many churches will do this," he whispered as we stood near the altar table
and surveyed the rows of pews.
| could understand their reluctance. "Wat happens Sunday?" | whispered back.

"Depends on the weather. The Reverend is one of us. He has, on occasion
cancel ed worship instead of running themout."

| was not sure what "one of us" neant, but | didn't feel |ike a nenber of the
club. | heard the ceiling creak, and realized that there was a U shaped bal cony
above us. | squinted and slowy focused on anot her mass of hunanity |layered in
the rows of seats up there. Mrdecai was | ooking too.

"How many people . . ." | nunbled, unable to finish the thought.

"W don't count. We just feed and shelter."

A gust of wind hit the side of the building and rattled the wi ndows. It was
consi derably colder in the sanctuary than in the basenent. W tiptoed over
bodi es and | eft through a door by the organ.

It was al nost el even. The basenent was still crowded, but the soup |line was
gone. "Follow ne," Mordecai said.
He took a plastic bow and held it forth for a volunteer to fill. "Let's see how

wel |l you cook," he said with a snile

W sat in the niddle of the pack, at a folding table with street people at our
el bows. He was able to eat and chat as if everything was fine; |I wasn't. |

pl ayed with ny soup, which, thanks to Mss Dolly, was really quite good, but I
couldn't get beyond the fact that I, Mchael Brock, an affluent white boy from
Menphi s and Yal e and Drake & Sweeney, was sitting anong the honeless in the
basement of a church in the mddle of Northwest D.C. | had seen one other white
face, that of a niddl eaged wi no who had eaten and di sappear ed.

| was sure ny Lexus was gone, certain | could not survive five minutes outside

the building. | vowed to stick to Mrdecai, whenever and however he decided to
| eave.
"This is good soup," he pronounced. "It varies," he explained. "Depends on

what's available. And the recipe is different fromplace to place."

"I got noodles the other day at Martha's Table," said the man sitting to ny
right, a man whose el bow was closer to nmy bow than ny own.

"Noodl es?" Mordecai asked, in nock disbelief. "In your soup?"

"Yep. 'Bout once a nonth you get noodl es. Course everybody knows it now, so it's
hard to get a table."

| couldn't tell if he was joking or not, but there was a twinkle in his eye. The
i dea of a honeless nan |anenting the lack of tables in his favorite soup kitchen
struck ne as hunorous. Hard to get a table; how many tinmes had ! heard that from
friends in Georgetown?

Mordecai smled. "What's your nanme?" he asked the man. | would | earn that
Mordecai al ways wanted a nane to go with a face. The honel ess he | oved were nore
than victins; they were his people.

It was a natural curiosity for me too. | wanted to know how t he honel ess becane
honel ess. \What broke in our vast system of public assistance to allow Anmericans
to becone so poor they lived under bridges?

"Drano," he said, chonmping on one of ny larger celery chunks.

"Drano?" Mordecai said.

"Drano," the man repeated.

"What's your |ast nanme?"

"Don't have one. Too poor."

"Who gave you the nane Drano?"
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"My nmonma. "

"How ol d were you when she gave you the nanme Drano?"

"' Bout five."

"Why Drano?"

"She had this baby who wouldn't shut up, cried all the time, nobody could sleep
| fed it sone Drano." He told the story while stirring his soup. It was well
rehearsed, well delivered, and | didn't believe a word of it. But others were
listening, and Drano was enjoying hinself.

"What happened to the baby?" Mrdecai asked, playing the straight guy. "Died."
"That woul d be your brother," Mrdecai said.

"Nope. Sister."

"I see. So you killed your sister."

"Yeah, but we got plenty of sleep after that."

Mordecai winked at ne, as if he'd heard simlar tales.

"Where do you live, Drano?" | asked.

"Here, in D.C."

"Where do you stay?" Mordecai asked, correcting ny vernacul ar

"Stay here and there. | got a lot of rich wonen who pay ne to keep them
conpany. "

"Two nmen on the other side of Drano found this anusing. One snickered, the other
| aughed.

"Where do you get your nmil?" Mrdecai asked.

"Post office," he replied. Drano woul d have a quick answer for every question
so we |eft himal one.

M ss Dolly made coffee for the volunteers after she had turned off her stove.
The honel ess were beddi ng down for the night.

Mordecai and | sat on the edge of a table in the darkened kitchen, sipping
coffee and | ooki ng through the | arge serving wi ndow at the huddl ed nasses. "How
late will you stay?" | asked.

He shrugged. "Depends. You get a coupla hundred people like this in one room
sonet hi ng usual |y happens. The Reverend would feel better if | stay."

“All night?"

"I'"ve done it many tines."

| hadn't planned on sleeping with these people. Nor had | planned on | eaving the
bui |l ding wi thout Mordecai to guard ne.

"Feel free to | eave whenever you want," he said. Leaving was the worst of ny
linmted options. Mdnight, Friday night, on the streets of D.C. Wiite boy,
beautiful car. Snow or not, | didn't like ny odds out there.

"You have a famly?" | asked.

"Yes. My wife is a secretary in the Departnent of Labor. Three sons. One's in
college, one's inthe Arny." H's voice trailed away before he got to son nunber
three. 1 wasn't about to ask

"And one we | ost on the streets ten years ago. (Gangs."

"I"msorry."

"What about you?"

“Married, no kids."

| thought about Claire for the first tinme in several hours. How woul d she react
if she knew where | was? Neither of us had found time for anything renotely
related to charity work.

She would nunble to herself, "He's really cracking up," or sonething to that
effect. | didn't care.

"What does your wife do?" he asked, nmmking |ight conversation

"She's a surgical resident at CGeorgetown.”

"You guys' |l have it made, won't you? You'll be a partner in a big firm she'l
be a surgeon. Another Anerican dream”

"l guess."

The Reverend appeared from nowhere and pul |l ed Mordecai deep into the kitchen for
a hushed conversation. | took four cookies froma bow and wal ked to the corner

where the young nother sat sleeping with her head propped on a pillow and the
baby tucked under her arm The toddlers were notionless under the bl ankets. But
t he ol dest child was awake.
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| squatted close to him and held out a cookie. H's eyes glowed and he grabbed
it. | watched himeat every bite, then he wanted another. He was snall and bony,
no nore than four years old.

The nother's head fell forward, jolting her. She |looked at nme with sad, tired
eyes, then realized | was playing cookie man. She offered a faint smle, then
rearranged the pillow.

"What's your nanme?" | whispered to the little boy. After two cookies, he was ny
friend for life.

"Ontario," he said, slowy and plainly.

"How ol d are you?"

He held up four fingers, then folded one down, then raised it again.

"Four?" | asked.

He nodded, and extended his hand for another cookie, which | gladly gave him |
woul d have gi ven hi m anyt hi ng.

"Where do you stay?" | whispered.

"In a car," he whispered back

It took a second for this to sink in. I wasn't sure what to ask next. He was too
busy eating to worry about conversation. | had asked three questions; he'd given
three honest answers. They lived in a car.

| wanted to run and ask Mordecai what you do when you find people who live in a
car, but | kept snmiling at Ontario. He snmiled back. He finally said, "You got
nore appl e juice?"

"Sure," | said, and wal ked to the kitchen, where | filled two cups.
He gul ped one down, and | handed himthe second cup
"Say thanks," | said.

"Thanks," he said, and stuck out his hand for another cookie.

| found a folding chair and took a position next to Ontario, with ny back to the
wal | . The basenent was quiet at tines, but never still. Those who |live w thout
beds do not sleep calmy. COccasionally, Mrdecai would pick his way around the
bodies to settle sone flare-up. He was so large and intimdating that no one
dared chal |l enge his authority.

Wth his stomach filled again, Ontario dozed off, his litfie head resting on his
nother's feet. | slipped into the kitchen, poured another cup of coffee, and
went back to ny chair in the corner

Then the baby erupted. Its pitiful voice wailed forth with amazi ng vol une, and
the entire roomseened to tipple with the noise. The nother was dazed, tired,
frustrated at having been aroused fromsleep. She told it to shut up, then

pl aced it on her shoul der, and rocked back and forth. It cried |ouder, and there
were runblings fromthe other canpers.

Wth a conplete |Iack of sense or thought, | reached over and took the child,
snling at the nmother as | did so in an attenpt to win her confidence. She
didn't care. She was relieved to get rid of it.

The child wei ghed not hing, and the danmed thing was soaking wet. | realized this
as | gently placed its head on ny shoul der and began patting its rear. | noved
to the kitchen, desperately searching for Mrdecai or another volunteer to
rescue me. Mss Dolly had | eft an hour earlier.

To ny relief and surprise, the child grew quiet as | wal ked around the stove,
patting and cooing and | ooking for a towel or sonmething. My hand was soaked.
Where was | ? What the hell was | doing? What would ny friends think if they
could see ne in the dark kitchen, hummng to a little street baby, praying that
the di aper was only wet?

| didn't snell anything foul, though | was certain | could feel lice junping
fromits head to mne. My best friend Myrdecai appeared and turned on a switch.
"How cute,"” he said.

"Do we have any diapers?" | hissed at him

"Big job or little job?" he asked happily, wal king toward the cabi nets.

"I don't know. Just hurry."

He pulled out a pack of Panpers, and | thrust the child at him M/ deni mjacket
had a | arge wet spot on the left shoulder. Wth incredible deftness he pl aced
the baby on the cutting board, renoved the wet diaper, revealing a baby girl,

cl eaned her with a wi pe of sone sort, rediapered her with a fresh Panper, then
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thrust her back at ne. "There she is," he said proudly. "Good as new. "

"The things they don't teach you in | aw school,"” | said, taking the child.

| paced the floor with her for an hour, until she fell asleep. | wapped her in
ny jacket, and gently placed her between her nother and Ontario.

It was alnbst 3 AM, Saturday, and | had to go. My freshly pricked conscience
could take only so much in one day. Mordecai wal ked nme to the street, thanked ne
for coming, and sent me away nmadess into the night. My car was sitting where
left it, covered with new snow. He was standing in front of the church, watching
me as | drove away.

Ni ne
Since nmy run-in with Mster on Tuesday, | had not billed a single hour for dear
old Drake & Sweeney. |'d been averaging two hundred a nonth for five years,

whi ch meant eight per day for six days, with a couple left over. No day could be
wast ed and precious few hours |eft unaccounted for. Wien | fell behind, which
rarely happened, | would work twelve hours on a Saturday and perhaps do the sane
on a Sunday. And if | wasn't behind, | would do only seven or eight hours on
Saturday and maybe a few on Sunday. No wonder Claire went to ned school

As | stared at the bedroomceiling |ate Saturday norning, | was al nost paral yzed
with inaction. | did not want to go to the office. | hated the thought. |
dreaded the neat little rows of pink phone nmessages Polly had on ny desk, the
menos from hi gher-ups arrangi ng neetings to inquire about nmy well-being, the
nosy chitchat fromthe gossipers, and the inevitable "How you doin'?" from
friends and those genuinely concerned and those who couldn't care | ess. Wat |
dreaded nost, though, was the work. Antitrust cases are |long and arduous, with
files so thick they require boxes, and what was the point anyway? One
billion-dollar corporation fighting another. A hundred | awers invol ved, al
cranki ng out paper.

| admitted to nyself that 1'd never loved the work. It was a neans to an end. |f
| practiced it with a fury, becane a whiz and perfected a specialty, then one
day soon | would be in demand. It could ve been tax or | abor or litigation. Wo
could love anti-trust |aw?

By sheer will, | forced nyself out of bed and into the shower.
Breakfast was a croissant froma bakery on M with strong coffee, all taken with
one hand on the wheel. | wondered what Ontario was having for breakfast, then

told nyself to stop the torture. | had the right to eat without feeling guilty,
but food was losing its inportance for ne.

The radio said the day's high would be twenty degrees, the | ow near zero, with
no nore snow for a week.

| made it as far as the building' s | obby before being accosted by one of ny
brethren. Bruce sonebody from conmuni cations stepped onto the el evator when |
did, and said gravely, "How you doin', pal?"

"Fine. You?" | shot back

"Okay. Look, we're pulling for you, you know. Hang in there."

| nodded as if his support was crucial. Mercifully, he left on the second fl oor
but not before favoring nme with a | ocker-room pat on the shoulder. Gve 'em
hel |, Bruce.

| was damaged goods. My steps were slower as | passed Madam Devier's desk and
the conference room | went down the marble hallway until | found ny office and
sl unped into the | eather swvel, exhausted.

Pol Iy had several ways of |eaving behind the phone litter. If | had been
diligent in returning calls, and if she happened to be pleased with nmy efforts,
she woul d | eave one or two nessage slips near nmy phone. If, however, | had not,
and if this happened to displease her, then she |iked nothing better than to
line themup in the center of my desk, a sea of pink, all perfectly arranged in
chronol ogi cal order

| counted thirty-ni ne nmessages, several urgent, several fromthe brass. Rudol ph
especially seened to be irritated, judging by Polly's trail. | read themslowy
as | collected them then set themaside. | was determined to finish ny coffee,
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in peace and without pressure, and so | was sitting at ny desk, holding the cup
with both hands, staring into the unknown, | ooking very much |ike soneone
teetering on the edge of a cliff, when Rudol ph wal ked i n.

The spies nmust have called him a paralegal on the | ookout, or maybe Bruce from
the elevator. Perhaps the entire firmwas on alert. No. They were too busy.
"Hell o, Mke," he said crisply, taking a seat, crossing his legs, setfling in
for serious business.

"H, Rudy," | said. | had never called himRudy to his face. It was al ways
Rudol ph. His current wife and the partners called himRudy, but no one el se.
"Where have you been?" he asked, without the slightest hint of conpassion.
"Menphi s. "

" Menphi s?"

"Yeah, | needed to see ny parents. Plus the famly shrink is there."

“A shrink?"

"Yes, he observed ne for a couple of days."

"Cbserved you?"

"Yeah, in one of those swanky little units with Persian rugs and sal non for

di nner. A thousand bucks a day."

"For two days? You were in for two days?"

"Yeah." The lying didn't bother ne, nor did | feel bad because the lying didn't
bot her me. The firm can be harsh, even ruthless, when it decides to be, and |
was in no nood for an ass-chew ng from Rudol ph. He had marching orders fromthe
executive conmittee, and he would make a report nminutes after leaving nmy office.
If I could thaw him the report would go soft, the brass would relax. Life would
be easier, for the short term

"You shoul d' ve call ed sonebody," he said, still hard, but the crack was com ng
"Conme on, Rudol ph. | was | ocked down. No phones." There was just enough agony in
nmy voice to soften him

After a long pause, he said, "Are you okay?"

“I"'mfine."

"You're fine?"

"The shrink said I'mfine."

"One hundred percent ?"

"A hundred and ten. No problens, Rudolph. | needed a little break, that's all.
I"mfine. Back at full throttle."

That was all Rudol ph wanted. He sniled and rel axed and said, "W have |ots of
work to do."

“I know. | can't wait."

He practically ran fromny office. He would go straight to the phone and report
that one of the firms many producers was back in the saddle.

| locked the door and turned off the lights, then spent a painful hour covering
ny desk with papers and scribblings. Nothing was acconplished, but at |east |
was on the cl ock.

When | couldn't stand it any longer, | stuffed the phone nmessages in nmy pocket
and wal ked out. | escaped without getting caught.

| stopped at a | arge di scount pharnmacy on Massachusetts, and had a delightfu
shoppi ng spree. Candy and small toys for the kids, soap and toiletries for them
all, socks and sweatpants in a variety of children's sizes. A large carton of
Panpers. | had never had so much fun spending two hundred doll ars.

And | woul d spend whatever was necessary to get theminto a warmplace. If it
was a motel for a nmonth, no problem They would soon becone ny clients, and
woul d threaten and Irangate with a vengeance until they had adequate housi ng.
couldn't wait to sue sonebody.

| parked across fromthe church, much less afraid than | had been the night
before, but still sufficiently scared. Wsely, | left the care packages in the
car. If I walked in like Santa Claus it would start a riot. My intentions were
to leave there with the fanily, take themto a notel, check themin, nmake sure
they were bathed and cl eaned and di sinfected, then feed themuntil they were
stuffed, see if they needed nedical attention, maybe take themto get shoes and
warm cl othes, then feed themagain. | didn't care what it would cost or how | ong
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it mght take.
Nor did | care if people thought | was just another rich white guy working off a

little guilt.
M ss Dolly was pleased to see ne. She said hello and pointed to a pile of
vegetables with skins in need of renoval. First, though, | checked on Ontario

and famly, and couldn't find them They were not in their spot, so | roaned
through the basenent, stepping over and around dozens of street people. They
were not in the sanctuary, nor in the bal cony.

| chatted with Mss Dolly as | peel ed potatoes. She renmenbered the famly from
| ast night, but they had already |eft when she arrived around nine. "Were would
they go?" | wondered.

"Honey, these people nove. They go fromkitchen to kitchen, shelter to shelter.
Maybe she heard they're giving out cheese over in Brightwood, or blankets
somewhere. She m ght even have a job at MDonald's and she | eaves the kids with
her sister. You never know. But they don't stay in one place."

| seriously doubted if Ontario's nother had a job, but | wasn't about to debate
this with Mss Dolly in her kitchen

Mordecai arrived as the line was fornming for lunch. | saw himbefore he saw ne,
and when our eyes nmade contact his entire face sm |l ed.

A new vol unteer had sandwi ch duty; Mordecai and | worked the serving tables,

di pping ladles into the pots and pouring the soup into the plastic bows. There
was an art to it. Too nmuch broth and the recipient mght glare at you. Too nany
veget abl es and there would be nothing left but broth. Mrdecai had perfected his
techni que years ago; | suffered a nunber of glaring | ooks before |I caught on
Mordecai had a pleasant word for everyone we served--hello, good norning, how
are you, nice to see you again. Some of themsniled back, others never | ooked
up.

As noon approached, the doors grew busier and the lines |onger. Mre volunteers
appeared from nowhere, and the kitchen hummed with the pleasant clutter and bang
of happy people busy with their work. | kept |ooking for Ontario. Santa C aus
was waiting, and the little fella didn't have a cl ue.

W waited until the Iines were gone, then filled a bowl each. The tables were
packed, so we ate in the kitchen, |eaning against the sink

"You renmenber that diaper you changed | ast night?" | asked between bites.

"As if | could forget."

"l haven't seen themtoday."

He chewed and thought about it for a second. "They were here when | left this
nor ni ng. "

"What tine was that?"

"Six. They were in the corner over there, sound asleep."

"Where woul d they go?"

"You never know. "

"The little boy told ne they stayed in a car."

"You tal ked to hinP"

"Yeah. "

"And now you want to find him don't you?"

"Yeah. "

“Don't count on it."

After lunch, the sun popped through and the novenent began. One by one they

wal ked by the serving table, took an apple or an orange, and |eft the basenent.
"The honel ess are al so restless,"” Mrdecai explained as we watched. "They |ike
to roam around. They have rituals and routines, favorite places, friends on the
streets, things to do. They'll go back to their parks and alleys and dig out
fromthe snow. "

"I't's twenty degrees outside. Near zero tonight," | said.

"They' Il be back. Wait till dark, and this place will be hopping again. Let's
take a ride."

We checked in with Mss Dolly, who excused us for a while. Mrdecai's well-used
Ford Taurus was parked next to ny Lexus. "That won't |ast |long around here," he

file://ID|/e-books/John Grisham - The Street Lawyer.txt (33 of 147) [7/13/2001 6:16:19 PM]



file:///D|/e-books/John Grisham - The Street Lawyer.txt

said, pointing at ny car. "If you plan to spend tinme in this part of town, I'd
suggest you trade down."
| hadn't dreaned of parting with nmy fabulous car. | was al nbost of fended.

We got into his Taurus and slid out of the parking lot. Wthin seconds |
realized Mordecai Green was a horrible driver, and | attenpted to fasten ny seat
belt. It was broken. He seemed not to noti ce.

We drove the well-plowed streets of Northwest Washi ngton, blocks and sections of
boar ded- up rowhouses, past projects so tough anbul ance drivers refused to enter
past schools with razor wire glistening on top of the chain link, into

nei ghbor hoods pernanently scarred by riots. He was an anazi ng tour guide. Every
inch was his turf, every corner had a story, every street had a history. W
passed other shelters and kitchens. He knew the cooks and the Reverends.
Churches were good or bad, with no blurring of the lines. They either opened
their doors to the honeless or kept them | ocked. He pointed out the | aw schoo

at Howard, a place of imense pride for him His |egal education had taken five
years, at night, while he worked a full-tinme job and a part-tine one. He showed
me a burned-out rowhouse where crack deal ers once operated. His third son
Cassius, had died on the sidewalk in front of it.

When we were near his office, he asked if it would be all right to stop in for a
mnute. He wanted to check his mail. | certainly didn't mnd. | was just along
for the ride.

It was dim cold, and enpty. He flipped on Iight sw tches and began tal king.
"There are three of us. M, Sofia Mendoza, and Abraham Lebow. Sofia's a soci al
wor ker, but she knows nore street |aw than nme and Abraham combined."” | foll owed
hi m around the cluttered desks. "Used to have seven |l awers cramred in here, can
you believe it? That was when we got federal noney for |egal services. Now we
don't get a dine, thanks to the Republicans. There are three offices over there,
three here on ny side." He was pointing in all directions. "Lots of enpty
space. "

Maybe enpty froma | ack of personnel, but it was hard to wal k without tripping
over a basket of old files or a stack of dusty |aw books.

"Who owns the building?" | asked.

"The Cohen Trust. Leonard Cohen was the founder of a big New York law firm He
died in eighty-six; nust've been a hundred years old. He nade a ton of noney,
and late in |life he decided he didn't want to die with any of it. So he spread
it around, and one of his many creations was a trust to help poverty |awers
assi st the honeless. That's how this place came to be. The trust operates three
clinics--here, New York, and Newark. | was hired in eighty-three, becane the
director in eighty-four."

"Al'l your funding cones from one source?"

"Practically all. Last year the trust gave us a hundred and ten thousand
dollars. Year before, it was a hundred fifty, so we lost a lawer. It gets
snal | er every year. The trust has not been well nmanaged, and it's now eating the
principal. | doubt if we'll be here in five years. Maybe three."

"Can't you raise noney?"

"Ch, sure. Last year we raised nine thousand bucks. But it takes tine. W can
practice law, or we can raise funds. Sofia is not good with people. Abrahamis
an abrasive ass from New York. That | eaves just nme and ny magnetic personality."”
"What's the overhead?" | asked, prying but not too worried. Al nost every
nonprofit group published an annual report with all the figures.

"Two thousand a nonth. After expenses and a small reserve, the three of us split
ei ghty-nine thousand dollars. Equally. Sofia considers herself a full partner.
Frankly, we're afraid to argue with her. | took hone alnost thirty, which, from
what | hear, is about average for a poverty |lawer. Welconme to the street."

W finally nade it to his office, and | sat across fromhim

"Did you forget to pay your heating bill?" | asked, al nost shivering.

"Probably. W don't work nuch on weekends. Saves noney. This place is inpossible
to heat or cool."

That thought had never occurred to anyone at Drake & Sweeney. C ose on weekends,
save noney. And narri ages.

"And if we keep it too confortable, our clients won't leave. So it's cold in the
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winter, hot in the sumer, cuts down on the street traffic. You want coffee?"
"No thanks."

“I'"'mjoking, you know. We wouldn't do anything to discourage the honel ess from
bei ng here. The clinate doesn't bother us. W figure our clients are cold and
hungry, so why should we worry about those matters. Did you feel guilty when you
ate breakfast this norning?"

"Yes."

He gave ne the smile of a wise old man who'd seen it all. "That's very common.
We used to work with a lot of young |awers fromthe big firns, pro bono rookies
| call them and they would tell nme all the tinme that they lost interest in food
at first." He patted his anple mdsection. "But you'll get over it."

"What did the pro bono rookies do?" | asked. | knew | was noving toward the
bait, and Mrdecai knew | knew

"W sent theminto the shelters. They nmet the clients, and we supervised file
cases for them Mst of the work is easy, it just takes a |lawer on the phone
bar ki ng at some bureaucrat who won't nove. Food stanps, veterans' pensions,
housi ng subsi dies, Medicaid, aid to children--about twenty-five percent of our
work deals with benefits.”

| listened intently, and he could read nmy m nd. Mrdecai began to reel ne in.
"You see, M chael, the honel ess have no voice. No one |listens, no one cares, and
they expect no one to help them So when they try to use the phone to get
benefits due them they get nowhere. They are put on hold, permanently. Their
calls are never returned. They have no addresses. The bureaucrats don't care,
and so they screw the very people they're supposed to help. A seasoned soci al

wor ker can at |east get the bureaucrats to |isten, and maybe | ook at the file

and maybe return a phone call. But you get a |lawer on the phone, barking and
rai sing hell, and things happen. Bureaucrats get notivated. Papers get

processed. No address? No problem Send the check to ne, I'll get it to the
client.”

Hi s voice was rising, both hands waving through the air. On top of everything

el se, Mordecai was the consummate storyteller. | suspected he was very effective

in front of a jury.

"Afimy story," he said. "About a nonth ago, one of ny clients went down to the
Social Security office to pick up an application for benefits, should ve been a
routine matter. He's sixty years old and in constant pain froma crooked back.

Sl eep on rocks and park benches for ten years, you get back problens. He waited
inline outside the office for two hours, finally got in the door, waited

anot her hour, nade it up to the first desk, tried to explain what he wanted, and
proceeded to get a tongue |lashing froma hard-ass secretary who was having a bad
day. She even comented on his odor. He was hunmiliated, of course, and |eft

wi thout his paperwork. He called nme. | nade ny calls, and | ast Wednesday we had
alittle cerenony down at the Social Security office. | was there, along with ny
client. The secretary was there too, along with her supervisor, her supervisor's
supervisor, the D.C. office director, and a Big Man fromthe Social Security
Admi nistration. The secretary stood in front of ny client, and read a one-page
apology. It was real nice, touching. She then handed ne his application for
benefits, and | got assurances from everybody present that it would receive

i Mmedi ate attention. That's justice, Mchael, that's what street lawis al

about. Dignity."

The stories rolled on, one after the other, all ending with the street |awers
as the good guys, the honeless as the victors. | knew he had tucked away in his
repertoire just as nmany heartbreaking tales, probably nore, but he was |aying

t he groundwor k.

| lost track of time. He never nentioned his nail. W finally left and drove
back to the shelter

It was an hour before dark, a good time, | thought, to get tucked away in the
cozy little basenent, before the hoodl unms began roanming the streets. | caught

nysel f wal king slowy and confidently when Mordecai was at ny side. O herw se, |
woul d' ve been sl ashing through the snow, bent at the waist, nmy nervous feet
barely touching the ground.

M ss Dol ly had sonehow procured a pile of whole chickens, and she was |aying for
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nme. She boiled the birds; | picked their steam ng flesh

Mordecai's wi fe, JoAnne, joined us for the rush hour. She was as pleasant as her
husband, and alnpst as tall. Both sons were six-six. Cassius had been si x-nine,
a heavily recruited basketball star when he was shot at the age of seventeen

| left at midnight. No sign of Ontario and his fanily.

Ten

Sunday began with a late norning call from Caire, another stilted chat she
initiated only to tell ne what time she woul d be hone. | suggested we have

di nner at our favorite restaurant, but she was not in the nood. | didn't ask her
i f anything was wong. W were beyond that.

Since our apartnment was on the third floor, | had been unable to make
satisfactory arrangenents to have the Sunday Post hone-delivered. W had tried
vari ous nethods, but | never found the paper half the tine.

| showered and dressed in |ayers. The weat hernan predicted a high of
twenty-five, and as | was getting ready to | eave the apartnent the newsperson
ratfled off the norning's top story. It stopped nme cold; | heard the words, but
they didn't register inmmediately. | wal ked closer to the TV on the kitchen
counter, ny feet heavy, ny heart frozen, nmy nouth open in shock and di sbeli ef.
Sometinme around 11 P.M, D.C. police found a snall car near Fort Totten Park, in
Northeast, in a war zone. It was parked on the street, its bald tires stuck in
the frozen slush. Inside were a young nother and her four children, all dead
from asphyxi ati on. The police suspected the famly lived in the car, and was
trying to stay warm The autonobile's tail pi pe was buried in a pile of snow
plowed fromthe street. A few details, but no nanes.

| raced to the sidewalk, sliding in the snow but staying on ny feet, then down P
Street to Wsconsin, over to Thirty-fourth to a newsstand. Qut of breath and
horrified, | grabbed a paper. On the bottom conmer of the front page was the
story, obviously thrown in at the last ninute. No nanes.

| yanked open Section A, dropping the rest of the paper onto the wet sidewal k.
The story continued on page fourteen with a few standard comments fromthe
police and the predictabl e warni ngs about the dangers of clogged tail pi pes. Then
the heartbreaking details: The nother was twenty-two. Her nanme was Lontae
Burton. The baby was Teneko. The toddlers, Al onzo and Dante, were tw ns, age
two. The big brother was Ontario, age four.

I nmust have made a strange sound, because a jogger gave nme an odd | ook, as if |
nm ght be dangerous. | began wal ki ng away, hol di ng the paper open, stepping on
the other twenty sections.

"Excuse ne!" a nasty voice called frombehind. "Wuld you like to pay for that?"
| kept wal ki ng.

He approached fromthe rear and yelled, "Hey, pal!" | stopped | ong enough to
pull a five-dollar bill fromny pocket and throw it at his feet, hardly | ooking
at him

On P, near the apartnent, | leaned on a brick retaining wall in front of
sonmeone' s spl endi d rowhouse. The sidewal k had been neticul ously shovel ed. | read

the story again, slowy, hoping that sonehow t he endi ng woul d be different.
Thoughts and questions canme in torrents, and | couldn't keep up with them But
two repeated thenselves: Wiy didn't they return to the shelter? And, did the
baby die wapped in ny denimjacket?

Thi nki ng was burden enough. WAl ki ng was al nost inpossible. After the shock, the
guilt hit hard. Wiy didn't | do sonething Friday night when | first saw t hen?
coul d have taken themto a warm notel and fed them

The phone was ringing when | entered ny apartnent. It was Mdrdecai. He asked if

I'd seen the story. | asked if he renenbered the wet diaper. Sane famly, |
said. He'd never heard their nanes. | told himnore about ny encounter with
Ontari o.

"I"'mvery sorry, Mchael," he said, nmuch sadder now.

"So aml."

| couldn't say nuch, the words wouldn't form so we agreed to neet later. | went
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to the sofa, where | remained for an hour w thout noving.

Then | went to nmy car and renoved the bags of food and toys and clothing I'd
bought for them

Only because he was curious, Mrdecai cane to ny office at noon. He'd been in
plenty of big firns in his tinme, but he wanted to see the spot where M ster
fell. | gave hima brief tour with a quick narration of the hostage affair.

We left in his car. | was thankful for the light Sunday traffic because Mrdecai
had no interest in what the other cars were doing.

"Lontae Burton's nother is thirty-eight years old, serving a ten-year sentence
for selling crack," he inforned ne. He'd been on the phone. "Two brothers, both
injail. Lontae had a history of prostitution and drugs. No idea of who the
father, or fathers, mght be."

"Who' s your source?"

"I found her grandnother in a housing project. The last tinme she saw Lontae she
had only three kids, and she was selling drugs with her nother. According to the
grandnmot her, she cut her ties with her daughter and granddaughter because of the
drug busi ness."

"Who buries then"

"Sanme people who buried DeVon Hardy."

"How nmuch woul d a decent funeral cost?"

"I't's negotiable. Are you interested?"

“I1'd like to see themtaken care of."

W were on Pennsyl vani a Avenue, noving past the mammot h of fice buil di ngs of
Congress, the Capitol in the background, and | couldn't help but offer a silent
curse or two at the fools who wasted billions each nonth while people were

honel ess. How coul d four innocent children die in the streets, practically in
the shadow of the Capitol, because they had no place to |live?

They shoul dn't have been born, sone people fromny side of town would say.

The bodi es had been taken to the O fice of the Chief Medical Exam ner, which

al so housed the norgue. It was a two-story brown aggregate building at D.C
General Hospital. They would be held there until clainmed. |If no one cane forward
within forty-eight hours, they would receive a nandatory enbal mi ng, be placed in
wooden caskets, and quickly buried in the cenetery near RFK

Mordecai parked in a handi capped space, paused for a second, and said, "Are you
sure you want to go in?"

"l think so."

He'd been there before, and he had called ahead. A security guard in an
ill-fitting uniformdared to stop us, and Mrdecai snapped so loud it scared ne.
My stonmach was in knots anyway.

The guard retreated, happy to get away fromus. A set of plate-glass doors had
the word MORGUE painted in black. Mrdecai entered as if he owned the place.
"I'"'m Mordecai Green, attorney for the Burton famly," he grow ed at the young
man behi nd the desk. It was nore of a challenge than an announcenent.

The young man checked a clipboard, then funmbled with some nore papers.

"What the hell are you doi ng?" Mrdecai snapped again.

The young man | ooked up with an attitude, and then realized how large his
adversary really was. "Just a minute," he said, and went to his conputer.
Mordecai turned to ne and said loudly, "You' d think they have a thousand dead
bodies in there."

| realized that he had no patience whatsoever with bureaucrats and gover nnment
workers, and | renenbered his story about the apology fromthe Social Securety
secretary. For Mdrdecai, half of the practice of |aw was bullying and barki ng.
A pale gentlenman with badly dyed black hair and a cl amry handshake appeared and
i ntroduced hinself as Bill. He wore a blue | ab jacket and shoes with thick
rubber sol es. Where do they find people to work in a norgue?

We followed himthrough a door, down a sterile hallway where the tenperature
began dropping, and, finally, to the main hol ding room

"How many you got today?" Mordecai asked, as if he stopped by all the tinme to
count bodi es.

Bill turned the doorknob and said, "Twelve."
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"You okay?" Mordecai asked ne.

"l don't know. "

Bill pushed the nmetal door, and we stepped in. The air was frigid, the snell
antiseptic. The floor was white tile, the lighting blue fluorescent. | foll owed
Mordecai, ny head down, trying not to | ook around, but it was inpossible. The
bodi es were covered fromhead to ankle with white sheets, just |like you see on
tel evision. W passed a set of white feet, a tag around a toe. Then sone brown
ones.

We turned and stopped in a corner, a gurney to the left, a table to the right.
Bill said, "Lontae Burton," and dramatically pulled the sheet down to her waist.
It was Ontario's nother all right, in a plain white gowmn. Death had left no

mar ks on her face. She coul d've been sleeping. | couldn't stop staring at her
"That's her," Mrdecai said, as if he'd known her for years. He | ooked at ne for
verification, and | managed a nod. Bill wheeled around, and | held mny breath.
Only one sheet covered the children

They were lying in a perfect row, tucked closely together, hands fol ded over
their matchi ng gowns, cherubs sleeping, little street soldiers finally at peace.
| wanted to touch Ontario, to pat himon the armand tell himl was sorry.
wanted to wake hi mup, take himhone, feed him and give himeverything he could
ever want.

| took a step forward for a closer |ook. "Don't touch,” Bill said.

When | nodded, Mordecai said, "That's them"

As Bill covered them | closed ny eyes and said a short prayer, one of nercy and
forgiveness. Don't let it happen again, the Lord said to ne.

In a roomdown the hall, Bill pulled out two |arge wire baskets containing the

personal effects of the fanmly. He dunped themon a table, and we hel ped him
inventory the contents. The clothing they wore was dirty and threadbare. My
denim jacket was the nicest itemthey owned. There were three bl ankets, a purse,
some cheap toys, baby formula, a towel, nore dirty clothes, a box of vanilla
waf ers, an unopened can of beer, sonme cigarettes, two condons, and about twenty
dollars in bills and change.

"The car is at the city lot," Bill said. "They say it's full of junk."

"W'll take care of it," Mrdecai said.

We signed the inventory sheets, and left with the personal assets of the Lontae
Burton famly. "What do we do with this stuff?." | asked.

"Take it to the grandnother. Do you want your coat back?"

"No. "

* * %

The funeral parlor was owned by a minister Mordecai knew. He didn't like him
because the Reverend's church was not friendly enough to the honel ess, but he
coul d deal with him

We parked in front of the church, on Georgia Avenue near Howard University, a

cl eaner part of town w thout as nmany boards over w ndows.

"It's best if you stay here," he said. "I can talk to hima lot plainer if we're
al one. "

| didn't want to sit in the car by nyself, but by then | trusted himw th ny
life anyway. "Sure," | said, sinking a few i nches and gl anci ng around. "You'l

be all right."

He left, and | | ocked the doors. After a few nmnutes, | relaxed, and began to
think. Mrdecai wanted to be alone with the minister for business reasons. M
presence woul d've conplicated matters. Who was | and what was ny interest in the
famly? The price would rise inmediately.

The sidewal k was busy. | watched the people scurry by, the wind cutting them
sharply. A nother with two children passed ne, bundled in nice clothing, al
hol di ng hands. Were were they last night when Ontario and famly were huddl ed
inthe frigid car, breathing the odorless carbon nonoxide until they floated
away? Where were the rest of us?

The world was shutting down. Nothing nade sense. In |ess than a week, | had seen
six dead street people, and | was ill-equipped to handle the shock. | was an
educated white | awer, well fed and affluent, on the fast track to serious
wealth and all the wonderful things it would buy. Sure the marri age was over,
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but | woul d bounce back. There were plenty of fine wonen out there. | had no
serious worries.
| cursed Mster for derailing ny life. | cursed Mdrdecai for nmaking ne feel

guilty. And Ontario for breaking ny heart.
A knock on the window jolted nme. My nerves were shot to hell anyway. It was

Mordecai, standing in the snow next to the curb. | cracked the w ndow.

"He says he'll do it for two thousand bucks, all five."

"What ever," | said, and he di sappear ed.

Monents | ater he was back, behind the wheel and speeding away. "The funeral wl]l
be wednesday, here at the church. Woden caskets, but nice ones. He'll get sone

fl owers, you know, make it | ook nice. He wanted three thousand, but | convinced
himthat there would be some press, so he mght get hinself on television. He
li ked that. Two thousand isn't bad."

"Thanks, Mbrdecai."

"Are you okay?"

n N)' n

W said little as we drove back to ny office.

Claire's younger brother Janes had been di agnosed with Hodgkin's di sease--thus
the family sunmit in Providence. It had nothing to do with ne. | listened to her

tal k about the weekend, the shock of the news, the tears and prayers as they

| eaned on each other and conforted Janes and his wife. Hers is a fanmly of
huggers and criers, and | was thrilled she had not called nme to cone up. The
treatnent would start i mediately; the prognhosis was good.

She was happy to be hone, and relieved to have soneone to unload on. W sipped
wine in the den, by the fire, a quilt over our feet. It was al nbst romanti c,
though | was too scarred to even think of being sentinmental. | nmade a valiant
effort at hearing her words, grieving appropriately for poor Janes, interjecting
fitting little phrases.

This was not what | had expected, and | wasn't sure if it was what | wanted. |

t hought we ni ght shadowbox, perhaps even skirnish. Soon it had to get ugly, then
hopefully turn civil as we handl ed our separation like real adults. But after
Ontario, | was not prepared to deal with any issue involving enption. | was

drai ned. She kept telling me how tired | |ooked. | al nost thanked her.

| listened hard until she finished, then the conversation slowy drifted to ne
and nmy weekend. | told her everything--nmy new life as a volunteer in the
shelters, then Ontario and his fanily. | showed her the story in the paper.

She was genui nely noved, but also puzzled. | was not the sane person |'d been a
week earlier, and she was not sure she liked the |atest version any better than
the old. | was not sure either.

El even

As young workaholics, Claire and | did not need al arm cl ocks, especially for
Monday norni ngs, when we faced an entire week of challenges. W were up at five,
eating cereal at five-thirty, then off in separate directions, practically
racing to see who could | eave first.

Because of the wine, | had managed to sl eep wi thout being haunted by the

ni ght mare of the weekend. And as | drove to the office, | was determined to

pl ace sone di stance between nyself and the street people. | would endure the
funeral. | would sonehow find the time to do pro bono work for the honel ess. |
woul d pursue ny friendship with Mrdecai, probably even becone a regular in his
office. | would drop in occasionally on Mss Dolly and help her feed the hungry.
| would give noney and help raise nore of it for the poor. Certainly | could be
nore val uabl e as a source of funds than as another poverty | awer.

Driving in the dark to the office, | decided that | needed a string of

ei ght een-hour days to readjust ny priorities. My career had suffered a m nor
derail ment; an orgy of work would straighten things out. Only a fool would junp
away fromthe gravy train | was riding.

| chose a different elevator fromMster's. He was history; | shut himout of ny
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mnd. | did not ook at the conference roomwhere he died. | threw ny briefcase
and coat on a chair in ny office and went for coffee. Bouncing down the hallway
before six in the norning, speaking to a colleague here, a clerk there, renoving
ny jacket, rolling up ny sleeves it was great to be back

| scanned The Wall Street Journal first, partly because | knew it woul d have
nothing to do with dying street people in D.C. Then, the Post. On the front page
of the Metro section, there was a snall story about Lontae Burton's family, with
a photo of her grandnother weeping outside an apartnment building. | read it,
then put it aside. | knew nore than the reporter, and | was determined not to be
di stract ed.

Under the Post was a plain manila | egal -sized file, the kind our firmused by
the millions. It was unmarked, and that made it suspicious. It was just |ying
there, exposed, on the center of my desk, placed there by sone anonynous

person. | opened it slowy.

There were only two sheets of paper inside. The first was a copy of yesterday's
story in the Post, the sanme one |'d read ten tinmes and shown to Claire | ast
night. Under it was a copy of sonething lifted froman official Drake & Sweeney
file. The headi ng read: EVI CTEES-- Rl VEROAKS/ TAG | NC

The | eft-hand col unn contai ned the nunbers one through seventeen. Nunber four
was DeVon Hardy. Nunber fifteen read: Lontae Burton, and three or four children.
| slowy laid the file on the desk, stood and wal ked to the door, |ocked it,
then | eaned on it. The first couple of mnutes passed in absolute silence. |
stared at the file in tile center of the desk. | had to assune it was true and
accurate. Why woul d anyone fabricate such a thing? Then | picked it up again,
carefully. Under the second sheet of paper, on the inside of the file itself, ny
anonynmous i nformant had scribbled with a pencil: The eviction was legally and
ethically wong.

It was printed in block letters, in an effort to avoid detection should | have
it analyzed. The nmarkings were faint, the | ead hardly touching the file.

* * %

| kept the door |ocked for an hour, during which tine | took tums standi ng at
the wi ndow wat ching the sunrise and sitting at ny desk staring at the file. The

traffic increased in the hallway, and then | heard Polly's voice. | unlocked the
door, greeted her as if everything was swell, and proceeded to go through the
not i ons.

The norni ng was packed with neetings and conferences, two of themwi th Rudol ph
and clients. | performed adequately, though I couldn't remenber anything we said

or did. Rudol ph was so proud to have his star back at full throttle.
| was al nost rude to those who wanted to chat about the hostage crisis and its

aftershocks. | appeared to be the same, and | was ny usual hard-charging self,
so the concerns about ny stability vanished. Late in the norning, ny father
called. | could not renmenber the last tinme he'd called nme at the office. He said
it was raining in Menphis; he was sitting around the house, bored, and, well, he
and nmy nmother were worried about ne. Claire was fine, | explained; then to find
safe ground, | told himabout her brother Janmes, a person he had net once, at
the weddi ng. | sounded properly concerned about Claire's famly, and that

pl eased him

Dad was just happy to reach nme at the office. | was still there, making the big

noney, going after nore. He asked ne to keep in touch.

Hal f an hour later, ny brother Warner called fromhis office, high above
downt own Atlanta. He was six years older, a partner in another negafirm a
no- hol ds-barred litigator. Because of the age difference, Warner and | had never
been cl ose as kids, but we enjoyed each other's conpany. During his divorce
three years earlier, he had confided in nme weekly.

He was on the clock, same as |, so | knew the conversation would be brief.
"Tal ked to Dad," he said. "He told ne everything."

“I'msure he did."

"I understand how you feel. W all go through it. You work hard, nake the big
noney, never stop to help the little people. Then sonethi ng happens, and you
think back to | aw school, back to the first year, when we were full of ideals
and wanted to use our |aw degrees to save hunanity. Renenber that?"
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"Yes. Along tinme ago."

"Right. During nmy first year of |aw school, they took a survey. Over half ny
class wanted to do public interest | aw. Wen we graduated three years |ater
everybody went for the noney. | don't know what happened."

"Law school nakes you greedy."

"I suppose. Qur firmhas a programwhere you can take a year off, sort of a
sabbatical, and do public interest |law. After twelve nonths, you return as if
you never left. You guys do anything |like that?"

Vintage Warner. | had a problem he already had the solution. Nice and neat.
Twel ve nonths, |'ma new man. A quick detour, but ny future is secure
"Not for associates," | said. 'Tve heard of a partner or two |eaving to work for

this adnministration or that one, then returning after a couple of years. But
never an associate."

"But your circunstances are different. You' ve been traumati zed, damed near
killed sinply because you were a nmenber of the firm |1'd throw ny wei ght around

sonme, tell '"emyou need tine off. Take a year, then get your ass back to the
office."

"I't mght work," | said, trying to placate him He was a type A personality,
pushy as hell, always one word away from an argument, especially with the
famly. "I gotta run," | said. So did he. W pronised to talk nore |ater.

Lunch was with Rudol ph and a client at a splendid restaurant. It was called a
wor ki ng lunch, which meant we abstai ned from al cohol, which al so neant we woul d
bill the client for the tinme. Rudol ph went for four hundred an hour, nme for

t hree hundred. W& worked and ate for two hours, so the lunch cost the client
fourteen hundred dollars. Qur firmhad an account with the restaurant, so it
woul d be billed to Drake & Sweeney, and somewhere al ong the way our bean

counters in the basenment would find a way to bill the client for the cost of the
food as well.

The afternoon was nonstop calls and conferences. Through sheer willpower, | kept
ny ganme face and got through it, billing heavily as | went. Antitrust |aw had
never seened so hopel essly dense and boring.

It was al nost five before | found a few mnutes alone. | said good-bye to Polly,
and | ocked the door again. | opened the nysterious file and began naki ng random

notes on a |l egal pad, scribblings and flowharts with arrows striking Ri verQaks
and Drake & Sweeney fromall directions. Braden Chance, the real estate partner
|'d confronted about the file, took nost of the shots for the firm

My principal suspect was his paral egal, the young man who had heard our sharp
wor ds, and who, seconds |ater, had referred to Chance as an "ass" when | was

| eaving their suite. He would know the details of the eviction, and he woul d
have access to the file.

Wth a pocket phone to avoid any D&S records, | called a paralegal in antitrust.
H s office was around the corner frommne. He referred ne to another, and with
little effort | learned that the guy | wanted was Hector Palma. He'd been with
the firmabout three years, all in real estate. | planned to track hi mdown, but
out si de the offi ce.

Mordecai called. He inquired about ny dinner plans for the evening. "I'|

treat,"” he said.
" Soup?"
He |l aughed. "OF course not. | know an excellent place."

W agreed to neet at seven. Claire was back in her surgeon's node, oblivious to
time, nmeals, or husband. She had checked in mid-afternoon, just a quick word on
the run. Had no idea when she m ght be hone, but very late. For dinner, every
man for hinself. | didn't hold it against her. She had | earned the fast-track
lifestyle from ne.

W nmet at a restaurant near Dupont Circle. The bar at the front was packed with
wel | - pai d governnment types having a drink before fleeing the city. W had a
drink in the back, in a tight booth.

"The Burton story is big and getting bigger," he said, sipping a draft beer
"I"'msorry, |'ve been in a cave for the past twelve hours. Wat's happened?”
"Lots of press. Four dead kids and their moma, living in a car. They find them
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amle fromCapitol H I, where they're in the process of reforning welfare to
send nore nothers into the streets. It's beautiful."

"So the funeral should be quite a show. "

"No doubt. |'ve talked to a dozen honel ess activists today. They'll be there,
and they're planning to bring their people with them The place will be packed
with street people. Again, lots of press. Four little coffins next to their

not her's, caneras catching it all for the six o' clock news. We're having a rally
before and a march afterward."

"Maybe something good will cone fromtheir deaths."

"Maybe. "

As a seasoned big-city lawer, | knew there was a purpose behind every lunch and
di nner invitation. Mordecai had sonmething on his mind. | could tell by the way
his eyes foll owed m ne.

"Any idea why they were honel ess?" | asked, fishing.

"No. Probably the usual. | haven't had time to ask questions."

Driving over, | had decided that | could not tell himabout the mysterious file

and its contents. It was confidential, known to ne only because of ny position
at Drake & Sweeney. To reveal what | had | earned about the activities of a
client would be an egregi ous breach of professional responsibility. The thought
of divulging it scared me. Plus, | had not verified anything.

The waiter brought sal ads, and we began eating. "W had a firmneeting this
afternoon,"” Myrdecai said between bites. "Me, Abraham Sofia. W need sone
hel p. "

| was not surprised to hear that. "Wat kind of hel p?"

"Anot her | awer."

"I thought you were broke."

"W keep a little reserve. And we've adopted a new nmarketing strategy."

The idea of the 14th Street Legal dinic worried about a marketing strategy was
hunmor ous, and that was what he i ntended. W& both sm | ed.

"I'f we could get the new | awyer to spend ten hours a week raising noney, then he
could afford hinsel f."

Anot her series of smles.

He continued. "As nmuch as we hate to admit it, our survival will depend on our
ability to raise noney. The Cohen Trust is declining. W've had the |uxury of
not begging, but nowit's gotta change."

"What's the rest of the job?"

"Street law. You've had a good dose of it. You' ve seen our place. It's a dunp.
Sofia's a shrew. Abrahanmis an ass. The clients snell bad, and the noney is a

j oke. "

"How much noney?"

"Wt can offer you thirty thousand a year, but we can only pronmi se you half of it
for the first six nonths."”

n \N]y?ll

"The trust closes its books June thirtieth, at which time they' Il tell us how
nmuch we get for the next fiscal year, beginning July first. W have enough in
reserve to pay you for the next six nonths. After that, the four of us wll
split what's left after expenses."

" Abraham and Sofia agreed to this?"

"Yep, after a little speech by ne. W figure you have good contacts within the
establ i shed bar, and since you're well educated, nice-looking, bright, and al
that crap, you should be a natural at raising noney."

"What if | don't want to raise noney?"

"Then the four of us could | ower our salaries even nore, perhaps go to twenty
thousand a year. Then to fifteen. And when the trust dries up, we could hit the
streets, just like our clients. Honel ess | awers."

"So I'mthe future of the 14th Street Legal dinic?"

"That's what we decided. We'll take you in as a full partner. Let's see Drake &
Sweeney top that."
"I"'mtouched," | said. | was also a bit frightened. The job offer was not

unexpected, but its arrival opened a door | was hesitant to wal k through.
Bl ack bean soup arrived, and we ordered nore beer
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"What's Abrahamis story?" | asked.

"Jewi sh kid from Brookl yn. Cane to Washington to work on Senat or Myni han's
staff. Spent a few years on the Hill, landed on the street. Extrenely bright. He
spends nost of his tinme coordinating litigation with pro bono | awers frombig
firms. Right now he's suing the Census Bureau to be certain the honel ess get
counted. And he's suing the D.C. school systemto nake sure honel ess kids get an
education. His people skills |eave a lot to be desired, but he's great in the
back roomplotting litigation."

"And Sofi a?"

"A career social worker who's been taking night classes in | aw school for el even
years. She acts and thinks like a | awer, especially when she's abusing
governnent workers. You'll hear her say, 'This is Sofia Mendoza,
Attorney-at-Law,' ten tinmes a day."

"She's also the secretary?"

"Nope. W don't have secretaries. You do your own typing, filing, coffee

maki ng." He |l eaned forward a few inches, and | owered his voice. "The three of us
have been together for a long time, Mchael, and we've carved out little niches.
To be honest, we need a fresh face with sone new i deas."

"The nmoney is certainly appealing,"” | said, a weak effort at hunor.

He grinned anyway. "You don't do it for the noney. You do it for your soul."

* * %

My soul kept me awake nost of the night. Did | have the guts to wal k away? Was
seriously considering taking a job which paid so little? | was literally saying
good-bye to nillions.

The things and possessions | |onged for would becone fading nenori es.

The timng wasn't bad. Wth the marriage over, it sonehow seened fitting that |
nmake drastic changes on all fronts.

Twel ve

| called in sick Tuesday. "Probably the flu," | told Polly, who, as she was
trained to do, wanted specifics. Fever, sore throat, headaches? Al of the
above. Any and all, | didn't care. One had better be conpletely sick to mniss
work at the firm She would do a formand send it to Rudol ph. Anticipating his
call, | left the apartnment and wandered around Georgetown during the early
norni ng. The snow was nelting fast; the high would be in the fifties. |I killed
an hour loitering al ong Washi ngt on Harbor, sanpling cappuccino froma nunber of
vendors, watching the rowers freeze on the Potonac.

At ten, | left for the funeral

The Sidewal k in front of the church was barricaded. Cops were standi ng around,
their nmotorcycl es parked on the street. Farther down were the tel evision vails.
A large crowd was listening to a speaker yell into a mcrophone as | drove by,
There were a few hastily painted placards hel d above heads, for the benefit of
the caneras. | parked on a side street three blocks away, and hurried toward the
church. | avoided the front by heading for a side door, which was bei ng guarded
by an elderly usher. | asked if there was a balcony. He asked if | was a
reporter.

He took ne inside, and pointed to a door. | thanked hi mand went through it,
then up a flight of shaky stairs until | enmerged on the bal cony overl ooking a
beauti ful sanctuary bel ow. The carpet was burgundy, the pews dark wood, the

wi ndows stained and clean. It was a very handsone church, and for a second
coul d understand why the Reverend was reluctant to open it to the honel ess.

| was alone, with my choice of seating. | walked quietly to a spot above the
rear door, with a direct view down the center aisle to the pulpit. A choir began
singing outside on the front steps, and | sat in the tranquillity of the enpty

church, the nusic drifting in.

The nusi c stopped, the doors opened, the stanpede began. The bal cony fl oor shook
as the mourners poured into the sanctuary. The choir took its place behind the
pul pit. The Reverend directed traffic--the TV crews in one corner, the snall
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famly in the front pew, the activists and their honel ess down the center
section. Mrdecai anbled in with two people | didn't know. A door to one side
opened, and the prisoners marched out--Lontae's nother and two brothers, clad in
bl ue prison garb, cuffed at the wists and ankl es, chai ned together and escorted
by four arned guards. They were placed in the second pew, center aisle, behind
the grandnot her and sone ot her relatives.

When things were still, the organ began, |ow and sad. There was a racket under
me, and all heads turned around. The Reverend assunmed the pul pit and instructed
us to stand.

Ushers with white gloves rolled the wooden coffins down the aisle, and |lined
themend to end across the front of the church with Lontae's in the center. The
baby's was tiny, less than three feet long. Ontario's, Alonzo's, and Dante's
were mdsized. It was an appalling sight, and the wailing began. The choir
started to hum and sway.

The ushers arranged fl owers around the caskets, and |I thought for one horrifying
second they were going to open them | had never been to a black funeral before.
| had no idea what to expect, but | had seen news clips fromother funerals in
whi ch the casket was sonetinmes opened, the fanily kissing the corpse. The
vultures with the cameras were ever ready.

But the caskets remni ned cl osed, and so the world didn't | earn what | knew -t hat
Ontario and fam |y | ooked very nuch at peace.

W sat down, and the Reverend served up a |lengthy prayer. Then a solo from

si ster sonebody, then nonents of silence. The Reverend read Scripture, and
preached for a bit. He was foll owed by a honel ess activist who delivered a

scat hing attack on a society and its | eaders who all owed such a thing to happen
She bl amed Congress, especially the Republicans, and she blanmed the city for its
| ack of |eadership, and the courts, and the bureaucracy. But she saved her
harshest diatribe for the upper classes, those with noney and power who didn't
care for the poor and the sick. She was articulate and angry, very effective, |

t hought, but not exactly at hone at a funeral.

They cl apped for her when she finished. The Reverend then spent a very long tine
bl asti ng everyone who wasn't of col or and had noney.

A sol o, sonme nore Scripture, then the choir launched into a soul ful hym that
nmade me want to cry. A procession fornmed to |ay hands upon the dead, but it

qui ckly broke down as the nourners began wailing and rubbing the caskets. "Open
them up," soneone screanmed, but the Reverend shook his head no. They bunched
toward the pul pit, crowding around the caskets, yelling and sobbing as the choir
cranked it up several notches. The grandnother was the | oudest, and she was
stroked and soot hed by the others.

| couldn't believe it. Where were these people during the | ast nonths of
Lontae's life? Those little bodies lying up there in boxes had never known so
much | ove.

The caneras inched closer as nore and nore nmourners broke down. It was nore of a
show t han anyt hi ng el se.

The Reverend finally stepped in and restored order. He prayed again with organ
nmusi c in the background. Wen he finished, a | ong disnissal began as the people
paraded by the caskets one last tine.

The service lasted an hour and a half. For two thousand bucks, it wasn't a bad

production. | was proud of it.

They rallied again outside, and began a march in the general direction of

Capitol Hill. Mrdecai was in the nmiddle of it, and as they disappeared around a
corner, | wondered how many marches and denonstrati ons he had been in. Not
enough, he woul d probably answer.

Rudol ph Mayes had becone a partner at Drake & Sweeney at the age of thirty,

still a record. And if life continued as he planned, he would one day be the

ol dest working partner. The law was his life, as his three former w ves could
attest. Everything el se he touched was disastrous, but Rudol ph was the
consumat e bi gfirmteam pl ayer.

He was waiting for ne at 6 P.M in his office behind a pile of work. Polly and
the secretaries were gone, as were nost of the paral egals and clerks. The hal
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traffic slowed considerably after five-thirty.
| closed the door, sat down. "Thought you were sick," he said.

"I"'mleaving, Rudolph,”" | said as boldly as |I could, but ny stonmach was in
knot s.

He shoved books out of the way, and put the cap on his expensive pen. "I'm
listening."

"I'mleaving the firm | have an offer to work for a public interest firm"
"Don't be stupid, Mchael."

"I'"'mnot being stupid. |I've made up nmy mind. And | want out of here with as
little trouble as possible.”
"You'l | be a partner in three years."

“I've found a better deal than that."

He couldn't think of a response, so he rolled his eyes in frustration. "Cone on,
M ke. You can't crack up over one incident."

"I'"'m not cracking up, Rudolph. I'"'msinply noving into another field."

"None of the other eight hostages are doing this."

"Good for them If they're happy, then |'m happy for them Besides, they're in
litigation, a strange breed."

"Where are you goi ng?"

"Alegal clinic near Logan Circle. It specializes in honeless |aw."

"Honel ess | aw?"

"Yep."

"How rmuch are they paying you?"

"A bl oody fortune. Wanna nake a donation to the clinic?"

"You're losing your mnd."

"Just a little crisis, Rudolph. I'"'monly thirty-two, too young for the mdlife
crazies. | figure I'll get nine over with early."

"Take a nonth off. Go work with the honel ess, get it out of your system then
cone back. This is a terrible time to | eave, M ke. You know how far behi nd we
are."

"Wn't work, Rudolph. It's no fun if there's a safety net."

"Fun? You're doing this for fun?"

"Absol utely. Think how nmuch fun it would be to work without |looking at a tine
cl ock. "

"What about Caire?" he asked, revealing the depths of his desperation. He
hardly knew her, and he was the | east qualified person in the firmto di spense
marital advice.

"She's okay," | said. "I'd |like to | eave Friday."

He grunted in defeat. He closed his eyes, slowy shook his head. "I don't
believe this."

"I'"msorry, Rudol ph."

We shook hands and promised to neet for an early breakfast to di scuss ny
unfini shed worKk.

| didn't want Polly to hear it secondhand, so | went to nmy office and called
her. She was at honme in Arlington, cooking dinner. It ruined her week.

| picked up Thai food and took it hone. | chilled sonme wine, fixed the table,
and began rehearsing ny lines.

If Claire suspected an anbush, it wasn't evident. Over the years we had

devel oped the habit of sinply ignoring each other, as opposed to fighting.
Therefore, our tactics were unrefined.

But | liked the idea of a blindside, of being thoroughly prepared with the
shock, then ready with the quips. | thought it would be nice and unfair,

compl etely acceptable within the confines of a crunbling marriage.

It was al nost ten; she had eaten on the run hours earlier, so we went straight
to the den with glasses of wine. | stoked the fire and we settled into our
favorite chairs. After a few mnutes | said, "W need to talk."

"What is it?" she asked, conpletely unworri ed.

"I'"m thinking of |eaving Drake & Sweeney."

"Ch really." She took a drink. | admred her cool ness. She either expected this
or wanted to seem unconcer ned.
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"Yes. | can't go back there."

"Way not ?"

"I'"'mready for a change. The corporate work is suddenly boring and uni nportant,
and | want to do sonmething to help people."

"That's nice." She was al ready thinking about the noney, and | was anxious to

see howlong it would take to get around to it. "In fact, that's very admirable,
M chael . "

"I told you about Modrdecai Green. His clinic has offered me a job. I'mstarting
Monday. "

"Monday?"

"Yes. "

"So you' ve made your decision already."”

"Yes."

"Wthout any discussion with ne. | have no say in the matter, is that right?"

"I can't go back to the firm daire. | told Rudol ph today."

Anot her sip, a slight grinding of file teeth, a flash of anger but she let it
pass. Her self-control was ammzi ng.

We wat ched the fire, hypnotized by the orange flanes. She spoke next. "Can | ask
what this does for us financially?"

"It changes things."

"How much is the new sal ary?"

"Thirty thousand a year."

"Thirty thousand a year," she repeated. Then she said it again, sonehow maki ng
it sound even lower. "That's | ess than what | nake."

Her salary was thirty-one thousand, a figure that would increase dramatically in
the years to cone--serious noney was not far away. For purposes of the

di scussion, | planned to have no synpathy for any whining about noney.
"You don't do public interest law for the noney," | said, trying not to sound
pious. "As | recall, you didn't go to ned school for the noney."

Li ke every med student in the country, she had begun her studi es vow ng that
noney was not the attraction. She wanted to help humanity. Sane for |aw
students. W all lied.

She watched the fire and did the math. | guessed she was probably thinking about
the rent. It was a very nice apartnent; at twenty-four hundred a nonth it
shoul d' ve been even nicer. The furnishings were adequate. W were proud of where
we |lived--right address, beautiful rowhouse, swanky nei ghborhood--but we spent
so little time there. And we sel dom entertained. Myving woul d be an adj ust nent,
but we could endure it.

We had al ways been open about our finances; nothing was hidden. She knew we had
around fifty-one thousand dollars in nutual funds, and twelve thousand in the
checki ng account. | was anazed at howlittle we'd saved in six years of
marriage. Wien you're on the fast track at a big firm the noney seens endl ess.
"I guess we'll have to nmake adjustnents, won't we?" she said, staring coldly at
nme. The word "adjustnments" was dripping with connotations. "I suppose so."
"I'mtired," she said. She drained her glass, and went to the bedroom

How pat hetic, | thought. W couldn't even nuster enough rancor to have a decent
fight.

O course, | fully realized ny new status in life. | was a wonderful
story--anbitious young | awer transfornmed into an advocate for the poor; turns
back on blue-chip firmto work for nothing. Even though she thought | was | osing
nmy mind, Claire had found it hard to criticize a saint.

| put a log on the fire, fixed another drink, and slept on the sofa.

Thirteen

The partners had a private dining roomon the eighth floor, and it was supposed
to be an honor for an associate to eat there. Rudol ph was the sort of klutz who
woul d think that a bow of Irish oatneal at 7 AM in their special roomwould
help return nme to ny senses. How could | turn ny back on a future filled with
power breakfasts?
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He had exciting news. He'd spoken with Arthur late the night before and there
was in the works a proposal to grant me a twelve-nonth sabbatical. The firm
woul d suppl enent whatever salary the clinic paid. It was a worthy cause, they

should do nore to protect the rights of the poor. | would be treated as the
firm s designated pro bono boy for an entire year, and they could all feel good
about thenmselves. | would return with nmy batteries recharged, ny other interests

guell ed, ny talents once again directed to the glory of Drake & Sweeney.

| was inpressed and touched by the idea, and | could not sinply dismss it. |
prom sed him |l would think about it, and quickly. He cautioned that it would
have to be approved by the executive commttee since | was not a partner. The
firmhad never considered such a | eave for an associ ate.

Rudol ph was desperate for nme to stay, and it had little to do with friendship.
Qur antitrust division was |ogjamed with work, and we needed at |east two nore
seni or associates with nmy experience. It was a terrible tinme for me to | eave,

but | didn't care. The firmhad eight hundred | awers. They would find the

bodi es they needed.

The year before | had billed just under seven hundred fifty thousand doll ars.
That was why | was eating breakfast in their fancy little room and listening to
their urgent plans to keep ne. It al so nade sense to take ny annual sal ary,
throw it at the homeless or any charity | wished, for that matter, then entice
me back after one year.

Once he finished with the idea of the sabbatical, we proceeded to review the
nost pressing matters in ny office. W were listing things to do when Braden Chance sat
at a

table not far fromours. He didn't see nme at first. There were a dozen or so

partners eating, nost alone, nost deep in the norning papers. | tried to ignore
him but | finally | ooked over and caught himglaring at ne.
"Good norning, Braden," | said loudly, startling himand causing Rudol ph to jerk

around to see who it was. Chance nodded, said nothing, and suddenly becane

i nvol ved with sonme toast. "You know hi n?" Rudol ph asked, under his breath.
"We've nmet," | said. During our brief encounter in his office, Chance had
demanded the nanme of ny supervising partner. |'d given himRudol ph's nane. It
was obvi ous he had not | odged any conpl aints.

"An ass," Rudol ph said, barely audible. It was unani nous. He flipped a page,

i medi ately forgot about Chance, and pl owed ahead. There was a | ot of unfinished
work in nmy office.

I found nyself thinking of Chance and the eviction file. He had a soft | ook,
with pale skin, delicate features, a fragile manner. | could not inmagine himin
the streets, exani ning abandoned warehouses filled with squatters, actually
getting his hands dirty to nake sure his work was thorough. O course he never
did that; he had paral egals. Chance sat at his desk and supervised the
paperwork, billing several hundred an hour while the Hector Palmas of the firm
took care of the nasty details. Chance had |unch and played golf with the
executives of RiverQaks; that was his role as a partner

He probably didn't know the nanmes of the people evicted fromthe RiverGaks/ TAG
war ehouse, and why shoul d he? They were just squatters, nanel ess, faceless,
honel ess. he wasn't there with the cops when they were dragged fromtheir little
dwel lings and thrown into the streets. But Hector Pal ma probably saw it happen.
And i f Chance didn't know the nanes of Lontae Burton and family, then he
couldn't make the connection between the eviction and their deaths. O naybe he
did know now. Maybe sonmeone had told him

These questions would have to be answered by Hector Pal ma, and soon. It was

Wednesday. | was | eaving on Friday.
Rudol ph wrapped up our breakfast at eight, just in tine for another neeting in
his office with sonme very inportant people. | went to ny desk and read the Post.

There was a gut-w enching photo of the five unopened caskets in the sanctuary,
and a thorough review of the service and the march afterward.

There was al so an editorial, a well-witten challenge to all of us with food and
roofs to stop and think about the Lontae Burtons of our city. They were not
goi ng away. They could not be swept fromthe streets and deposited in sone

hi dden pl ace so we didn't have to see them They were living in cars, squatting
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i n shacks, freezing in nakeshift tents, sleeping on park benches, waiting for
beds in crowded and soneti mes dangerous shelters. W shared the sane city; they
were a part of our society. If we didn't help them they would multiply in
nunbers. And they would continue to die in our streets.

| cut the editorial fromthe paper, folded it, and placed it in ny wallet.
Through the paral egal network, | nade contact with Hector Palma. It would not be
wi se to approach himdirectly; Chance was probably | urking nearby.

W nmet in the main library on the third floor, between stacks of books, away
fromsecurity canmeras and anybody el se. He was extrenely nervous.

"Did you put that file on ny desk?" | asked hi mpoint-blank. There was little
time for ganes.

"What file?" he asked, cutting his eyes around as if gunmen were tracking us.
"The RiverQaks/ TAG eviction. You handled it, right?"

He didn't know how nuch | knew, or howlittle. "Yeah," he said.

"Where's the file?"

He pull ed a book off the shelf and acted as though he were deep in research.
"Chance keeps all the files."

“In his office?"

"Yes. Locked in a file cabinet." W were practically whispering. | had not been
nervous about the neeting, but | caught nyself glancing around. Anybody watchi ng
woul d have i medi ately known that we were up to somet hing.

"What's in the file?" | asked.

"Bad stuff."

"Tell me."

"I have a wife and four kids. |I'mnot about to get fired."

"You have ny word."

"You're | eaving. Wiat do you care?"

Wrd traveled fast, but | was not surprised. | often wondered who gossi ped nore,
the lawers or their secretaries. Probably the paral egal s.

"Way did you put that file on ny desk?" | asked.

He reached for another book, his right hand literally shaking. "I don't know
what you're tal king about."
He flipped a few pages, then walked to the end of the' row | followed al ong,

certain no one was anywhere near us. He stopped and found anot her book; he stil
wanted to talk.

"I need that file," | said.

"l don't have it."

"Then how can | get it?"

"You'll have to steal it."
"Fine. Where do | get a key?"
He studied nmy face for a nonent, trying to decide how serious | was. "I don't

have a key," he said.

"How d you get the list of evictees?"

"I don't know what you're tal king about."

"Yes you do. You put it on ny desk."

"You're as crazy as hell," he said, and wal ked away. | waited for himto stop
but he kept going, past the rows of shelves, past the stacked tiers, past the
front desk, and out of the library.

| had no intention of busting ny ass ny last three days at the firm regardl ess
of what 1'd | ed Rudol ph to believe. Instead, | covered nmy desk with antitrust

litter, shut the door, stared at the walls, and snmled at all the things | was

| eavi ng behind. The pressure was lifting with every breath. No nore labor with a
time clock wapped around ny throat. No nore ei ghty-hour weeks because ny

anbi tious col |l eagues m ght be doing eighty-five. No nore brown-nosing those
above ne. No nore ni ghtnmares about getting the partnership door slanmred in ny
face.

| called Mordecai and formally accepted the job. He |l aughed, and joked about
finding a way to pay ne. | would start Mnday, but he wanted nme to stop by
earlier for a brief orientation. | pictured the interior of the 14th Street
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Legal dinic, and wondered which of the enpty, cluttered offices | would be
assigned. As if it mattered.

By late afternoon, | was spending nost of ny tinme accepting grave farewells from
friends and col | eagues convinced | had truly lost my m nd.

| took it well. After all, | was approachi ng sai nt hood.

* % %

Meanwhile, my wife was visiting a divorce hater, a fenmale one with the
reputation of being a nmercil ess ball-squeezer

Claire was waiting for me when | arrived home at six, rather early. The kitchen
tabl e was covered with notes and conputer spreadsheets. A calcul ator sat ready.
She was icy, and well prepared. This tinme, | walked into the anbush.

"l suggest we get a divorce, on the grounds of unreconcilable differences," she
began pl easantly. "W don't fight. W don't point fingers. W adnmit what we have
been unable to say--the nmarriage is over."

She stopped and waited for ne to say something. | couldn't act surprised. Her
m nd was nmade up; what good would it do to object? | had to seem as col dbl ooded
as she. "Sure," | said, trying to be as nonchal ant as possi ble. There was an

el ement of relief in finally being honest. But it did bother ne that she wanted
the divorce nore than | did.

To keep the upper hand, she then nentioned her neeting with Jacqueline Hune, her
new di vorce | awer, dropping the name as if it were a nortar round, then
relaying for nmy benefit the self-serving opinions her nouthpi ece had deli ver ed.
"Way did you hire a lawer?" | asked, interrupting.

"I want to nmake sure |'mprotected.”

"And you think I would take advantage of you?"

"You're a lawer. | want a lawer. It's that sinple."
"You coul d've saved a |l ot of noney by not hiring her," | said, trying to be a
little contentious. After all, this was a divorce.

"But | feel much better now that | have."

She handed nme Exhibit A a worksheet of our assets and liabilities. Exhibit B
was a proposed split of these. Not surprisingly, she intended to get the
majority. W had cash of twelve thousand dollars, and she wanted to use half of
it to pay off the bank loan on her car. | would get twenty-five hundred of the
remai nder. No nmention of paying off the sixteen thousand owed on ny Lexus. She
wanted forty thousand of the fifty-one thousand dollars we had in nutual funds.
| got to keep ny 401K

"Not exactly an even split," | said.

"I't's not going to be equal," she said with all the confidence of one who had
just hired a pit bull.

"Way not ?"

"Because |'mnot the one going through a mdlife crisis."

"So it's ny fault?"

"We're not assigning fault. We're dividing the assets. For reasons known only to
you, you've decided to take a cut in pay of ninety thousand dollars a year. Wy
should | suffer the consequences? My | awyer is confident she can convince a

j udge that your actions have wecked us financially. You want to go crazy, fine.
But don't expect ne to starve."

"Smal | chance of that."

"I'"'mnot going to bicker."

"I wouldn't either if | were getting everything." |I felt conpelled to cause sone
nmeasure of trouble. W couldn't scream and throw things. W damed sure weren't
going to cry. W couldn't nmake nasty accusations about affairs or chem cal

addi ctions. What kind of divorce was this?

A very sterile one. She ignored ne and conti nued down her |ist of notes, one no
doubt prepared by the nout hpiece. "The aparunent |lease is up June thirtieth, and
"Il stay here until then. That's ten thousand in rent."

"When would you like ne to | eave?"

"As soon as you'd like."

"Fine." If she wanted ne out, | wasn't about to beg to stay. It was an exercise
i n one-upsmanshi p. Wich side of the table could show nore disdain than the

ot her ?
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| al nost said sonmething stupid, like, "You got soneone else noving in?" | wanted
torattle her, to watch her do an instant thaw
Instead, | kept my cool. "I'lIl be gone by the weekend," | said. She had no

response, but she didn't frown.

"Way do you think you're entitled to eighty percent of the nutual funds?" |
asked.

"I"'mnot getting eighty percent. I'll spend ten thousand in rent, another three
thousand in utilities, two thousand to pay off our joint credit cards, and we'll
owe about six thousand in taxes incurred together. That's a total of twenty-one
t housand. "

Exhibit C was a thorough |ist of the personal property, beginning with the den
and ending in the enpty bedroom Neither of us would dare fall into a squabble
over pots and pans, so the division was quite amicable. "Take what you want," |
said several times, especially when addressing itens such as towels and bed
linens. W traded a fewthings, doing it with finesse. My position on severa
assets was driven nore by a reluctance to physically nove themthan by any pride
of ownershi p.

I wanted a tel evision and sone di shes. Bachel orhood had been sprung suddenly
upon nme, and | had trouble contenplating the furnishing of a new place. She, on
the other hand, had spent hours living in the future.

But she was fair. W finished the drudgery of Exhibit C, and decl ared oursel ves
to be equitably divided. W would sign a separation agreenent, wait six nonths,
then go to court together and | egally dissolve our union.

Nei t her of us wanted any postganme chat. | found ny overcoat, and went for a | ong
wal k through the streets of Georgetown, wondering how |life had changed so
dramatically.

The erosion of the marriage had been slow, but certain. The change in careers
had hit like a bullet. Things were noving nuch too fast, but | was unable to
stop them

Fourteen

The sabbatical concept was killed in the executive committee. Wiile no one was
supposed to know what that group did in its private neetings, it was reported to
me by a very sonber Rudol ph that a bad precedent could be set. Wth a firmso
large, granting a year's |eave to one associate mght trigger all sorts of
requests from ot her nal contents.

There woul d be no safety net. The door woul d sl am when | wal ked through it.

"Are you sure you know what you're doi ng?" he asked, standing before ny desk
There were two | arge storage boxes on the floor next to him Polly was already
packi ng ny junk

"I"'msure," | said with a snile. "Don't worry about ne."

"I tried."”

"Thanks, Rudol ph." He left, shaking his head. After Caire's blindside the night
before, | had not been able to think about the sabbatical. Mre urgent thoughts
cluttered ny brain. | was about to be divorced, and single, and honel ess nysel f.
Suddenly | was concerned with a new apartnment, not to nmention a new job and
office and career. | closed the door, and scanned the real estate section of the

cl assi fi eds.

| would sell the car and get rid of the four-hundredei ghty-dollar-a-nonth
paynment. 1'd buy a clunker, insure it heavily, and wait for it to disappear into
the darkness of my new nei ghborhoods. |If | wanted a decent apartnent in the
District, it becane apparent that nost of ny new salary would go for rent.

| left early for lunch, and spent two hours racing around Central Washington

| ooking at | ofts. The cheapest was a dunp for el even hundred a nonth, nuch too
nmuch for a street |awer.

* * %

Anot her file awaited me upon ny return fromlunch; another plain manila

| egal -si zed one, with no witing on the outside of it. Sane spot on ny desk

I nside, two keys were taped to the left side, a typed note was stapled to the
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right. It read:

Top key is to Chance's door. Bottomkey is to file
drawer under w ndow. Copy and return. Careful
Chance is very suspicious. Lose the keys.

Pol |y appeared instantly, as she so often did; no knock, not a sound, just a
sudden ghostli ke presence in the room She was pouting and ignoring me. W'd
been together for four years, and she clained to be devastated by ny departure.
W weren't really that close. She'd be reassigned in days. She was a very nice
person, but the least of ny worries.

| quickly closed the file, not knowing if she had seen it. | waited for a nonent
as she busied herself with ny storage boxes. She didn't mention it--strong

evi dence that she was unaware of it. But since she saw everything in the hallway
around nmy office, |I couldn't inmagi ne how Hector or anyone else could enter and

| eave wi thout being seen.

Barry Nuzzo, fellow hostage and friend, dropped by to have a serious talk. He
shut the door and stepped around the boxes. | didn't want to di scuss ny | eaving,
so | told himabout Claire. Hs wife and Claire were both from Provi dence, a
fact that seened oddly significant in Washington. W had socialized with thema
few times over the years, but the group friendship had gone the way of the

nmarri age.

He was surprised, then saddened, then seened to shake it off quite well. "You're
having a bad nonth," he said. "I'msorry."

"It's been a long slide," | said.

W tal ked about the old days, the guys who had cone and gone. W had not
bothered to replay the Mster affair over a beer, and that struck nme as strange.
Two friends face death together, walk away fromit, then get too busy to help
each other with the aftermath.

We eventually got around to it; it was difficult to avoid with the storage boxes

in the mddl e of the floor. | realized that the incident was the reason for our
conversati on.

"I"'msorry | let you down," he said.

"Conme on, Barry."

"No, really. | should re been here."

n \N]y?ll

"Because it's obvious you've lost your mnd," he said with a | augh.

| tried to enjoy his hunmor. "Yeah, I'ma little crazy now, | guess, but |'Il get
over it."

"No, seriously, | heard you were having trouble. | tried to find you | ast week
but you were gone. | was worried about you, but |'ve been in trial, you know,

t he usual . "

"1 know. "

"I really feel bad for not being here, Mke. |I'msorry,

"Cone on. Stop it."

"We all got the hell scared out of us, but you could ve been hit."

"He could ve killed all of us, Barry. Real dynamite, a mssed shot, boom Let's
not replay it."

"The last thing | saw as we were scranbling out the door was you, covered with
bl ood, screaming. | thought you were hit. W got outside, in a pile, with people
grabbing us, yelling, and | was waiting for the blast. | thought, Mke's stil
in there, and he's hurt. W stopped by the el evators. Sonebody cut the ropes
fromour wists, and | glanced back just in tinme to see you as the cops grabbed
you. | renenber the blood. Al that damed bl ood."

| didn't say anything. He needed this. Sonehow it would ease his nmind. He could
report to Rudol ph and the others that he had at least tried to talk ne out of
it.

"Al'l the way down, | kept asking, 'Did Mke get hit? Did ,Mke get hit?" No one
could answer. It seened |like an hour passed before they said you were okay. |
was going to call you when | got home, but the kids wouldn't |eave ne al one. |
shoul d have."

"Forget it."
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"' msorry, Mke."

"Pl ease don't say that again. It's over, done with. W could' ve tal ked about it
for days, and nothing woul d' ve changed. "

"When did you realize you were | eavi ng?"

| had to think about this for a nonent. The truthful answer was at the point
Sunday when Bill yanked the sheets back and | saw ny little pal Ontario finally
at peace. It was then and there, at that nmonent, in the city norgue, that |
became soneone el se.

"Over the weekend," | said, with no further explanation. He didn't need one.

He shook his head, as if the storage boxes were prinarily his fault. | decided
to help himthrough it. "You couldn't have stopped ne, Barry. No one could."
Then he began noddi ng, in agreenent because he understood sonehow. A gun in your
face, the clock stops, priorities enmerge at once--God, famly, friends. Money
falls to the bottom The Firmand the Career vani sh as each awful second ticks
by and you realize this could be the last day of your life.

"How about you?" | asked. "How are you doi ng?"

The Firmand the Career stay on the bottomfor a few short hours.

"We started a trial on Thursday. In fact, we were preparing for it when M ster
interrupted us. W couldn't ask the Judge for a continuance because the client
had been waiting four years for a trial date. And we weren't injured, you know.
Not physically, anyway. So we kicked into high gear, started the trial, and
never slowed down. The trial saved us."

O course it did. Wrk is therapy, even salvation at Drake & Sweeney. | wanted
to screamat him because two weeks ago | woul d have said the sane thing.
"Good," | said. How nice. "So you're okay?"

"Sure." He was a litigator, a macho player with Teflon skin. He also had three
kids, so the luxury of a thirtysomething detour was out of the question. The cl ock
suddenly called him

We shook hands, enbraced, and nade all the usual promises to keep in touch

* * %

| kept the door closed so | could stare at the file and deci de what to do.
Before long |I'd made a few assunptions. One, the keys worked. Two, it was not a
setup; | had no known enenies and | was | eaving anyway. Three, the file was
really in the office, in the drawer under the wi ndow. Four, it was possible to
get it without being caught. Five, it could be copied in a short period of tine.
Six, it could then be returned as if nothing had happened. Seven, and the

bi ggest of all, it actually contai ned dami ng evi dence.

| wote these down on a legal pad. Taking the file would be grounds for instant
dismissal, but | didn't care about that. Same for getting caught in Chance's

of fice with an unauthorized key.

Copying it would be the challenge. Since no file at the firmwas | ess than an
inch thick, there would probably be a hundred pages to Xerox, assuning | copied
everything. | would have to stand in front of a machine for several minutes,
exposed. That woul d be too dangerous. Secretaries and clerks did the copying,
not | awyers. The nachi nes were high-tech, conplicated, and no doubt just waiting
to jamthe instant | pushed a button. They were al so coded--buttons had to be
pushed so that every copy could be billed to a client. And they were in open
areas. | couldn't think of a single copier in a corner. Perhaps | could find
one in another section of the firm but nmy presence there would be suspicious.

I would have to leave the building with it, and that woul d border on being a
crimnal act. | wouldn't steal the file, though, just borrowit.

At four, | wal ked through the real estate section with ny sleeves rolled up,

hol ding a stack of files as if | had serious business there. Hector was not at
hi s desk. Braden Chance was in his office, with his door cracked, his bitchy

voi ce on the phone. A secretary sniled at ne as | strolled by. | saw no security
camer as peeki ng down from above. Sone floors had them others didn't. W' d want
to breach security in real estate?

| left at five. | bought sandw ches at a deli and drove to ny new offi ce.
* * %
My partners were still there, waiting for ne. Sofia actually snmled as we shook

hands, but only for an instant.
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"Wl conme aboard," Abrahamsaid gravely, as if | were clinmbing onto a sinking
ship. Mordecai waved his arns at a small room next to his.
"How about this?" he said. "Suite E."

"Beautiful," | said, stepping into ny new office. It was about half the size of
the one I'd just left. My desk at the firmwouldn't fit init. There were four
file cabinets on one wall, each a different color. The light was a bare bulb
hanging fromthe ceiling. | didn't see a phone.

"I likeit," | said, and | wasn't |vying.

"We'll get you a phone tonorrow," he said, pulling the shades down over a w ndow

AC unit. "This was |ast used by a young | awer naned Banebri dge."

"What happened to hinP"

"Coul dn't handl e the noney."

It was getting dark, and Sofia seened anxious to | eave. Abrahamretreated to his
office. Mordecai and | ate dinner at his desk--the sandw ches |'d brought with
the bad coffee he'd brewed.

The copier was a bul ky one of eighties' vintage, free of code panels and the
other bells and whistles favored by nmy former firm It sat in a corner of the
mai n room near one of the four desks covered with old files.

"What tinme are you |l eaving tonight?" | asked Mdrdecai between bites.
"I don't know. In an hour | guess. \Wy?"
"Just curious. |'mgoing back to Drake & Sweeney for a couple of hours,

last-minute stuff they want me to finish. Then I'd |ike to bring a |load of ny
of fice junk here, tonight. Wuld that be possible?"

He was chewing his food. He reached into a drawer, pulled out a ring with three
keys on it, and tossed it to ne. "Cone and go as you please," he said.

"WIIl it be safe?"

"No. So be careful. Park right out there, as close to the door as you can. Walk
fast. Then | ock yourself in."

He nmust have seen the fear in ny eyes, because he said, "Get used to it. Be
smart. "

| wal ked fast and snmart to nmy car at six-thirty. The sidewal k was enpty; no

hoodl uns, no gunfire, not a scratch on nmy Lexus. | felt proud as | unlocked it
and drove away. Maybe | coul d survive on the streets.
* % %

The drive back to Drake & Sweeney took eleven mnutes. If it took thirty mnutes
to copy Chance's file, then it would be out of his office for about an hour
Assuming all went well. And he woul d never know. | waited until eight, then

wal ked casually down to real estate, nmy sleeves rolled up again as if | were
hard at work.

The hal |l ways were deserted. | knocked on Chance's door, no answer. It was

| ocked. | then checked every office, knocking softly at first, then harder, then
turning the knob. About half were | ocked. Around each conmer, | checked for
security caneras. | |ooked in conference roons and typing pools. Not a soul

The key to his door was just |ike mine, same color and size. It worked
perfectly, and I was suddenly inside a dark office and faced with the decision
of whether or not to turn on the lights. A person driving by couldn't tell which
of fice was suddenly lit, and | doubted if anyone in the hallway could see a ray
of light at the bottomof the door. Plus, it was very dark, and | didn't have a
flashlight. | |ocked the door, turned on the lights, went straight to the file
drawer under the w ndow, and unlocked it with the second key. On ny knees, |
quietly pulled the drawer out.

There were dozens of files, all relating to RiverQaks, all arranged neatly
according to sonme nethod. Chance and his secretary were well organized, a trait
our firmcherished. A thick one was | abel ed RiverCaks/ TAG Inc. | gently renoved
it, and began to flip through it. | wanted to make sure it was the right file.

A male voice yelled "Hey!" in the hallway, and | junped out of my skin

Anot her mal e voice answered froma few doors down, and the two struck up a
conversation somewhere very near Chance's door. Basketball talk. Bullets and

Kni cks.

Wth rubbery knees, | walked to the door. | turned off the lights, listening to
their talk. Then | sat on Braden's fine |leather sofa for ten mnutes. If | was
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seen | eaving the office enpty-handed, nothing would be done. Tonorrow was ny

| ast day anyway. O course | wouldn't have the file either.

What if sonmeone spotted ne leaving with the file? If they confronted nme, | would
be dead.

| pondered the situation furiously, getting caught in every scenario. Be
patient, | kept telling nyself. They'll go away. Basketball was foll owed by
girls, neither sounded married, probably a couple of derks from Georgetown's | aw
school, working nights. Their voices soon faded.

| locked the drawer in the dark and took the file. Five mnutes, siXx, seven
eight. | quietly opened the door, slowy placed ny head in the crack, and | ooked
up and down the hall. No one. | scooted out, past Hector's desk, and headed for
the reception area, walking briskly while trying to appear casual

"Hey!" someone yelled frombehind. | turned a corner, and gl anced back j ust

qui ckly enough to see a guy coming after me. The nearest door was to a small
library. | ducked inside; luckily it was dark. | noved between tiers of books
until | found anot her door on the other side. | opened it, and at the end of a
short hallway | saw an exit sign above a door. | ran through it. Figuring I
could run faster down the stairs than up them | bounded down, even though ny
office was two floors above. If by chance he recogni zed ne, he night go there

| ooki ng for ne.

| emerged on the ground floor, out of breath, w thout a coat, not wanting to be
seen by anyone, especially the security person guarding the elevators to keep
out any nore street people. | went to a side exit, the sanme one Polly and | had
used to avoid the reporters the night Mster got shot. It was freezing and a
light rain was falling as | ran to ny car

The thoughts of a bungling first-tine thief. It was a stupid thing to do. Very
stupid. Did | get caught? No one saw ne | eave Chance's office. No one knew | had
a file that wasn't m ne

| shouldn't have run. Wen he yelled, | should' re stopped, chatted himup, acted
as if everything were fine, and if he wanted to see the file, |I'd rebuke himand
send himaway. He was probably just one of the lowy clerks | had heard earlier.
But why had he yelled like that? If he didn't know nme, why was he trying to stop
me fromthe other end of the hallway? | drove onto Massachusetts, in a hurry to
get the copying done and sonehow get the file back where it belonged. | had

pul led all-nighters before, and if | had to wait until 3 AM to sneak back to
Chance's office, then | would do so.

| relaxed a little. The heater was blowi ng at full speed.

There was no way to know that a drug bust had gone bad, a cop had been shot, a
Jaguar owned by a deal er was speedi ng down Ei ghteenth Street. | had the green
[ight on New Hanpshire, but the boys who shot the cop weren't concerned with the
rules of the road. The Jaguar was a blur to ny left, then the air bag expl oded
in nmy face.

When | cane to, the driver's door was pinching ny |eft shoulder. Black faces
were staring in at nme through the shattered wi ndow. | heard sirens, then drifted
away agai n.

One of the paranmedics unlatched ny seat belt, and they pulled nme over the

consol e and t hrough the passenger door. "I don't see any blood," soneone said.
"Can you wal k?" a paranmedi ¢ asked. My shoulder and ribs were hurting. | tried to
stand, but ny | egs woul dn't work.

"I"'mokay," | said, sitting on the edge of a stretcher. There was a racket

behind nme, but | couldn't turn around. They strapped ne down, and as | entered
the anbul ance | saw the Jaguar, upside down and surrounded by cops and nedics.

| kept saying, "lI'mokay, |'mokay," as they checked ny blood pressure. W were
novi ng; the siren faded.

They took me to the energency room at George Washi ngton University Medi cal
Center. X-rays reveal ed no breaks of any type. | was bruised and in terrible
pain. They filled me with painkillers and rolled me up to a private room

| awoke sonetinme in the night. Claire was sleeping in a chair next to ny bed.

file://ID|/e-books/John Grisham - The Street Lawyer.txt (54 of 147) [7/13/2001 6:16:20 PM]



file:///D|/e-books/John Grisham - The Street Lawyer.txt

Fifteen

She left before dawmn. A sweet note on the table told me that she had to nake her
rounds, and that she would return nid-norning. She had tal ked to ny doctors, and
it was likely that | would not die.

We seened perfectly normal and happy, a cute couple devoted to each other. |
drifted off wondering why, exactly, we were going through the process of a

di vor ce.

A nurse woke ne at seven and handed nme the note. | read it again as she rattled
on about the weather--sleet and snow -and took my bl ood pressure. | asked her
for a newspaper. She brought it thirty mnutes later with ny cereal. The story
was front page, Metro. The narc was shot several tines in a gun battle; his
condition was critical. He'd killed one dealer. The second deal er was the Jaguar
driver, who died at the scene of the crash under circunstances still to be

i nvestigated. | was not nentioned, which was fine.

Had | not been involved, the story woul d have been an everyday shootout between
cops and crack deal ers, ignored and unread by ne. Wl cone to the streets. |
tried to convince nmyself it coul d ve happened to any D.C. professional, but it
was a hard sell. To be in that part of town after dark was to ask for trouble.
My upper left armwas swollen and already turning blue--the | eft shoul der and
collarbone stiff and tender to the touch. My ribs were sore to the point of
keeping ne perfectly still. They hurt only when | breathed. | nmade it to the

bat hroom where | relieved nyself and | ooked at nmy face. An air bag is a snal
bonb. The inpact stuns the face and chest. But the danage was mininal: slightly
swol I en nose and eyes, an upper lip that had a new shape. Nothing that woul dn't
di sappear over the weekend.

The nurse was back with nore pills. | nmade her identify each one, then | said no
to the entire collection. They were for pain and stiffness, and | wanted a clear
head. The doc popped in at seven-thirty for a quick going-over. Wth nothing
broken or tipped, ny hours as a patient were nunbered. He suggested anot her

round of X-rays, to be safe. | tried to say no, but he had al ready discussed
file matter with ny wife.
So | linmped around my roomfor an eternity, testing ny wounded body parts,

wat chi ng t he norni ng newsbabbl e, hoping no one I knew woul d suddenly enter and
see nme in ny yellow paisley gown.

* * %

Finding a wecked car in the District is a baffling chore, especially when
initiated so soon after the accident. | started with the phone book, ny only
source, and half the nunbers in Traffic went unanswered. The other half were
answered with great indifference. It was early, the weather was bad. It was
Friday, why get involved?

Most wecked cars were taken to a city |l ot on Rasco Road, up in Northeast. |

| earned this froma secretary at the Central Precinct. She worked in Aninal
Control; | was dialing police extensions at random O her cars were sonetines
taken to other lots, and there was a good chance nmine could still be attached to
the wrecker. The weckers were privately owned, she explained, and this had

al ways caused trouble. She once worked in Traffic, but hated it over there.

| thought of Mrdecai, ny new source for all information related to the street.
| waited until nine to call him | told himthe story, assured himl was in
great shape in spite of being in a hospital, and asked himif he knew howto
find a wecked car. He had sone ideas.

| called Polly with the sane story.

"You're not comng in?" she asked, her voice faltering. "I'min the hospital
Polly. Are you listening to me?" There was hesitation on her end, confirmng
what | feared. | could envision a cake with a punch bow next to it, probably in
a conference room on the table, with fifty people standing around it proposing
toasts and naki ng short speeches about how wonderful | was. | had been to a
coupl e of those parties nyself. They were awful. | was deternmined to avoid ny
own send-of f.

"When are you getting out?" she asked.

"Don't know. Maybe tonorrow." It was a lie; | was |eaving before noon, with or
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wi t hout ny nedical team s approval
More hesitation. The cake, the punch, the inportant speeches from busy peopl e,

maybe even a gift or two. How would she handle it? "lI'msorry," she said.

"Me too. |s anybody | ooking for nme?"

"No. Not yet."

"Good. Please tell Rudol ph about the accident, and I'Il call himlater. Gotta
go. They want nore tests."

* * %

And so ny once prom sing career at Drake & Sweeney sputtered to an end.
ski pped my own retirenment party. At the age of thirty-two | was freed fromthe

shackl es of corporate servitude, and the noney. | was left to follow ny
conscience. | would' ve felt great if not for the knife sticking through ny ribs
every tine | noved.

Claire arrived after eleven. She huddled with ny doctor in the hall. | could

hear them out there, speaking their |anguage. They stepped into nmy room jointly
announced ny rel ease, and | changed into clean clothes she had brought from
hone. She drove nme there, a short trip during which little was said. There was
no chance at reconciliation. Wiy should a sinple car weck change anyt hi ng? She
was there as a friend and a doctor, not a wfe.

She fixed tonmato soup and tucked ne into the sofa. She lined up ny pills on the
kitchen counter, gave nme ny instructions, and |eft.

| was still for ten minutes, |long enough to eat half the soup and a few of the
saltines, then | was on the phone. Mrdecai had found nothing.

Wrking fromthe classifieds, | began calling Realtors and apartnent |ocating
services. Then | called for a sedan froma car service. | took a | ong, hot
shower to | oosen ny bruised body.

My driver was Leon. | sat in the front with him trying not to grinace and groan

with each pothole he hit.

| couldn't afford a nice apartnent, but at the |least | wanted one that was safe.
Leon had sone ideas. W stopped at a newsstand and | picked up two free
brochures on District real estate.

In Leon's opinion, a good place to live right now, but this could change in six
nont hs, he warned nme, was Adans- Morgan, north of Dupont Circle. It was a
wel | known district, one | had been through nany tines, never with any desire to
stop and browse. The streets were lined with turn-of-the-century rowhouses, al
of which were still inhabited, which, in D.C, nmeant a vibrant nei ghborhood. The
bars and clubs were hot at the nmonment, according to Leon, and the best new
restaurants were there. The seedy sections were just around the corner, and of
course one had to be extrenely careful. If inportant people |like senators got

t hensel ves nugged on Capitol Hill, then no one was safe.

Driving toward Adams- Morgan, Leon was suddenly confronted with a pothole |arger
than his car. W bounced through it, getting airborne for what seened to be ten
seconds, then landing very hard. | couldn't help but screamas the entire |eft
side of ny torso collapsed in pain.

Leon was horrified. | had to tell himthe truth, where I'd slept last night. He
sl owed down consi derably, and becane ny Realtor. He hel ped nme up the stairs at
nmy first prospect, a run-down flat Wth the unm stakable snell of cat urine
emanating fromthe carpet. In no uncertain terns, Leon told the landlord she
shoul d be ashanmed showi ng the place in such condition

The second stop was a loft five floors above the street, and | alnpbst didn't
nmake it up the stairs. No elevator. And not nuch heating. Leon politely thanked
t he manager.

The next loft was four floors up, but with a nice, clean elevator. The rowhouse
was on Woming, a pretty shaded street just off Connecticut. The rent was five
hundred and fifty a nonth, and | had already said yes before | saw the place. |
was sinking fast, thinking nore and nore about the pain pills I'd left on the
counter, and ready to rent anything.

Three tiny roons in an attic with sloping ceilings, a bathroomw th plunbing
that seenmed to be working, clean floors, and sonething of a view over the
street.

"We'll take it," Leon said to the landlord. | was |eaning on a door frane, ready
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to collapse. In a small office in the basenment, | hurriedly read the | ease,
signed it, and wote a check for the deposit and first nmonth's rent.
I'd told Claire |I'd be out by the weekend. | was deternmined to make it happen.

I f Leon was curious about ny nove fromthe swanki ness of Georgetown to a

t hree-room pi geonhol e i n Adans- Morgan, he didn't ask. He was too nmuch of a
professional. He returned nme to our apartment, and he waited in the car while |
swal lowed nmy pills and took a quick nap

A phone was ringing sonewhere in the mdst of ny chenical -induced fog. |
stunbled forth, found it, nmanaged to say, "Hello." Rudol ph said, "Thought you

were in the hospital." | heard his voice, and recognized it, but the fog was
still clearing. "I was," | said, thick-tongued. "Now |I'mnot. \Wat do you want?"
"W m ssed you this afternoon.”

Ah yes. The punch and cake show. "I didn't plan to be in a car weck, Rudol ph

Pl ease forgive ne."

"A lot of people wanted to say good-bye."
"They can drop nme a line. Tell themto just fax it over."
"You feel |ousy, don't you?"
"Yes, Rudolph. | feel like I've just been hit by a car."
"Are you on nedication?"
"Why do you care?"
"Sorry. Look, Braden Chance was in ny office an hour ago. He's quite anxious to
see you. (Odd, don't you think?"
The fog lifted and ny head was nuch clearer. "See ne about what?"
"He wouldn't say. But he's |ooking for you."
"Tell himl've left."
"I did. Sorry to bother you. Stop by if you get a mnute. You still have friends
here."
"Thanks, Rudol ph."
| stuffed the pills in ny pockets. Leon was napping in the car. As we sped away,
| called Mordecai. He'd found the accident report; it listed a Hundl ey Tow ng as
the wrecker service. Hundl ey Towi ng used an answeri ng machine for nost of its
calls. The streets were slick, lots of accidents, a busy tinme for people who
owned tow trucks. A nechanic had finally answered the phone around three, but
proved to be conpletely usel ess.
Leon found the Hundl ey place on Rhode |Island near Seventh. In better days it had
been a full-service gas station, now it was a garage, tow ng service, used-car
lot, and U-Haul trailer rental. Every wi ndow was adorned with black bars. Leon
maneuvered as cl ose as possible to the front door. "Cover ne," | said, as | got
out and dashed inside. The door kicked back when | wal ked through, hitting me on
nmy left arm | doubled over in pain. A nmechanic wearing overalls and grease
rounded a conmer and glared at ne.
| explained why | was there. He found a clipboard and studied papers stuck to

it. Inthe rear, | could hear nmen tal king and cursing---no doubt they were back
there shooting dice, drinking whiskey, probably selling crack
"The police have it," he said, still |ooking at the papers.

"Any idea why?"

"Not really. Was there a crinme or sonething?"

"Yeah, but nmy car wasn't involved with the crine."”

He gave ne a bl ank | ook. He had his own probl ens.

"Any idea where it mnmight be?" | asked, trying to be pleasant.

"When they inpound them they usually take themto a | ot up on Georgia, north of
Howar d. "

"How many | ots does the city have?"

He shrugged and began wal ki ng away. "More than one," he said, and di sappeared.
| managed the door with care, then bolted for Leon's car.

It was dark when we found the lot, half a city block lined with chain link and
razor wire. Inside were hundreds of wecked cars, arranged haphazardly, sone
stacked on top of others.

Leon stood with me on the sidewal k, peering through the chain Iink. "Over
there," | said, pointing. The Lexus was parked near a shed, facing us. The
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i npact had denolished the left front. The fender was gone; the engi ne exposed
and crushed.

"You're a very lucky man," Leon said.

Next to it was the Jaguar, its roof flattened, all w ndows m ssing.

There was an office of some type in the shed, but it was closed and dark. The
gates were | ocked with heavy chains. The razor wire glistened in the rain. There
wer e tough guys hangi ng around a corner, not far away. | could feel them

wat ching us. "Let's get out of here," | said.

Leon drove nme to National Airport, the only place | knew to rent a car.

* * %

The table was set; carry-out Chinese was on the stove. Claire was waiting, and
worried to sone degree, though it was inpossible to tell how nmuch. | told her
had to go rent a car, pursuant to instructions fromny insurance conpany. She
exam ned nme |i ke a good doctor, and nmade nme take a pill.

"I thought you were going to rest," she said.

"I tried. It didn't work. |'mstarving."

It would be our |ast neal together as husband and w fe, ending the same way we'd
begun, with sonething fast and prepared el sewhere.

"Do you know soneone naned Hector Pal ma?" she asked, hal fway through dinner. |
swal | oned hard. "Yes."

"He called an hour ago. Said it was inportant that he talk to you. Who is he?"
"A paralegal with the firm | was supposed to spend the norning with himgoing
over one of ny cases. He's in a tight spot.”

"Must be. He wants to neet with you at nine tonight, at Nathan's on M"

"Way a bar?" | nused.

"He didn't say. Sounded suspicious."

My appetite vanished, but | kept eating to appear unnoved. Not that it was
necessary. She couldn't have cared |ess.

* * %

| walked to M Street, in alight rain that was turning to sleet, and in
significant pain. Parking woul d ve been inpossible on Friday night. And | hoped
to stretch ny nuscles sone, and clear ny head.

The neeting could be nothing but trouble, and | prepped for it as | wal ked. |

thought of lies to cover ny trail, and nore lies to cover the first set. Now
that | had stolen, the lying didn't seemlike such a big deal. Hector m ght be
working for the firm there was a chance he could be wired. | would |isten
carefully, and say little.

Nat han's was only half-full. | was ten minutes early, but he was there, waiting
for me in a snmall booth. As | approached he suddenly junped fromhis seat and
thrust a hand at ne. "You nust be Mchael. |'mHector Palnmr, fromreal estate.
Nice to neet you."

It was an assault, a burst of personality that put ne on ny heels. | shook

hands, reeling, and said sonething like, "Nice to neet you."

He pointed to the booth. "Here, have a seat," he said, all warnth and snil es.
delicately- bent and squeezed ny way into the booth.

"What happened to your face?" he asked.

"I kissed an air bag."

"Yeah, | heard about the accident," he said quickly. Very quickly. "Are you
okay? Any broken bones?"

"No," | said slowy, trying to read him

"Heard the other guy got killed," he said, a split second after |'d spoken. He
was in charge of this conversation. | was supposed to follow al ong. "Yeah, sone
drug dealer."

"This city," he said, as the waiter appeared. "Wiat'll you have?" Hector asked
nme.

"Bl ack coffee," | said. At that noment, as he pondered his choice of drinks, one

of his feet began tapping ne on the | eg.

"What ki nd of beer do you have?" he asked the waiter, a question they hated. The
wai ter | ooked strai ght ahead and began rattling off brands.

The tappi ng brought our eyes together. H's hands were together on the table.
Using the waiter as a shield, he barely curled his right index finger and
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poi nted to his chest.

"Ml son, " he announced suddenly, and the waiter |eft.

He was wired, and they were watchi ng. Werever they were, they couldn't see
through the waiter. Instinctively, | wanted to turn and exam ne the other people
inthe bar. But | withstood the tenptation, thanks in no small part to a neck as
pliable as a board.

That expl ained the hearty hello, as if we'd never net. Hector had been grilled
all day, and he was denyi ng everyt hi ng.

"I'ma paralegal in real estate," he explained. "You ve net Braden Chance, one
of our partners.”

"Yes." Since ny words were being recorded, | would offer little.

"I work primarily for him You and | spoke briefly one day | ast week when you
visited his office."

"If you say so. | don't renenber seeing you."

| caught a very faint smile, a relaxing around the eyes, nothing a surveillance
camera could catch. Under the table, | tapped his leg with ny foot. Hopefully we
were dancing to the same tune.

"Look, the reason | asked you to neet nme is because a file is mssing from
Braden's office."

"Am | the accused?"

"Well, no, but you're a possible suspect. It was the file you asked for when you
sort of barged into his office | ast week."
"Then | am bei ng accused," | said hotly.

"Not yet. Relax. The firmis doing a thorough investigation of the natter, and
we're sinply talking to everyone we can think of. Since | heard you ask Braden
for the file, the firminstructed ne to talk to you. It's that sinple."

"I don't know what you're talking about. It's that sinple."

"You know not hi ng about the file?"

"OF course not. Wiy would | take a file froma partner's office?"

"Whul d you take a pol ygraph?"

"Certainly," | said firmy, even indignantly. There was no way in hell | would
take a pol ygraph.

"Good. They're asking all of us to do it. Everybody renotely near the file."
The beer and coffee arrived, giving us a brief pause to evaluate and reposition.
Hector had just told ne he was in deep trouble. A polygraph would kill him Did
you neet M chael Brock before he left the firn? Did you di scuss the m ssing
file? Did you give himcopies of anything taken fromthe file? Did you assi st
himin obtaining the nmssing file? Yes or no. Hard questions with sinple
answers. There was no way he could lie and survive the test.

"They're fingerprinting too," he said. He said this in a | ower voice, not in an
effort to avoid the hidden m ke, but rather to soften the bl ow

It didn't work. The thought of |eaving prints had never occurred to ne, neither
before the theft, nor since. "Good for them" | said.

"In fact, they lifted prints all afternoon. Fromthe door, the light switch, the
file cabinet. Lots of prints.”

"Hope they find their man."

"It's really coincidental, you know. Braden had a hundred active files in his
office, and the only one nissing is the one you were quite anxious to see."
"Are you trying to say sonething?"

"I just said it. Areal coincidence." He was doing this for the benefit of our
l'i steners.

| thought perhaps | should performtoo. "I don't like the way you said it," |
practically yelled at him "If you want to accuse nme of sonething, then go to
the cops, get a warrant, and get ne picked up. Qtherw se, keep your stupid

opi nions to yoursel f."

"The cops are already involved," he said, very coolly, and ny contrived tenper
nelted. "It's a theft."

"OF course it's a theft. Go catch your thief and stop wasting your tine with
me. "

He took a long drink. "Di d soneone give you a set of keys to Braden's office?"
"Of course not."
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"Well, they found this enpty file on your desk, with a note about the two keys.
One to the door, the other to a file cabinet."

"I know not hing about it," | said, as arrogantly as possible while trying to
renenber the last place I'd put the enpty file. My trail was widening. |'d been
trained to think like a |awer, not a crim nal

Anot her long drink by Hector, another sip of coffee by ne.

Enough had been said. The nmessages had been delivered, one by the firm the
other by Hector hinself. The firmwanted the file back, with its contents
unconprom sed. Hector wanted nme to know that his involvenment could cost himhis
j ob.

It was up to ne to save him i could return the file, confess, promse to keep
it sealed, and the firmwould probably forgive ne. There would be no harm
Protecting Hector's job could be a condition of the return.

"Anyt hing el se?" | asked, suddenly ready to | eave.

"Not hi ng. When can you do the pol ygraph?"

“I''"ll give you a call."

| picked up ny coat and left.

Si xt een

For reasons that | would soon understand, Myrdecai had an intense dislike for
District cops, even though nost were black. In his opinion, they were rough on
the honel ess, and that was the standard he invariably used to neasure good and
bad.

But he knew a few. One was Sergeant Peeler, a man described by Mrdecai as "from
the streets."” Peeler worked with troubled kids in a community center near the

| egal clinic, and he and Mrdecai belonged to the same church. Peel er had
contacts, and could pull enough strings to get me to ny car.

He wal ked into the clinic shortly after nine Saturday norning. Mrdecai and |
were drinking coffee and trying to stay warm Peeler didn't work Saturdays.

got the inpression he would have rather stayed in bed.

Wth Mordecai doing the driving and talking, and with me in the back, we rode
through the slick streets into Northeast. The snow they had forecast was instead
acoldrain. Traffic was light. It was another raw February nmorning; only the
hearty ventured onto the sidewal ks.

We parked at the curb near the padl ocked gates to the city lot just off Ceorgia

Avenue. Peeler said, "Wait here." | could see the remai ns of ny Lexus.
He wal ked to the gates, pushed a button on a pole, and the door to the office
shed opened. A snmall, thin unifornmed policenman with an unbrella cane over, and

he and Peel er exchanged a few words.

Peel er returned to the car, slamrng the door and shaking the water off his
shoul ders. "He's waiting for you," he said.

| stepped into the rain, raised ny unbrella, and wal ked quickly to the gates
where OfFficer Wnkle was waiting without the slightest trace of hunor or
goodwi I | . He produced keys by the dozens, sonehow found the three that fit the
heavy padl ocks, and said to nme, "Over here," as he opened the gates. | foll owed
hi mt hrough the gravel |ot, avoi ding when possible the potholes filled with
brown water and nmud. My entire body ached with every nove, so ny hoppi ng and
dodgi ng were restricted. He went straight to ny car.

| went right to the front seat. No file. After a nonent of panic, | found it
behind the driver's seat, on the floor, intact. | grabbed it, and was ready to
go. | was in no nood to survey the damage |I'd wal ked away from | had survived
in one piece, and that was all that nattered. |'d haggle with the insurance
conmpany next week.

“Is that it?" Wnkle asked.

"Yes," | said, ready to bolt.

"Fol l ow ne. "

We entered the shed where a butane heater roared in a corner, blasting us with
hot air. tie selected one of ten clipboards fromthe wall, and began stating at

the file |l was holding. "Brown manila file," he said as he wote. "About two
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inches thick." | stood there clutching it as if it were gold. "Is there a nane
on it?"

| was in no position to protest. One smart-ass renark, and they woul d never find
me. "Wiy do you need it?" | asked.

"Put it on the table," he said.

On the table it went. "RiverCaks slash TAG Inc.," he said, still witing. "File

nunber TBC-96-3381." My trail w dened even nore.

"Do you own this?" he asked, pointing, with no small anount of suspicion. "Yes.
"COkay. You can go now. "

| thanked him and got no response. | wanted to jog across the |ot, but walking
was enough of a challenge. He | ocked the gates behind ne.

Mor decai and Peel er both turned around and | ooked at the file once | was inside.
Neither had a clue. | had told Mdrdecai only that the file was very inportant.
needed to retrieve it before it was destroyed. Al that effort for one plain
manila file?

| was tenpted to flip through it as we drove back to the clinic. But | didn't.

| thanked Peel er, said good-bye to Mordecai, and drove, cautiously, to ny new
Lot

The source of the noney was the federal government, no surprise in D.C. The
Postal Service planned to construct a twenty-mllion-dollar bulk-mail facility
inthe city, and Ri verCaks was one of several aggressive real estate conpanies
hoping to build, |ease, and manage it. Several sites had been considered, all in
rough and decayi ng sections of the city. A short list of three had been
announced t he previous Decenber. RiverQOaks had begun snapping up all the cheap
real estate it mght need.

TAG was a duly registered corporation whose sol e stockhol der was Til hnan

Gantry, described in a file nmeno as a former pinp, small-tine hustler, and

twi ce-convicted felon. One of nany such characters in the city. After crineg,
Gantry had discovered used cars and real estate. He purchased abandoned
bui I di ngs, sonmetines doi ng qui ckie renovations and reselling, sonmetines offering
space for rent. Fourteen TAG properties were listed in a file summary. Gantry's
pat h crossed that of RiverOaks' when the U S. Postal Service needed nore space.
On January 6, the Postal Service informed RiverQaks by registered mail that the
conmpany had been chosen to be the contractor/owner/landl ord of the new bul k
facility. A menorandum of agreenent provided for annual rental paynents of $1.5
mllion, for a guaranteed period of twenty years. The letter also said, with
nongovemrment al -1 i ke haste, that a final agreenment between Ri verQaks and the
Postal Service would have to be signed no |ater than March 1, or the deal was
off. After seven years of contenplating and planning, the Feds wanted it built
overni ght.

Ri verCaks, and its |awers and Realtors, went to work. In January, the conpany
purchased four properties on Florida near the warehouse where the eviction took
pl ace. The file had two maps of the area, with shaded colors indicating lots
purchased and | ots under negoti ation.

March 1 was only seven days away. Small wonder Chance nissed the file so

qui ckly. He was working with it every day.

The war ehouse on Florida Avenue had been purchased by TAG the previous July for
a sumnot revealed in the file. R verQOaks bought it for two hundred thousand
dollars on January 31, four days before the eviction that sent DeVon Hardy and
the Burton famly into the streets.

On the bare wooden floor of what would becone ny living room | carefully
renoved each sheet of paper fromthe file, examined it, then described it in
detail on a legal pad so that | could put it back together in perfect order
There was the usual collection of papers | assumed to be in every real estate
file: tax records for prior years, a chain of title, previous deeds, an
agreenent for the purchase and sale of the property, correspondence with the
Real tor, closing papers. It was a cash deal, so no bank was invol ved.

On the left inside flap of the file was the journal, a preprinted formused to

| og each entry by date and brief description. You could judge the organizati onal
capacity of a Drake & Sweeney secretary by the level of detail in a file's
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journal. Every piece of paper, map, photo, or chart--anything and everything
that was punched into a file was supposed to be recorded in the journal. This
had been drilled into our heads during boot canp. Mst of us had | earned the
hard way--there was nothing nore frustrating than flipping through a thick file
in search of sonething that had not been logged in with sufficient detail. If
you can't find it in thirty seconds, the axiomsaid, it's useless.

Chance's file was neticul ous; his secretary was a wonan of details. But there
had been tanperi ng.

On January 22, Hector Palna went to the warehouse, alone, for a routine,
prepurchase inspection. As he was entering a designated door, he was nugged by
two street punks who hit himover the head with a stick of sonme sort, and took
his wall et and cash at knifepoint. He stayed at home on January 23, and prepared
a meno to the file describing the assault. The |ast sentence read: "WII| return
on Monday, January 27, with guard, to inspect." The neno was properly | ogged
into the file.

But there was no neno fromhis second visit. A January 27 entry into the journal
said: HP nenp---site visit, inspection of prem ses.

Hector went to the warehouse on the twenty-seventh, with a guard, inspected the
pl ace, no doubt found that serious squatting was under way, and prepared a neno,
whi ch, judgi ng by his other paperwork, was probably quite thorough.

The nmeno had been renoved fromthe file. Certainly no crinme, and | had taken
things fromfiles all the tine without making a note in the journal. But |
dammed sure put them back. If an itemwas logged in, it was supposed to be in
the file.

The cl osi ng took place on January 31, a Friday. The foll owi ng Tuesday, Hector
returned to the warehouse to renove the squatters. He was assisted by a guard
froma private security firm a District cop, and four roughnecks from an

evi ction conpany. It took three hours, according to his neno, which ran for two
pages. Though he tried to mask his enotions, Hector didn't have the stomach for
evi ctions.

My heart stopped when | read the followi ng: "The nother had four children, one
an infant. She lived in a two-room apartnent with no plunbing. They slept on two
mattresses on the floor. She fought with the policenman while her children

wat ched. She was eventually renoved." So Ontari o watched while his nother
fought. There was a |list of those evicted, seventeen in all, with children

excl uded, the sane |ist someone had placed on ny desk Monday norning with a copy
of the Post story.

In the back of the file, lying | oose without the benefit of a journal entry,
were eviction notices for the seventeen. They had not been used. Squatters have
no rights, including the right to be notified. The notices had been prepared as
an afterthought, an effort to cover the trail. They had probably been stock in
after the Mster episode by Chance hinself, just in case he might need them

The tanpering was obvious, and foolish. But then Chance was a partner. It was
virtually unheard of for a partner to surrender a file.

It hadn't been surrendered; it had been stolen. An act of larceny, a crine for
whi ch evi dence was now bei ng gathered. The thief was an idiot.

As part of ny preenploynment ritual seven years earlier, | had been fingerprinted
by private investigators. It would be a sinple matter to natch those prints with
the ones lifted from Chance's file cabinet. It would take only minutes. | was

certain it had already been done. Could there be a warrant for ny arrest? It was
i nevi tabl e.

Most of the floor was covered when | finished, three hours after | started. |
carefully reassenbled the file, then drove to the clinic and copied it.

She was shopping, her note said. W had nice luggage, an itemwe failed to
nmention when we split the assets. She would be traveling nore than | in the near
future, so | took the cheap stuff---duffel and gymbags. | didn't want to get
caught, so | threw the basics into a pile on the bed--socks, underwear, tee
shirts, toiletries, shoes, but only the ones | had worn in the past year. She
could discard the others. | hurriedly cleaned out ny drawers and ny side of the
nmedi ci ne cabi net. Wunded and achi ng, physically and otherw se, | haul ed the
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bags down two flights of stairs to ny rental car, then went back up for a | oad
of suits and dress clothes. | found nmy old sl eeping bag, unused for at |east the
|ast five years, and carried it down, along with a quilt and a pillow. | was
entitled to ny alarmclock, radio, portable CD player with a few CD s,
thirteen-inch color TV on the kitchen counter, one coffeepot, hair dryer, and
the set of blue towels.

When the car was full, | left a note telling her I was gone. | placed it next to
the one she'd left, and refused to stare at it. My enptions were nixed and j ust
under the skin, and | was not equipped to deal with them 1'd never noved out
before; | wasn't sure how it was done.

| locked the door and wal ked down the stairs. | knew | would be back in a couple
of days to get the rest of ny things, but the trip down felt |ike the |ast tine.
She woul d read the note, check the drawers and closets to see what | had taken
and when she realized | had i ndeed noved out, she would sit in the den for a
qui ck tear. Maybe a good cry. But it would be over before long. She would easily
nove to the next phase.

As | drove away, there was no feeling of liberation. It wasn't a thrill to be
single again. Claire and | had both |ost.

Sevent een
| locked nyself inside the office. The clinic was col der Sunday than it had been
on Saturday. | wore a heavy sweater, corduroy pants, thermal socks, and | read

the paper at ny desk with two steam ng cups of coffee in front of ne. The

buil ding had a heating system but | wasn't about to neddle with it.

I mssed ny chair, ny | eather executive sw vel that rocked and reclined and
rolled at ny command. My new one was a snall step above a folding job you'd rent
for a wedding. It prom sed to be unconfortable on good days; in ny pumel ed
condition at that nonent, it was a torture devi ce.

The desk was a battered hand- me-down, probably from an abandoned school; square
and boxlike, with three drawers down each side, all of which actually opened,
but not without a struggle. The two clients' chairs on the other side were

i ndeed fol ding types--one black, the other a greenish color |I'd never seen

bef ore.

The wall s were plaster, painted decades ago and allowed to fade into a shade of
pal e | enon. The plaster was cracked; the spiders had taken over the corners at
the ceiling. The only decoration was a framed placard advertising a March for
Justice on the Mall in July of 1988.

The floor was ancient oak, the planks rounded at the edges, evidence of heavy
use in prior years. It had been swept recently, the broomstill standing in a
corner with a dustpan, a gentle cue that if | wanted the dirt cl eared again,
then it was up to ne.

Ch how the mighty had fallen! |If ny dear brother Warner could' ve seen ne sitting
there on Sunday, shivering at ny sad little desk, staring at the cracks in the
pl aster, locked in so that ny potential clients couldn't nug ne, he would' ve
hurled insults so rich and colorful that | would ve been conpelled to wite them
down.

| couldn't conprehend ny parents' reaction. | would be forced to call them soon
and deliver the double shock of ny changes of address.
A loud bang at the door scared the hell out of ne. | bolted upright, unsure of

what to do. Were the street punks com ng after ne? Another knock as | noved
toward the front, and | could see a figure trying to |ook through the bars and
thick glass of the front door

It was Barry Nuzzo, shivering and anxious to get to safety. | got things

unl ocked, and let himin.

"What a slumhol e!" he began pl easantly, |ooking around the front room as |

rel ocked t he door

"Quaint, isn't it?" | said, reeling fromhis presence and trying to figure out
what it meant.

"What a dunp!" He was anmused by the place. He wal ked around Sofia's desk, slowy
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taking off his gloves, afraid to touch anything for fear of starting an

aval anche of files.

"We keep the overhead |low, so we can take all the noney hone," | said. It was an
ol d joke around Drake & Sweeney. The partners were constantly bitching about the
overhead, while at the sane tine nost were concerned about redecorating their
of fi ces.

"So you're here for the noney?" he asked, still anused.

"Of course."

"You've lost your mind."

"I'"ve found a calling."

"Yeah, you're hearing voices."

"I's that why you're here? To tell me |'mcrazy?"

“I called Claire.™

"And what did she say?"

"Said you had noved out."

"That's true. W're getting a divorce."

"What's wrong with your face?"

"Air bag."

"Ch, yeah. | forgot. | heard it was just a fender bender."

"I't was. The fenders got bent."

He draped his coat over a chair, then hurriedly put it back on. "Does | ow

over head nmean you don't pay your heating bill?"

"Now and then we skip a nonth."

He wal ked around sone nore, peeking into the small offices to the side. "Wo
pays for this operation?" he asked. "A trust."

"A declining trust?"

"Yes, a rapidly declining trust."

"How d you find it?"

"M ster hung out here. These were his | awers."

"Good old Mster," he said. He stopped his exanination for a nonent, and stared
at a wall. "Do you think he would' ve killed us?"

"No. Nobody was listening to him He was just another honel ess guy. He wanted to
be heard."

"Did you ever consider junping hinP"

"No, but | thought about grabbing his gun and shooting Rafter."

"I wish you had."

"Maybe next tine."

"Got any coffee?"

"Sure. Have a seat."

| didn't want Barry to follow ne into the kitchen, because it left nmuch to be
desired. | found a cup, washed it quickly, and filled it with coffee. | invited
himinto nmy office.

"Ni ce," he said, |ooking around.

"This is where all the long balls are hit," | said proudly. W took positions
across the desk, both chairs squeaking and on the verge of coll apse.

"I's this what you dreanmed about in | aw school ?" he asked.

"I don't renenber |aw school. |'ve billed too nmany hours since then."

He finally | ooked at ne, without a snirk or a snmle, and the kidding was set
aside. As bad as the thought was, | couldn't help but wonder if Barry was wired.
They had sent Hector into the fray with a bug under his shirt; they would do the
same with Barry. He wouldn't volunteer, but they could apply the pressure. | was
t he eneny.

"So you cane here searching for Mster?" he said.

"l guess."

"What did you find?"

"Are you playing dunb, Barry? What's happening at the firn? Have you guys
circled the wagons? Are you coning after nme?"

He weighed this carefully, while taking quick sips fromhis nmug. "This coffee is
awful ," he said, ready to spit.

"At least it's hot."

"I"'msorry about Claire."
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"Thanks, but |'d rather not tal k about it."

"There's a file mssing, Mchael. Everyone's pointing at you."

"Who knows you're here?"

"My wife."

"The firm send you?"

"Absol utely not."

| believed him He'd been a friend for seven years, close at tines. Mre often
than not, though, we'd been too busy for friendship.

"Whay are they pointing at nme?"

"The file has sonething to do with Mster. You went to Braden Chance and
demanded to see it. You were seen near his office the night it di sappeared.
There i s evidence soneone gave you sone keys that perhaps you shouldn't have
had. "

“Is that all?"

"That, and the fingerprints."

"Fingerprints?" | asked, trying to appear surprised.

"Al'l over the place. The door, the light switch, the file cabinet itself. Perfect
mat ches. You were
there, Mchael. You took the file. Now what will you do with it?"

"How rmuch do you know about the file?"

"M ster got evicted by one of our real estate clients. He was a squatter. He
went nuts, scared the hell out of us, you al nost got hit. You cracked up."

“Is that all?"

"That's all they've told us."

"They bei ng?"

"They being the big dogs. W got nenps late Friday --the entire firm |awers,
secretaries, paralegals, ev erybody--informng us that a file had been taken,
you were the suspect, and that no nenber of the firm should have any contact
with you. | amforbidden to be here right now "

“I won't tell."

"Thanks. "

| f Braden Chance had made t he connection between the eviction and Lontae Burton,
he was not the type who would admit this to anyone. Not even his fell ow
partners. Barry was being truthful. He probably thought nmy only interest in the
file was DeVon Hardy.

"Then why are you here?"

"I"'myour friend. Things are crazy right now M God we had cops in the office
on Friday, can you believe that? Last week it was the SWAT team and we were
host ages. Now you've junped off a cliff. And the thing with Caire. Wiy don't we
take a break? Let's go somewhere for a couple of weeks. Take our w ves."

"Wher e?"

"l don't know. who cares. The islands."

"What woul d that acconplish?"

"We could thaw out for one thing. Play some tennis. Sleep. Get recharged.”
"Paid for by the firnP"

"Paid for by ne."

"Forget about Claire. It's over, Barry. It took a long time, but it's over."

"COkay. The two of us will go."
"But you're not supposed to have any contact with ne."
"I have an idea. | think | can go to Arthur and have a |l ong chat. W can unwi nd

this thing. You bring back the file, forget whatever is init, the firmforgives
and forgets too, you and | go play tennis for two weeks on Maui, then when we
return you go back to your plush office where you bel ong."

"They sent you, didn't they?"

"No. | swear."

"I't won't work, Barry."

"G ve nme a good reason. Please."

"There's nore to being a lawer than billing hours and maki ng nmoney. Wy do we
want to becone corporate whores? I'mtired of it, Barry. | want to nmake a

di fference."

"You sound like a first-year |aw student."
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"Exactly. We got into this business because we thought the | aw was a hi gher

calling. W could fight injustice and social ills, and do all sorts of great
thi ngs because we were |l awers. W were idealistic once. Wiy can't we do it
agai n?"

"Mortgages. "

"I"'mnot trying to recruit. You have three kids; luckily Claire and | have none.
| can afford to go a little nuts.”

A radiator in a corner, one | had not yet noticed, began to rattle and hiss. W
wat ched it and waited hopefully for a little heat. A m nute passed. Then two.
"They' re gonna conme after you, Mchael," he said, still |ooking at the radiator
but not seei ng.

"They? You mean we?"

"Right. The firm You can't steal a file. Think about the client. The client has
a right to expect confidentiality. If a file walks out, the firmhas no choice
but to go after it."

"Crimnal charges?"

"Probably. They're mad as hell, Mchael. You can't blane them There's also talk
of a disciplinary action with the bar association. An injunction is likely.
Rafter is already working on it."

"Way couldn't Mster have ained a little | oner?"

"They're conming hard."

"The firmhas nore to | ose than | do."

He studied ne. He did not know what was in the file.

"There's nmore than M ster?" he asked.

"Alot nmore. The firmhas trenendous exposure. |f they cone after ne, | go after
the firm"

"You can't use a stolen file. No court in the country will allowit into

evi dence. You don't understand litigation."

"I'mlearning. Tell themto back off. Remenber, |'ve got the file, and the

file's got the dirt."

"They were just a bunch of squatters, Mchael."

"I't's much nore conplicated than that. Someone needs to sit down with Braden
Chance and get the truth. Tell Rafter to do his honework before he pulls sone
har ebrai ned stunt. Believe ne, Barry, this is front-page stuff. You guys will be
afraid to | eave your hones."

"So you're proposing a truce? You keep the file, we | eave you al one.™

"For now anyway. | don't know about next week or the week after.”

"Way can't you talk to Arthur? I'll referee. The three of us will get in a room
| ock the door, work this thing out. Wat do you say?"

"It's too |ate. People are dead."

"M ster got hinself killed."

"There are others.” And with that, | had said enough. Though he was ny friend,
he woul d repeat npbst of our conversation to his bosses.

"Whul d you like to explain?" he said.

“I can't. It's confidential."

"That has a phony sound to it, comng froma | awer who steals files."

The radi ator gurgled and burped, and it was easier to watch it than to talk for
a while. Neither of us wanted to say things we would | ater regret.

He asked about the other enpl oyees of the clinic. | gave hima quick tour
“Unbel i evabl e," he nmunbl ed, npre than once.

"Can we keep in touch?" he said at the door

"Sure."

Ei ght een

My orientation |asted about thirty min.utes, the tine it took us to drive from
the clinic to the Samaritan House in Petworth, in Northeast. Mrdecai handl ed
the driving and the talking; | sat quietly, holding nmy briefcase, as nervous as
any rookie about to be fed to the wolves. | wore jeans, a white shirt and tie,
an ol d navy blazer, and on ny feet | had wellworn Ni ke tennis shoes and white
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socks. | had stopped shaving. | was a street |lawer, and | could dress any way |
want ed.

Mordecai, of course, had instantly noted the change in style when | wal ked into
his office and announced | was ready for work. He didn't say anything, but his
gl ance lingered on the Nikes. He had seen it all before --big-firmtypes com ng
down fromthe towers to spend a few hours with the poor. For sone reason, they
felt conpelled to grow whi skers and wear denim

"Your clientele will be a mxture of thirds," he said, driving badly with one
hand, hol ding coffee with another, oblivious to any of the other vehicles
crowded around us. "About a third are enployed, a third are fanmlies with
children, a third are nentally disabled, a third are veterans. And about a third
of those eligible for |l owinconme housing receive it. In the past fifteen years,
two and a half mllion | owcost housing units have been elininated, and the
federal housing prograns have been cut seventy percent. Small wonder people are
living on the streets. Governnents are bal anci ng budgets on the backs of the

poor."

The statistics flowed forth with no effort whatsoever. This was his life and his
profession. As a | awer trained to keep neticulous notes, | fought the

compul sion to rip open ny briefcase and begin scribbling. | just |istened.

"These peopl e have m ni rumwage jobs, so private housing is not even consi dered.
They don't even dream about it. And their earned income has not kept pace with
housi ng costs. So they fall farther and farther behind, and at the sanme tine
assi stance prograns take nore and nore hits. Get this: Only fourteen percent of
di sabl ed honel ess people receive disability benefits. Fourteen percent! You'l
see a lot of these cases."

We squealed to a stop at a red light, his car partially blocking the
intersection. Horns erupted all around us. | slid lower in the seat, waiting for
anot her collision. Mdirdecai hadn't the slightest clue that his car was inpeding
rush-hour traffic. He stared bl anl dy ahead, in another world.

"The frightening part of honel essness is what you don't see on the street. About
hal f of all poor people spend seventy percent of their incone trying to keep the
housi ng they have. HUD says they should spend a third. There are tens of

t housands of people in this city who are clinging to their roofs; one mssed
paycheck, one unexpected hospital visit, one unseen energency, and they |ose
their housing."

"Where do they go?"

"They rarely go straight to the shelters. At first, they'll go to their
famlies, then friends. The strain is enornous because their famlies and
friends al so have subsi di zed housing, and their |eases restrict the nunber of
people who can live in one unit. They're forced to violate their |eases, which
can lead to eviction. They nove around, sonetines they leave a kid with this
sister and a kid with that friend. Things go frombad to worse. A lot of

honel ess people are afraid of the shelters, and they are desperate to avoid

t hem "

He paused | ong enough to drink his coffee. "Wiy?" | asked.

"Not all shelters are good. There have been assaults, robberies, even rapes."
And this was where | was expected to spend the rest of ny legal career. "I
forgot ny gun,"” | said.

"You'll be okay. There are hundreds of pro bono volunteers in this city. |'ve
never heard of one getting hurt."

"That's good to hear." We were noving again, sonmewhat safer

"About half of the people have sone type of substance abuse problem 1ike your
pal DeVon Hardy. It's very comon."

"What can you do for thenP"

"Not much, I'mafraid. There are a few prograns left, but it's hard to find a
bed. W were successful in placing Hardy in a recovery unit for veterans, but he
wal ked away. The addict deci des when he wants to get sober.”

"What's the drug of choice?"

"Al cohol. It's the nost affordable. A lot of crack because it's cheap too.
You'll see everything, but the designer drugs are too expensive."
"What will ny first five cases be?"
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"Anxi ous, aren't you?"

"Yeah, and | don't have a clue."

"Rel ax. The work is not conplicated; it takes patience. You'll see a person
who's not getting benefits, probably food stanps. A divorce. Soneone with a
conmpl ai nt agai nst a landlord. An enpl oynment dispute. You're guaranteed a
crimnal case."

"What type of crimnal case?"

"Smal | stuff. The trend in urban Anerica is to crimnalize honel essness. The big
cities have passed all sorts of |aws designed to persecute those who live on the
streets. Can't beg, can't sleep on a bench, can't canp under a bridge, can't
store personal itens in a public park, can't sit on a sidewalk, can't eat in
public. Many of these have been struck down by the courts. Abraham has done sone
beauti ful work convincing federal judges that these bad laws infringe on First
Amendnent rights. So the cities selectively enforce general |aws, such as
loitering and public drunkenness. They target the honel ess. Sonme guy with a nice
suit gets drunk in a bar and pees in an alley, no big deal. A honeless guy pees
in the sanme alley, and he's arrested for urinating in public. Sweeps are
common. "

" Sweeps?"
"Yes. They'l|l target one area of the city, shovel up all the honel ess, dunp them
somewhere el se. Atlanta did it before the A ynpics--couldn't have all those poor
peopl e beggi ng and sl eepi ng on park benches with the world watching--so they
sent in the S.S. troops and elimnated the problem Then the city bragged about
how pretty everything | ooked."
"Where did they put then"
"They dammed sure didn't take themto shelters because they don't have any. They
sinply noved them around; dunped themin other parts of the city like manure." A
qui ck sip of coffee as he adjusted the heater --no hands on the wheel for five
seconds. "Renmenber, M chael, everybody has to be somewhere. These peopl e have no
alternatives. If you're hungry, you beg for food. If you're tired, then you
sl eep wherever you can find a spot. |If you're honel ess, you have to live
sonewhere. "
"Do they arrest thent"
"Every day, and it's stupid public policy. Take a guy living on the streets, in
and out of shelters, working sonewhere for mininmumwage, trying his best to step
up and becone sel f-sufficient. Then he gets arrested for sleeping under a
bridge. He doesn't want to be sl eeping under a bridge, but everybody's got to

sl eep somewhere. He's guilty because the city council, inits brilliance, has
nmade it a crime to be honel ess. He has to pay thirty bucks just to get out of
jail, and another thirty for his fine. Sixty bucks out of a very shall ow pocket.

So the guy gets kicked down another notch. He's been arrested, humli at ed,
fined, punished, and he's supposed to see the error of his ways and go find a
hone. Get off the dammed streets. It's happening in nost of our cities."”

"Whul dn't he be better off in jail?"

"Have you been to jail lately?"

n N), n

"Don't go. Cops are not trained to deal with the honel ess, especially the
nmentally ill and the addicts. The jails are overcrowded. The crimnal justice

systemis a nightmare to begin with, and persecuting the honeless only clogs it
nore. And here's the asinine part: It costs twenty-five percent nore per day to
keep a person in jail than to provide shelter, food, transportation, and

counsel ing services. These, of course, would have a |ong-term benefit. These, of
course, would nake nore sense. Twenty-five percent. And that doesn't include the
costs of arrests and processing. Mst of the cities are broke anyway, especially
D.C --that's why they're closing shelters, renmenber--yet they waste noney by
maki ng crimnals out of the honel ess.”

"Seens ripe for litigation," | said, though he needed no pronpting.

"We're suing like crazy. Advocates all over the country are attacking these

| aws. Dammed cities are spending nmore on |legal fees than on building shelters
for the honeless. You gotta love this country. New York, richest city in the
world, can't house its people, so they sleep on the streets and panhandl e on
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Fifth Avenue, and this upsets the sensitive New Yorkers, so they el ect Rudy
What sHi sFace who prom ses to clean up the streets, and he gets his blue ribbon
city council to outlaw honel essness, just |like that--can't beg, can't sit on the
sidewal k, can't be honel ess--and they cut budgets |like hell, close shelters and
cut assistance, and at the sane tinme they spend a bl oody fortune payi ng New York
| awyers to defend themfor trying to elimnate poor people.”

"How bad i s Washi ngt on?"

"Not as bad as New York, but not nuch better, I'mafraid." W were in a part of
town | would not have driven through in broad daylight in an arnored vehicle two
weeks ago. The storefronts were |aden with black iron bars; the apartnent
buildings were tall, lifeless structures with |laundry hangi ng over the railings.
Each was gray-bricked, each stanped with the architectural bl andness of hurried
federal noney.

"Washington is a black city," he continued, "with a large welfare class. It
attracts a | ot of people who want change, a |ot of activists and radicals.
Peopl e like you."

"Tm hardly an activist or a radical."

"I't's Monday norning. Think of where you've been every Monday norning for the
past seven years."

"At my desk."

"A very nice desk."

"Yes."

"I'n your elegantly appointed office."

" "Yes. "'

He offered me a large grin, and said, "You are now a radical."

And with that, orientation ended.

* * %

Ahead on the right was a group of heavily clad nen, huddl ed over a portable

but ane burner on a street corner. W turned beside them and parked at the curb
The buil ding was once a departnment store, many years in the past. A hand-painted
sign read: Samaritan House.

"It's a private shelter," Mrdecai said. "N nety beds, decent food, funded by a
coalition of churches in Arlington. W' ve been conming here for six years."

A van froma food bank was parked by the door; vol unteers unl oaded boxes of
vegetabl es and fruit. Mrdecai spoke to an elderly gentleman who worked the
door, and we were all owed i nside.

"I''"ll give you a quick tour," Mrdecai said. | stayed close to himas we wal ked
through the main floor. It was a maze of short hallways, each |lined with small
square roons made of unpai nted Sheetrock. Each room had a door, with a | ock. One
was open. Mordecai |ooked inside and said, "Good norning."

Atiny man with wild eyes sat on the edge of a cot, |ooking at us but saying

nothing. "This is a good room" Mrdecai said to ne. "It has privacy, a nice
bed, roomto store things, and electricity." He flipped a switch by the door and
the bulb of a small lanp went out. The room was darker for a second, then he

flipped the switch again. The wild eyes never noved.

There was no ceiling for the room the aging panels of the old store were thirty
feet above. "Wat about a bathroon®?" | asked.

"They're in the back. Few shelters provide individual baths. Have a nice day,"
he said to the resident, who nodded.

Radi os were on, sonme with nmusic, sonme with news tal k. People were noving about.
It was Monday norning; they had jobs and places to be.

"I's it hard to get a room here?" | asked, certain of the answer.

"Nearly inpossible. There's a waiting list a mle long, and the shelter can
screen who gets in."

"How | ong do they stay here?"

"I't varies. Three nonths is probably a good average. This is one of the nicer
shelters, so they're safe here. As soon as they get stable, the shelter starts
trying to relocate theminto affordabl e housing."

He introduced nme to a young woman in black conbat boots who ran the place. "Qur
new | awyer," was ny description. She welconed nme to the shelter. They tal ked
about a client who'd disappeared, and | drifted along the hallway until | found
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the famly section. | heard a baby cry and wal ked to an open door. The room was
slightly larger, and divided into cubicles. A stout wonan of no nore than
twenty-five was sitting in a chair, naked fromthe wai st up, breast-feeding an

i nfant, thoroughly unfazed by nmy gawking ten feet away. Two snall children were
tunbling over a bed. Rap canme froma radio.

Wth her right hand, the woman cupped her unused breast and offered it to ne. |
bol ted down the hall and found Mrdecai .

Clients awaited us. Qur office was in a coner of the dining hall, near the
kitchen. Qur desk was a folding table we borrowed fromthe cook. Mrdeca

unl ocked a file cabinet in the corner, and we were in business. Six people sat
in a rowof chairs along the wall

"Who's first?" he announced, and a wonan cane forward with her chair. She sat
across fromher |awers, both ready with pen and | egal pad, one a seasoned
veteran of street |aw, the other cluel ess.

Her nane was Wiyl ene, age twenty-seven, two children, no husband. "Half wil]l
cone fromthe shelter," Mrdecai said to me as we took notes. "The other half
cone fromthe streets.”

"W take anybody?"

"Anybody who's honel ess. "

Wayl ene' s probl em was not conplicated. She had worked in a fast-food restaurant
before quitting for sonme reason Mrrdecai deened irrelevant, and she was owed her
| ast two paychecks. Because she had no pernmanent address, the enployer had sent
the checks to the wong place. The checks had di sappeared; the enpl oyer was
unconcer ned.

"Where will you be staying next week?" Mbrdecai asked her.

She wasn't sure. Maybe here, naybe there. She was |ooking for a job, and if she
found one, then other events might occur, and she could possibly nove in with so
and so. O get a place of her own.

“"I"l1l get your noney, and |'Il have the checks sent to nmy office." He handed her
a business card. "Phone nme at this nunber in a week." She took the card, thanked
us, and hurried away. "Call the taco place, identify yourself as her attorney,
be nice at first, then raise hell if they don't cooperate. |If necessary, stop by
and pick up the checks yourself."

| wote down these instructions as if they were conplicated. \Wayl ene was owed
two hundred ten dollars. The |ast case | worked on at Drake & Sweeney was an
antitrust dispute with nine hundred nmillion dollars at stake.

The second client was unable to articulate a specific |egal problem He just
wanted to talk to sonmeone. He was drunk or nentally ill, probably both, and
Mordecai wal ked himto the kitchen and poured him coffee.

"Sonme of these poor folks can't resist getting in a line," he said.

Nunmber three was a resident of the shelter, had been for two nonths, so the
address chal |l enge was sinpler. She was fifty-eight, clean and neat, and the

wi dow of a veteran. According to the stack of paperwork | runmaged through while
nmy co-counsel talked to her, she was entitled to veteran's benefits. But the
checks were being sent to a bank account in Maryland, one she could not access.
She explained this. Her paperwork verified it. Mrdecai said, "VA is a good
agency. We'll get the checks sent here."

The line grew as we efficiently worked the clients. Mrdecai had seen it al
before: food stanps disrupted for lack of a permanent address; a landlord's
refusal to refund a security deposit; unpaid child support; an arrest warrant
for witing bad checks; a claimfor Social Security disability benefits. After

two hours and ten clients, | noved to the end of the table and began
interviewing themnyself. During nmy first full day as a poverty lawer, | was on
my own, taking notes and acting just as inportant as ny co-counsel.

Marvis was my first solo client. He needed a divorce. So did |I. After |istening
to his tale of sorrow, | felt like racing honme to Claire and ki ssing her feet.

Maryis' wife was a prostitute, who at one tine had been a decent sort until she
di scovered crack. The crack led her to a pusher, then to a pinp, then to life on
the streets. Along the way, she stole and sold everything they owned and racked
up debts he got stuck with. He filed for bankruptcy. She took both kids and
noved in with her pinp.
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He had a few general questions about the nmechanics of divorce, and since | knew
only the basics | winged it as best | could. In the mdst of ny note-taking, |
was struck by a vision of Claire sitting in her lawer's fine office, at that
very nonent, finalizing plans to dissolve our union

"How long will it take?" he asked, bringing ne out of ny brief daydream

"Six months," | answered. "Do you think she will contest it?"

"What do you nmean?"

"WIIl she agree to the divorce?"

"W ain't tal ked about it."

The wonman had noved out a year earlier, and that sounded |like a good case of
abandonment to nme. Throw in the adultery, and | figured the case was a cinch.
Marvi s had been at the shelter for a week. He was cl ean, sober, and | ooking for

work. | enjoyed the half hour |I spent with him and | vowed to get his divorce.
The norni ng passed qui ckly; ny nervousness vani shed. | was reaching out to help
real people with real problens, little people with no other place to go for

| egal representation. They were intinidated not only by ne but also by the vast
world of |aws and regul ations and courts and bureaucracies. | learned to smle
and make them feel wel come. Sone apol ogi zed for not being able to pay nme. Money
was not inportant, | told them NMbney was not inportant.

At twelve, we surrendered our table so lunch could be served. The dining area
was crowded; the soup was ready.

Since we were in the nei ghborhood, we stopped for soul food at the Florida
Avenue Gill. Mne was the only white face in the crowded restaurant, but | was
coming to ternms with my whiteness. No one had tried to nmurder nme yet. No one
seened to care

Sofia found a phone that happened to be working. It was under a stack of files
on the desk nearest the door. | thanked her, and retreated to the privacy of ny
office. | counted eight people sitting quietly and waiting for Sofia, the

nonl awyer, to dispense advice. Mrdecai suggested that | spend the afternoon
wor ki ng on the cases we had taken in during the norning at Samaritan. There was
a total of nineteen. He also inplied that | should work diligently so that |
could help Sofia with the traffic.

If | thought the pace would be slower on the street, | was wong. | was suddenly
up to ny ears with other people's problens. Fortunately, with my background as a
sel f - absorbed workaholic, | was up to the task.

My first phone call, however, went to Drake & Sweeney. | asked for Hector Pal ma

in real estate, and was put on hold. | hung up after five nminutes, then called

again. A secretary finally answered, then put ne on hold again. The abrasive

voi ce of Braden Chance was suddenly barking in ny ear, "Can | help you?"

| swallowed hard, and said, "Yes, | was holding for Hector Palma." | tried to
raise ny voice and clip nmy words.

"Who is this?" he demanded.

"Rick HomIlton, an old friend from school ."

"He doesn't work here anynore. Sorry." He hung up, and | stared at the phone.

t hought about calling Polly, and asking her to check around, see what had
happened to Hector. It wouldn't take her long. O maybe Rudol ph, or Barry Nuzzo,
or ny own favorite paralegal. Then | realized that they were no | onger ny

friends. | was gone. | was off-linmts. | was the eneny. | was trouble and the
powers above had forbidden themto talk to ne.
There were three Hector Palmas in the phone book. | was going to call them but

the phone lines were taken. The clinic had two |ines, and four advocates.

Ni net een

| was in no hurry to leave the clinic at the end of ny first day. Hone was an
enpty attic, not much larger than any three of the cubbyholes at the Sanaritan
House. Home was a bedroomwi th no bed, a living roomw th cableless TV, a
kitchen with a card table and no fridge. | had vague, distant plans to furnish
and decorate.
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Sofia left pronptly at five, her standard hour. Her nei ghborhood was rough, and
she preferred to be hone with the doors | ocked at dark. Mrdecai |eft around
six, after spending thirty mnutes with nme discussing the day. Don't stay too
|ate, he warned, and try to leave in pairs. He had checked wi th Abraham Lebow,
who planned to work until nine, and suggested we | eave together. Park cl ose.
Wal k fast. Watch everything.

"So what do you think?" he asked, pausing by the door on the way out.

"I think it's fascinating work. The human contact is inspiring."

“"I't'Il break your heart at tines."

"It already has."

"That's good. If you reach the point where it doesn't hurt, thenit's tinme to
quit."

"I just started."

"I know, and it's good to have you. W' ve needed a WASP around here."

"Then |I'mjust happy to be a token."

He left, and | closed the door again. | had detected an unspoken, open-door
policy; Sofia worked out in the open, and | had been anused throughout the
afternoon as | heard her berate one bureaucrat after another over the phone
while the entire clinic |istened. Myrdecai was an animal on the phone, his deep
gravel voice roaring through the air, making all sorts of demands and vile
threats. Abraham was nmuch quieter, but his door was al ways open

Since | didn't yet know what | was doing, | preferred to keep mine closed. | was
sure they would be patient.

| called the three Hector Palmas in the phone book. The first was not the Hector
| wanted. The second nunber was not answered. The third was voice mail for the
real Hector Pal ma; the nessage was brusque: W're not hone. Leave nessage. W'l
return your call.

It was his voice.
Wth infinite resources, the firmhad many ways and places to hide Hector Pal na
Ei ght hundred | awers, 170 paral egals, offices in Washi ngton, New York, Chicago,
L. A, Portland, PalmBeach, London, and Hong Kong. They were too smart to fire
hi m because he knew too nmuch. So they woul d double his pay, pronote him nove
himto a different office in a newcity with a |arger apartnent.

| wote down his address fromthe phone book. If the voice mail was still
wor ki ng, perhaps he hadn't yet noved. Wth ny newy acquired street savvy, | was
sure | could track hi mdown.

There was a slight knock on the door, which opened as it was being tapped. The
bolt and knob were worn and wobbly, and the door would shut but it woul dn't
catch. It was Abraham "Got a minute?" he said, sitting down.

It was his courtesy call, his hello. He was a quiet, distant man with an

i ntense, brainy aura that would have been intimdating except for the fact that
| had spent the past seven years in a building with four hundred | awers of all
stripes and sorts. | had nmet and known a dozen Abrahans, al oof and earnest types
with little regard for social skills.

"I wanted to wel cone you," he said, then imediately | aunched into a passionate
justification for public interest law. He was a mddle-class kid from Brookl yn,

| aw school at Colunbia, three horrible years with a Wall Street firm four years
in Atlanta with an antideath-penalty group, two frustrating years on Capito
Hill, then an ad in a |lawer's magazi ne for an advocate's position with the 14th
Street Legal dinic had caught his attention.

"The law is a higher calling," he said. "It's nore than nmaki ng noney." Then he
del i vered another speech, a tirade against big firns and | awyers who rake in
mllions in fees. Afriend of his from Brooklyn was making ten mllion a year
sui ng breast inplant conpanies fromcoast to coast. "Ten nmillion dollars a year
You coul d house and feed every honel ess person in the District!"
Anyway, he was delighted | had seen the light, and sorry about the episode with
M ster.

"What, specifically, do you do?" | asked. | was enjoying our talk. He was fiery
and bright, with a vast vocabul ary that kept nme reeling.
"Two things. Policy. | work with other advocates to shape legislation. And |

direct litigation, usually class actions. W've sued the Conmerce Depart nent
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because the honel ess were grossly underrepresented in the ninety census. W' ve
sued the District school systemfor refusing to adnit honel ess children. W've
sued as a class because the District wongfully term nated several thousand
housi ng grants without due process. W've attacked nany of the statutes designed
to crimnalize honel essness. W'll sue for alnobst anything if the honel ess are
getting screwed."

"That's conplicated litigation."

"It is, but, fortunately, here in D.C. we have lots of very good |awers willing
to donate their tinme. I'mthe coach. | devise the ganme plan, put the team
together, then call the plays."

"You don't see clients?"

"QOccasionally. But | work best when I'min ny little roomover there, alone.
That's the reason |'mglad you're here. W need help with the traffic."

He junped to his feet; the conversation was over. W planned our getaway at
precisely nine, and he was gone. In the nidst of one of his speeches, | had
noticed he did not have a weddi ng band.

The law was his |ife. The old adage that the |aw was a jeal ous nistress had been
taken to a new | evel by people |ike Abraham and nysel f.

The | aw was all we had.

* % %
The District police waited until alnbst 1 AAM, then struck |ike conmandos. They
rang the doorbell, then immediately started hitting the door with their fists.

By the time Claire could collect her wits, get out of bed, and pull sonething on
over her pajamas, they were kicking the door, ready to smash it in. "Police!"
they announced after her terrified inquiry. She slowy opened the door, then

st epped back in horror as four nmen--two in unifornms and two in suits--rushed in
as if lives were in danger.

"Stand back!" one demanded. She was unable to speak

"Stand back!" he screaned at her.

They sl ammed the door behind them The | eader, Lieutenant Gasko, in a cheap
tight suit, stepped forward and jerked from his pocket some fol ded papers. "Are
you Cl aire Brock?" he asked, in his worst Col unbo inpersonation

She nodded, nouth open. "I'm Lieutenant Gasko. Were's M chael Brock?"

"He doesn't |ive here anynore," she managed to utter. The other three hovered
near by, ready to pounce on sonething.

There was no way Gasko could believe this. But he didn't have a warrant for
arrest, just one authorizing a search. "I have a search warrant for this
apartnment, signed by Judge Kisner at five P.M this afternoon." He unfol ded the
papers and held them open for her to see, as if the fine print could be read and
appreci ated at that nonent.

"Pl ease stand aside," he said. Claire backed up even farther.

"What are you | ooking for?" she asked.

"It's in the papers," Gasko said, tossing themonto the kitchen counter. The
four fanned out through the apartnent.

The cell phone was next to my head, Which was resting on a pillow on the floor
at the opening of ny sleeping bag. It was the third night I'd slept on the
floor, part of ny effort to identify with nmy newclients. | was eating little,
sl eeping even less, rating to acquire an appreciation for park benches and
sidewal ks. The left side of ny body was purple down to the knee, extrenely sore
and painful, and so | slept on ny right side.

It was a small price to pay. | had a roof, heat, a | ocked door, a job, the
security of food tonorrow, the future.

| found the cell phone and said, "Hello."

"Mchael!" Caire hissed in a |low voice. "The cops are searching the apartnent.”
"What ?"

"They're here now. Four of them with a search warrant."

"What do they want?"

"They're looking for a file."

“I'11 be there in ten mnutes."

"Pl ease hurry."

* * %
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| roared into the apartnment |ike a man possessed. Gasko happened to be the first

cop | encountered. "I'm M chael Brock. Who the hell are you?"

"Li eut enant Gasko," he said with a sneer.

"Let me see sone identification." | turned to Claire, who was | eaning on the
refrigerator holding a cup of coffee. "Get ne a piece of paper," | said.

Gasko pulled his badge from his coat pocket, and held it high for nme to see.
"Larry Gasko," | said. "You'll be the first person | sue, at nine o' clock this
nor ni ng. Now, who's with you?"

"There are three others," Caire said, handing ne a sheet of paper. "I think

they're in the bedroons."
| wal ked to the rear of the apartnment, Gasko behind nme, C aire sonmewhere behind
him | saw a plainclothes cop in the guest bedroomon all fours peeking under

the bed. "Let ne see sone identification," | yelled at him He scranbled to his
feet, ready to fight. | took a step closer, gritted nmy teeth, and said, "ID,
asshol e. "

"Who are you?" he asked, taking a step back, |ooking at Gasko.

"M chael Brock. Wo are you?"

He flipped out a badge. "Darrell Cark," | announced loudly as | scribbled it
down. "Defendant nunber two."

"You can't sue ne," he said.

"Watch me, big boy. In eight hours, in federal court, | will sue you for a
mllion bucks for an illegal search. And I'Il win, and get a judgnent, then ||
hound your ass until you file for bankruptcy."

The ot her two cops appeared fromny old bedroom and | was surrounded by them
"Claire," | said. "Get the video canera please. | want this recorded." She

di sappeared into the living room

"W have a warrant signed by a judge," Gasko said, sonmewhat defensively. The
other three took a step forward to tighten the circle.

"The search is illegal," | said bitterly. "The peopl e who signed the warrant
will be sued. Each of you will be sued. You will be placed on | eave, probably
wi t hout pay, and you will face a civil lawsuit."

"We have inmunity," Gasko said, glancing at his buddies.
"Li ke hell you do."

Claire was back with the canera. "Did you tell them!| didn't Iive here?" | asked
her. "I did," she said, and raised the canera to her eye. "Yet you boys
continued the search. At that point it becanme illegal. You should ve known to

stop, but of course that wouldn't be any fun, would it? It's nmuch nore fun to
pilfer through the private things of others. You had a chance, boys, and you
blewit. Now you'll have to pay the consegquences."

"You're nuts," Gasko said. They tried not to show fear--but they knew | was a
| awyer. They had not found ne in the apartnent, so naybe | knew what | was

talking about. | did not. But at that nmonment, it sounded good. The |l egal ice
upon which | was skating was very thin. | ignored him "Your names please," |
said to the two uniforned cops. They produced badges. Ralph Lilly and Robert

Bl ower. "Thanks,"” | said |like a real smartass. "You will be defendants nunber

three and four. Now, why don't you | eave."

"Where's the fil e?" Gasko asked.

"The file is not here because | don't live here. That's why you're going to get
sued, O ficer Gasko."

"Get sued all the tine, no big deal."

"Great. Who's your attorney?"

He couldn't pull forth the nane of one in the crucial split-second that
followed. | walked to the den, and they reluctantly foll owed.

"Leave," | said. "The file is not here."

Claire was nailing themwith the video, and that kept their bitching to a

nm ni nrum Bl ower nunbl ed somet hi ng about | awers as they shuffled toward the
door.

| read the warrant after they were gone. Claire watched ne, sipping coffee at
the kitchen table. The shock of the search had worn off; she was once again
subdued, even icy. She would not adnit to being frightened, would not dare seem
the least bit vul nerable, and she certainly wasn't about to give the inpression
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that she needed ne in any way. "Wat's in the file?" she asked.

She didn't really want to know. Wiat Caire wanted was sone assurance that it
woul dn' t happen agai n.

"It's a long story." In other words, don't ask. She understood that.

"Are you really going to sue thenf"

"No. There are no grounds for a suit. | just wanted to get rid of them"
"I't worked. Can they come back?"
n N)' n

"That's good to hear."

| folded the search warrant and stuck it in a pocket. It covered only one
item-the R verOaks/ TAG file, which at the nonent was well hidden in the walls
of nmy new apartnment along with a copy of it.

"Did you tell themwhere | |ive?" | asked.
"I don't know where you live," she answered. Then there was a space of tine
during which it woul d have been appropriate for her to ask where, in fact, | did

live. She did not.

"I"'mvery sorry this happened, Claire."

"I't's okay. Just promise it won't happen again."”

"I pronise."

| left without a hug, a kiss, a touching of any kind. | sinply said good night
and wal ked through the door. That was precisely what she wanted.

Twenty

Tuesday was an intake day at the Conmunity for Creative Non-Violence, or CCNV
by far the largest shelter in the District. Once again Mrdecai handl ed the
driving. His plan was to acconpany ne for the first week, then turn nme | oose on

the city.

My threats and warnings to Barry Nuzzo had fallen on deaf ears. Drake & Sweeney
woul d play hardball, and | wasn't surprised. The predawn raid of ny forner
apartnment was a rude warning of what was to cone. | had to tell Mordecai the
truth about what 1'd done.

As soon as we were in the car and noving, | said, "My wife and | have separated.
|'ve noved out."

The poor guy was not prepared for such dour news at eight in the norning. "I'm

sorry," he said, looking at ne and al nost hitting a jaywal ker

"Don't be. Early this nmorning, the cops raided the apartnent where | used to
live, looking for nme, and, specifically, a file |l took when | left the firm"
"What kind of file?"

"The DeVon Hardy and Lontae Burton file."

"I"'mlistening."

"As we now know, DeVon Hardy took hostages and got hinself killed because Drake
& Sweeney evicted himfromhis hone. Evicted with himwere sixteen others, and
sonme children. Lontae and her little famly were in the group."

He mulled this over, then said, "This is a very snall city."

"The abandoned war ehouse happened to be on |l and RiverQaks planned to use for a
postal facility. It's a twenty-mllion-dollar project.”

"I know the building. It's always been used by squatters."

"Except they weren't squatters, at least | don't think so."

"Are you guessing? O do you know for sure?"

"For now, |'mguessing. The file has been tanpered with; papers taken, papers
added. A paral egal named Hector Palma handled the dirty work, the site visits,
and the actual eviction, and he's becone ny deep throat. He sent an anonynous
note informng ne that the evictions were wongful. He provided nme with a set of
keys to get the file. As of yesterday, he no |l onger works at the office here in
the District."

"Where is he?"

“I'd love to know. "

"He gave you keys?"

"He didn't hand themto nme. He left themon ny desk, with instructions."
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"And you used t henf"

"Yes."

"To steal a file?"

"I didn't plan to steal it. | was on ny way to the clinic to copy it when sone
fool ran a red light and sent ne to the hospital."

"That's the file we retrieved fromyour car?"

"That's it. | was going to copy it, take it back to its little spot at Drake &
Sweeney, and no one woul d have ever known."

"I question the wisdomof that." He wanted to call nme a dunb-ass, but our
relationship was still new

"What's missing fromit?" he asked.

| summarized the history of RiverOaks and its race to build the nmail facility.
"The pressure was on to grab the land fast. Palma went to the warehouse the
first time, and got nmugged. Meno to the file. He went again, the second tine
with a guard, and that nmeno is missing. It was properly logged into the file,
then renoved, probably by Braden Chance."

"So what's in the meno?"

"Don't know. But | have a hunch that Hector inspected the warehouse, found the
squatters in their makeshift apartments, talked to them and |earned that they
were in fact paying rent to Tillman Gantry. They were not squatters, but
tenants, entitled to all the protections under |andlord-tenant |law. By then, the
wrecking ball was on its way, the closing had to take place, Gantry was about to
nmake a killing on the deal, so the meno was ignhored and the eviction took

pl ace."

"There were seventeen people."

"Yes, and sone children."”

"Do you know the names of the others?"

"Yes. Soneone, Palma | suspect, gave ne a list. Placed it on ny desk. If we can
find those people, then we have w tnesses."

"Maybe. It's nore likely, though, that Gantry has put the fear of hell in them
He's a big man with a big gun, fancies hinself as a godfather type. Wen he
tells people to shut up, they do so or you find themin a river."

"But you're not afraid of him are you, Mdrdecai? Let's go find him push him
around some; he'll break down and tell all."

"Spent a lot of tine on the streets, have you? |'ve hired a dunb-ass."”

“He'll run when he sees us."

The hunor wasn't working at that hour. Neither was his heater, though the fan
was blowing at full speed. The car was freezing.

"How rmuch did Gantry get for the building?" he asked.

"Two hundred thousand. He'd bought it six nonths earlier; there's no record in
the file indicating how nmuch he paid for it."

"Who' d he buy it fronP"

"The city. It was abandoned."

"He probably paid five thousand for it. Ten at the nost."

"Not a bad return.”

"Not bad. It's a step up for Gantry. He's been a nickel and diner--dupl exes and
car washes and qui ckshop groceries, small ventures."

"Whay woul d he buy the warehouse and rent space for cheap apartnents?”

"Cash. Let's say he pays five thousand for it, then spends another thousand
throwing up a fewwalls and installing a couple of toilets. He gets the lights
turned on, and he's in business. Wrd gets out; renters show up; he charges them
a hundred bucks a nonth, payable only in cash. His clients are not concerned

wi th paperwork anyway. He keeps the place looking like a dunp, so if the city
conmes in he says they're just a bunch of squatters. He promises to kick them
out, but he has no plans to. It happens all the tinme around here. Unregul ated
housi ng. "

| al nost asked why the city didn't intervene and enforce its |aws, but
fortunately | caught nyself. The answer was in the potholes too nunerous to
count or avoid; and the fleet of police cars, a third of which were too
dangerous to drive; and the schools with roofs caving in; and the hospitals with
patients stuffed in closets;
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and the five hundred honel ess nothers and children unable to find a shelter. The
city sinmply didn't work. , And a renegade | andlord, one actually getting people
off the streets, did not seemlike a priority.

"How do you find Hector Pal na?" he asked.

"I'"'massuming the firmwould be smart enough not to fire him They have seven
other offices, so | figure they' ve got himtucked away sonewhere. |'Il find
him ™"

W were downtown. He pointed, and said, "See those trailers stacked on top of
each other. That's Mount Vernon Square."

It was half a city block, fenced high to hinder a view fromthe outside. The
trailers were different shapes and | engths, sone dil api dated, all grungy.

"I't's the worst shelter in the city. Those are old postal trailers the
governnent gave to the District, which in turn had the brilliant idea of filling
them wi th honel ess. They're packed in those trailers like sardines in a can."

At Second and D, he pointed to a long, three-story building--home to thirteen
hundr ed peopl e.

* * %

The CCNV was founded in the early seventies by a group of war protestors who had
assenbl ed in Washington to tornment the governnment. They lived together in a
house in Northwest. During their protests around the Capitol, they nmet honel ess
veterans of Vietnam and began taking themin. They noved to |arger quarters,
various places around the city, and their nunber grew. After the war, they
turned their attention to the plight of the D.C. honeless. In the early
eighties, an activist named Mtch Snyder appeared on the scene, and quickly
becane a passi onate and noi sy voice for street people.

CCNV found an abandoned junior college, one built with federal noney and still
owned by the governnment, and invaded it with six hundred squatters. It becane
their headquarters, and their hone. Various efforts were made to di spl ace them
all to no avail. In 1984, Snyder endured a fifty-one-day hunger strike to call
attention to the neglect of the honmeless. Wth his reelection a nonth away,

Presi dent Reagan bol dly announced his plans to turn the building into a nodel
shelter for the honel ess. Snyder ended his strike. Everyone was happy. After the
el ection, Reagan reneged on his prom se, and all sorts of nasty litigation
ensued.

In 1989, the city built a shelter in Southeast, far away from downtown, and
began pl anni ng the renoval of the honeless fromthe CCNV. But the city found the
honel ess to be an ornery lot. They had no desire to | eave. Snyder announced that
they were boardi ng up wi ndows and preparing for a siege. Runors were
ranpant - - - ei ght hundred street people were in there; weapons were stockpiled; it
woul d be a war.

The city backed away fromits deadlines, and nmanaged to nake peace. The CCNV
grew to thirteen hundred beds. Mtch Snyder conmitted suicide in 1990, and the
city named a street after him

It was al nost eight-thirty when we arrived, tinme for the residents to | eave.
Many had j obs, npbst wanted to | eave for the day. A hundred nen loitered around
the front entrance, snoking cigarettes and tal king the happy talk of a cold
norning after a warmnight's rest.

I nside the door on the first level, Mrdecai spoke to a supervisor in the

"bubbl e." He signed his name and we wal ked across the | obby, weaving through and

around a swarmof nen leaving in a hurry. | tried hard not to notice ny
whiteness, but it was inpossible. | was reasonably well dressed, with a jacket
and tie. | had known affluence for ny entire life, and | was adrift in a sea of

bl ack--young tough street nmen, nost of whom had crininal records, few of whom
had three dollars in their pockets. Surely one of themwould break nmy neck and
take nmy wallet. | avoided eye contact and frowned at the floor. W waited by the
i nt ake room

"Weapons and drugs are autonatic lifetinme bans," Mrdecai said, as we watched
the men stream down the stairway. | felt sonewhat safer

"Do you ever get nervous in here?" | asked.

"You get used to it." Easy for himto say. He spoke the | anguage.

On a clipboard next to the door was a sign-up sheet for the legal clinic.
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Mordecai took it and we studied the nanmes of our clients. Thirteen so far. "A
little bel ow average," he said. Wiile we waited for the key, he filled nme in.
"That's the post office over there. One of the frustrating parts of this work is
keeping up with our clients. Addresses are slippery. The good shelters all ow
their people to send and receive nmail." He pointed to another nearby door.
"That's the clothes room They take in between thirty and forty new people a
week. The first step is a nedical exam tuberculosis is the current scare.
Second step is a visit there for three sets of clothes--underwear, socks,
everything. Once a nonth, a client can conme back for another suit, so by the end
of the year he has a decent wardrobe. This is not junk. They get nore clothing
donat ed than they can ever use."

"One year?"

"That's it. They boot them after one year, which at first may seem harsh. But it
isn'"t. The goal is self-sufficiency. Wien a guy checks in, he knows he has
twelve nonths to clean up, get sober, acquire sonme skills, and find a job. Mst
are gone in less than a year. A fewwould like to stay forever."

A man nanmed Ernie arrived with an inpressive ring of keys. He unlocked the door
to the intake room and di sappeared. W set up our clinic, and were ready to

di spense advice. Mirdecai wal ked to the door with the clipboard, and called out
the first nane: "Luther WIIlians."

Lut her barely fit through the door, and the chair popped as he fell into it
across fromus. He wore a green work uniform white socks, and orange rubber
shower sandals. He worked nights at a boiler roomunder the Pentagon. A
girlfriend had noved out and taken everything, then run up bills. He lost his
apartnment, and was ashaned to be in the shelter. "I just need a break," he said,
and | felt sorry for him

He had a lot of bills. Credit agencies were hounding him For the nonment, he was
hi di ng at CCNV

"Let's do a bankruptcy," Mordecai said to ne. | had no idea howto do a
bankruptcy. | nodded with a frown. Luther seened pleased. W filled out forns
for twenty mnutes, and he |left a happy man.

The next client was Tommy, who slid gracefully into the room and extended a hand
upon which the fingernails had been painted bright red. | shook it; Mrdecai did
not. Tommy was in drug rehab full-tinme--crack and heroi n--and he owed back
taxes. He had not filed a tax return for three years, and the I RS had suddenly'
di scovered his oversights. He also hadn't paid a couple of thousand in back
child support. | was sonewhat relieved to learn he was a father, of some sort.
The rehab was intense--seven days a week--and prevented fulltinme enpl oynent.
"You can't bankrupt the child support, nor the taxes," Mordecai said.

"Well, | can't work because of the rehab, and if | drop out of rehab then ||

get on drugs again. So if | can't work and can't go bankrupt, then what can

do?"

"Nothing. Don't worry about it until you finish rehab and get a job. Then cal

M chael Brock here.”

Tomy smiled and wi nked at nme, then floated out of the room

"I think he |ikes you," Mordecai said.

Erni e brought anot her signh-up sheet with el even nanes on it. There was a line
out si de the door. W enbraced the strategy of separation; | went to the far end
of the room Mordecai stayed where he was, and we began interiewing clients two
at a tine.

The first one for ne was a young nan facing a drug charge. | wote down
everything so | could replay it to Mordecai at the clinic.

Next was a sight that shocked ne: a white man, about forty, with no tattoos,
facial scars, chipped teeth, earrings, bloodshot eyes, or red nose. His beard
was a week old and his head had been shaved about a nonth earlier. Wen we shook
hands | noticed his were soft and npist. Paul Pel hamwas his nanme, a three-nonth
resi dent of the shelter. He had once been a doctor.

Drugs, divorce, bankruptcy, and the revocation of his license were all water
under his bridge, recent nenories but fading fast. He just wanted soneone to
talk to, preferably soneone with a white face. Cccasionally, he glanced
fearfully down the table at Mrdecai
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Pel ham had been a pronmi nent gynecol ogi st in Scranton, Pennsyl vania--big house,
Mercedes, pretty wife, couple of kids. First he abused Valium then got addicted
to harder stuff. He al so began sanpling the delights of cocaine and the flesh of
various nurses in his clinic. On the side, he was a real estate swinger with
devel oprments and | ots of bank financing. Then he dropped a baby during a routine
delivery. It died. Its father, a well-respected mnister, w tnessed the
accident. The humliation of a |awsuit, nore drugs, nore nurses, and everything
col | apsed. He caught herpes froma patient, gave it to his wife, she got
everything and noved to Florida.

| was spellbound by his story. Wth every client | had net so far during ny
brief career as a honeless |awer, | had wanted to hear the sad details of how
each ended up on the streets. | wanted reassurance that it couldn't happen to
me; that folks in nmy class needn't worry about such m sfortune.

Pel ham was fascinati ng because for the first time | could |ook at a client and
say, yes, perhaps that could be ne. Life could conspire to knock down just about

anyone. And he was quite willing to talk about it.
He hinted that perhaps his trail was not cold. | had |istened | ong enough and
was about to ask why, exactly, did he need a | awer when he said, "I hid sone

things in ny bankruptcy."

Mordecai was shuffling clients in and out while the two white boys chatted, so |
began taki ng notes again. "What kind of things?"

Hi s bankruptcy | awer had been crooked, he said, then he | aunched into a w ndy
narrative about how the banks had foreclosed too early and ruined him H s words
were soft and |l ow, and each tine Mrdecai gl anced down at us Pel ham st opped.

“"And there's nore,"” he said.

"What ?" | asked.

"This is confidential, isn't it? | nean, |'ve used |lots of |awers, but |'ve

al ways paid them God knows how |'ve paid them"

"I't's extrenely confidential," | said earnestly. | may have been working for
free, but the paynent or non-paynent of fees did not affect the attorney-client
privil ege.

"You can't tell a soul."

"Not a word." It dawned on ne that living in a honel ess shelter in downtown D.C

with thirteen hundred others would be a wonderful way to hide.

This seenmed to satisfy him "Wen | was rolling," he said, even quieter, "I
found out that ny wife was seeing another man. One of ny patients told ne. Wen
you exani ne naked wonen, they'll tell you everything. | was devastated. | hired
a private detective, and sure enough, it was true. The other nan, well, let's
say that he just disappeared one day." He stopped, and waited for nme to respond.
"Di sappear ed?"

"Yep. Has never been seen since."

"I's he dead?" | asked, stunned.

He nodded slightly.

"Do you know where he is?"

Anot her nod.

"How | ong ago was this?"

"Four years."

My hand shook as | tried to wite down everything.

He | eaned forward, and whi spered, "He was an FBlI agent. An old boyfriend from
col |l ege--Penn State."

"Conme on," | said, conpletely uncertain if he were telling the truth.
"They're after ne."
"Who?"

"The FBI. They've been chasing ne for four years."

"What do you want ne to do?"

"I don't know. Maybe cut a deal. I'mtired of being stal ked."

| analyzed this for a nonent as Myrdecai finished with a client and called for
anot her. Pel ham wat ched every nove he nmade.

"I'"l'l need sone information," | said. "Do you know the agent's nane?"

"Yep. | know when and where he was born."

"“And when and where he died."
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"Yep."

He had no notes or papers with him

"Way don't you conme to ny office? Bring the information. W can talk there."
"Let me think about it," he said, |ooking at his watch. He explained that he
worked part-tinme as a janitor in a church, and he was | ate. W shook hands, and
he left.

| was rapidly learning that one of the challenges of being a street |awer was
to be able to listen. Many of ny clients just wanted to talk to soneone. Al had
been ki cked and beaten down in some nanner, and since free | egal advice was
avai l abl e, why not unload on the | awers? Mirdecai was a naster at gently poking
through the narratives and determining if there was an issue for himto pursue.

| was still awed by the fact that people could be so poor
I was also learning that the best case was one that could be handl ed on the
spot, with no followup. | had a notebook filled with applications for food

st anps, housi ng assi stance, Medicare, Social Security cards, even driver's

| i censes. When in doubt, we filled out a form

Twenty-si x clients passed through our session before noon. W |eft exhausted.
"Let's take a wal k," Mordecai said when we were outside file building. The sky
was clear, the air cold and windy and refreshing after three hours in a stuffy
roomw th no windows. Across the street was the U.S. Tax Court, a handsone nodern
building. In fact, the CCNV was surrounded by much nicer structures of nore
recent construction. W stopped at the comer of Second and D, and | ooked at the
shel ter.

"Their |l ease expires in four years," Mrdecai said. "The real estate vultures
are already circling. A new convention center is planned two bl ocks over."
"That'll be a nasty fight."

“It"1l be a war."

We crossed the street and strolled toward the Capitol. "That white guy. Wiat's
his story?" Mrdecai asked. Pel ham had been the only white guy. "Anazing," |
said, not sure where to start. "He was once a doctor, up in Pennsylvania."
"Who' s chasi ng hi m now?"

"What ?"

"Who' s chasi ng hi m now?"

"FBI . "

"That's nice. Last tinme it was the CTA"

My feet stopped noving; his did not. "You've seen him before?"

"Yeah, he nakes the rounds. Peter sonething or other."

"Paul Pel ham "

"That changes too," he said, over his shoulder. "Tells a great story, doesn't
he?"

| couldn't speak. | stood there, watching Mrdecai wal k away, hands deep in his
trench coat, his shoul ders shaki ng because he was | aughi ng so hard.

Twent y- one

When | nustered the courage to explain to Mirdecai that | needed the afternoon
of f, he very brusquely informed nme that nmy standing was equal to the rest, that
no one nonitored ny hours, and that if | needed tinme off, then | should damed
well take it. | left the office in a hurry. Only Sofia seened to notice.

| spent an hour with the clains adjuster. The Lexus was a total wreck; ny
conpany was offering $21,480, with a release so it could then go after the

i nsurer of the Jaguar. | owed the bank $16,000, so | left with a check for

$5, 000 and change, certainly enough to buy a suitable vehicle, one appropriate
to nmy new position as a poverty |awer, and one that wouldn't tenpt car thieves.
Anot her hour was wasted in the reception area of ny doctor. As a busy attorney
with a cell phone and nmany clients, | stewed as | sat anong the nagazi nes and
listened to the clock tick.

A nurse made ne strip to ny boxers, and | sat for twenty mnutes on a cold
tabl e. The bruises were turning dark brown. The doctor poked and nade things
wor se, then pronounced nme good for another two weeks.
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| arrived at Claire's lawer's office pronptly at four, and was net by an
unsmling receptionist dressed like a man. Bitchiness resonated from every
corner of the place. Every sound was anti-nale: the abrupt, husky voice of the
gal answering the phone; the sounds of some fenale country crooner wafting
through the speakers; the occasional shrill voice fromdown the hall. The colors
were soft pastel: |avender and pink and beige. The nagazi nes on the coffee table
were there to make a statenent: hard-hitting fenal e i ssues, nothing gl anorous or
gossi py. They were to be adnired by the visitors, not read.

Jacqueline Hume had first made a ton of nobney cleaning out wayward doctors, then
had created a fierce reputation by destroying a couple of philandering senators.
Her nane struck fear into every unhappily married D.C. nale with a nice incone.

I was anxious to sign the papers and | eave.

Instead, | was allowed to wait for thirty mnutes, and was on the verge of
creating a nasty scene when an associate fetched ne and led me to an office down
the hall. She handed nme the separation agreenent, and for the first time | saw

the reality. The headi ng was: C aire Addi son Brock versus M chael Nel son Brock
The law required us to be separated for six nonths before we could be divorced.
| read the agreenent carefully, signed it, and left. By Thanksgiving | would be
officially single again.

My fourth stop of the afternoon was the parking |lot of Drake & Sweeney, where
Polly net ne at precisely five with two storage boxes filled with the renaining
souvenirs fromny office. She was polite and efficient, but tight-1ipped and of
course in a hurry. They probably had her wired.

| wal ked several bl ocks and stopped at a busy corner. Leaning on a building,

di al ed Barry Nuzzo's nunber. He was in a neeting, as usual. | gave ny nanme, said
it was an emergency, and within thirty seconds Barry was on the phone.

"Can we tal k?" | asked. | assuned the call was bei ng recorded.

"Sure."

"I"'mjust down the street, at the corner of K and Connecticut. Let's have
coffee.”

"l can be there in an hour."

"No. It's right now, or forget it." | didn't want the boys to be able to plot
and schene. No tine for wires either.

"Okay, let's see. Yeah, all right. | can do it."

"I'mat a Bingler's Coffee."

"I knowit."

"I"'mwaiting. And cone al one."

"You' ve been watching too many novies, Mke." Ten mnutes later, we were sitting
in front of the window of a crowded little shop, holding hot coffee and watchi ng
the foot traffic on Connecticut.

"Way the search warrant?" | asked.

"I't's our file. You have it, we want it back. Very sinple."

"You're not going to find it, okay. So stop the damed searches."

"Where do you |ive now?"

| grunted and gave himny best snart-ass |augh. "The arrest warrant usually

foll ows the search warrant," | said. "lIs that the way it's going to happen?"
"I'mnot at |iberty to say."

"Thanks, pal."

"Look, Mchael, let's start with the prenmi se that you're wong. You' ve taken
sonmething that's not yours. That's stealing, plain and sinple. And in doing so,
you' ve becone an adversary of the firms. |, your friend, still work for the

firm You can't expect me to help you when your actions nmay be damaging to the
firm You created this ness, not ne."

"Braden Chance is not telling everything. The guy's a worm an arrogant little
jerk who conmitted nal practice, and now he's trying to cover his ass. He wants
you to think it's a sinple matter of a stolen file and that it's safe to cone

after me. But the file can humliate the firm™

"So what's your point?"

"Lay off. Don't do anything stupid.”

"Li ke get you arrested?"

"Yeah, for starters. |'ve been | ooking over ny shoulder all day, and it's no
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fun."
"You shouldn't steal."
"I didn't plan to steal, okay? | borrowed the file. |I planned to copy and return
it, but | never nade it."
"So you finally admt you have it."
"Yeah. But | can deny it too."
"You're playing, Mchael, and this is not a gane. You're gonna get yourself
hurt."
"Not if you guys lay off. Just for now Let's have a truce for a week. No nore
search warrants. No arrests.”
"Ckay, and what are you offering?"
“I won't enbarrass the firmwith the file."
Barry shook his head and gul ped hot coffee. "I'mnot in a position to nake
deals. I'mjust a lowy associate."
"I's Arthur calling the shots?"
"Of course."
"Then tell Arthur I'mtalking only to you."
"You're assuning too much, Mchael. You're assunming the firmwants to talk to
you. Frankly, they don't. They are highly agitated by the theft of the file, and
by your refusal to return it. You can't blame them"
"Get their attention, Barry. This file is front-page news; big bold headlines
with noisy journalists following up with a dozen stories. If | get arrested,
"Il go straight to the Post."
"You've lost your mind."
"Probably so. Chance had a paral egal named Hector Pal ma. Have you heard of hinP"
"No. "
"You're out of the | oop."
"l never clainmed to be in."
"Pal ma knows too much about the file. As of yesterday, he no | onger works where

he worked | ast week. | don't know where he is, but it would be interesting to
find out. Ask Arthur."

"Just give the file back, Mchael. | don't know what you're planning to do with
it, but you can't use it in couurt."

| took ny coffee and stepped off the stool. "A truce for one week," | said,

wal ki ng away. "And tell Arthur to put you in the |oop."

"Arthur doesn't take orders fromyou," he snapped at ne.

| left quickly, darting through people on the sidewal k, practically running
toward Dupont Circle, anxious to | eave Barry behi nd and anyone el se they'd sent
al ong to spy.

* * %

The Pal ma's address, according to the phone book, was an apartnent building in
Bet hesda. Since | was in no hurry and needed to think, | circled the city on the
Bel tway, bunper to bunper with a mllion others.

| gave nyself fifty-fifty odds of being arrested within the week. The firm had
no choice but to cone after nme, and if Braden Chance was in fact hiding the
truth fromArthur and the executive comrittee, then why not play hardball? There
was enough circunstantial evidence of ny theft to convince a magistrate to issue
an arrest warrant.

The M ster episode had rattled the firm Chance had been called onto the carpet,
grilled at length by the brass, and it was inconceivable that he admtted any
del i berate wongdoing. He lied, and he did so with the hope that he coul d doctor
the file and sonehow survive. Hs victins, after all, were only a bunch of

honel ess squatters.

How, then, was he able to di spose of Hector so quickly? Mney was no

obj ect--Chance was a partner. |If | had been Chance, | woul d' ve offered cash to
Hect or, cash on one hand with the threat of immediate term nation on the other.
And | woul d've called a partner buddy in, say, Denver, and asked for a favor--a
qui ck transfer for a paralegal. It would not have been difficult.

Hector was away, hiding fromnme and anyone el se who cane with questions. He was
still enployed, probably at a higher salary.

Then what about the polygraph? Had it been sinply a threat used by the firm
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agai nst both Hector and ny self? Could he have taken the test and passed? |
doubted it.

Chance needed Hector to keep the truth hidden. Hector needed Chance to protect
his job. At sonme point, the partner blocked any notion of a polygraph, if in
fact it had been seriously considered.

The apartnent conplex was |ong and ranbling, new sections added as the spraw
noved northward away fromfile city. The streets around it were packed with fast
food, fast gas, video rentals, everything hurried commuters needed to save tine.
| parked next to sone tennis courts, and began a tour of the various units. |
took ny tinme; there was no place to go after this adventure. District cops could
be lurking anywhere with a warrant and handcuffs. | tried not to think of the
horror stories |I'd heard about the city jail.

But one stuck like a cattle brand seared into ny nenory. Several years earlier,
a young Drake & Sweeney associ ate spent several hours after work on Friday |,
drinking in a bar in Georgetown. As he was trying to get to Virginia, he was
arrested on suspicion of driving under the influence. At the police station, he
refused a breath test, and was inmrediately thrown into the drunk tank. The cel
was overcrowded; he was the only guy with a suit, the only guy with a nice
watch, fine loafers, white face. He accidentally stepped on the foot of a fell ow
inmate, and he was then beaten to a bl oody ness. He spent three nonths in a
hospital getting his face rebuilt, then went honme to WI mi ngton, where his
famly took care of him The brain danmage was slight, but enough to disqualify
himfor the rigors of a big firm

The first office was closed. | trudged along a sidewal k in search of another.
The phone address did not list an apartnent nunber. It was a safe conplex. There
were bikes and plastic toys on the small patios. Through the wi ndows | could see
famlies eating and wat ching tel evision. The wi ndows were not defended by rows
of bars. The cars cranmred into the parking lots were of the midsized comuter
variety, nostly clean and with all four hubcaps.

A security guard stopped nme. Once he determined that | posed no threat, he
pointed in the direction of the main office, at least a quarter of a nmile away.
"How many units are in this place?" | asked.

"Alot," he answered. Wiy shoul d he know t he nunber?

The ni ght manager was a student eating a sandwi ch, a physics textbook opened
before him But he was watching the Bullets-Knicks gane on a small TV. | asked
about Hector Pal ma, and he pecked away on a keyboard. G 134 was the nunber.

"But they've noved," he said with a nouthful of food.

"Yeah, | know," | said. "I worked with Hector. Friday was his last day. |I'm

| ooking for an apartnent, and I was wondering if | could see his."

He was shaking his head no before | finished. "Only on Saturdays, nman. W have
ni ne hundred units. And there's a waiting list."

"I''m gone on Saturday."

"Sorry," he said, taking another bite and gl ancing at the gane.

I renoved ny wal let. "How nany bedroons?" | asked.

He gl anced at the nmonitor. "Two."

Hector had four children. | was sure his new digs were nore spaci ous.

"How nmuch a nont h?"

"Seven-fifty."

| took out a one-hundred-dollar bill, which he imediately saw. "Here's the
deal. Gve ne the key. I'll take a |look at the place and be back in ten m nutes.
No one will ever know. "

"W have a waiting list," he said again, dropping the sandwi ch onto a paper
pl at e.

"Is it there in that conputer?" | asked, pointing.

"Yeah," he said, w ping his nouth.

"Then it would be easy to shuffle.”

He found the key in a | ocked drawer, and grabbed the nobney. "Ten mnutes," he
sai d.

The apartnent was nearby, on the ground floor of a three-story building. The key
wor ked. The snell of fresh paint escaped through the door before |I went inside.
In fact, the painting was still in progress; in the living roomthere was a
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| adder, dropcloths, white buckets.

A team of fingerprinters could not have found a trace of the Palma clan. A
drawers, cabinets, and closets were bare; all carpets and padding ri pped up and
gone. Even the tub and toilet bow stains had been renoved. No dust, cobwebs,
dirt under the kitchen sink. The place was sterile. Every roomhad a fresh coat
of dull white, except the living room which was hal f-finished.

| returned to the office and tossed the key on the counter.

"How about it?" he asked.

"Too small," | said. "But thanks anyway."

"You want your noney back?"

"Are you in school ?"

"Yes."

"Then keep it."

"Thanks. "

| stopped at the door, and asked, "Did Palma | eave a forwardi ng address?"

"I thought you worked with him" he said.

"Right," | said, and quickly closed the door behind

nme.

Twent y-two

The little woman was sitting agai nst our door when | arrived for work \Wdnesday
norning. It was al nost eight; the office was | ocked; the tenperature was bel ow
freezing. At first | thought she had parked herself there for the night, using
our doorway to battle the wind. But when she saw ne approach, she i nmedi ately
junped to her feet and said, "Good norning."

| smiled, said hello, and started funbling keys.

"Are you a |l awer?" she asked.

"Yes | am"

"For people |like nme?"

| assuned she was honel ess, and that was all we asked of our clients. "Sure. Be
nmy guest," | said as | opened the door. It was col der inside than out.

adjusted a thernostat, one that, as far as | had been able to deternine, was
connected to nothing. | made coffee and found sone stal e doughnuts in the
kitchen. | offered themto her, and she quickly ate one.

"What's your nanme?" | asked. W were sitting in the front, next to Sofia's desk
waiting for the coffee and praying for the radiators. "Ruby."

"I'"'m M chael. Where do you |ive, Ruby?"

"Here and there." She was dressed in a gray Georgetown Hoya sweat suit, thick
brown socks, dirty white sneakers with no brand name. She was between thirty and
forty, rail-thin, and slightly cockeyed.

"Conme on," | said with a smile. "I need to know where you live. Is it a
shel ter?"
"Used to live in a shelter, but had to |l eave. Al npbst got raped. | got a car."

| had seen no vehicles parked near the office when |I arrived. "You have a car?"
"Yes."

"Do you drive it?"

"It don't drive. | sleep in the back."

| was asking questions without a | egal pad, sonmething | was not trained to do. |
poured two | arge paper cups of coffee, and we retreated to ny office, where,
nmercifully, the radiator was alive and gurgling. | closed the door. Mordecai
woul d arrive shortly, and he had never learned the art of a quiet entry.

Ruby sat on the edge of nmy brown folding client's chair, her shoul ders sl unped,
her entire upper body w apped around the cup of coffee, as if it mght be the
last warmthing inlife

"What can | do for you?" | asked, armed with a full assortnment of |egal pads.
"I't's my son, Terrence. He's sixteen, and they've taken himaway."

"Who took hin®"

"The city, the foster people."

"Where is he now?"
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"They got him"

Her answers were short, nervous bursts, quick on the heels of each question
"Way don't you relax and tell nme about Terrence?" | said.

And she did. Wth no effort at eye contact, and with both hands on the coffee
cup, she zipped through her narrative. Several years earlier, she couldn't
renenber how | ong, but Terrence was around ten, they were living alone in a
snmal | apartnent. She was arrested for selling drugs. She went to jail for four
nonths. Terrence went to live with her sister. Upon her rel ease, she collected
Terrence, and they began a nightmare existence living on the streets. They sl ept
in cars, squatted in enpty buildings, slept under bridges in warm weat her, and
retreated to the shelters when it was cold. Sonehow, she kept himin school. She
begged on the sidewal ks; she sold her body--"tricking" as she called it; she
peddled a little crack. She did whatever it took to keep Terrence fed, in decent
clothes, and in school.

But she was an addict, and couldn't kick the crack. She becanme pregnant, and
when the child was born the city took it imediately. It was a crack baby.

She seemed to have no affection for the baby; only for Terrence. The city began
aski ng questions about him and nother and child slid deeper into the shadows of
the honel ess. Qut of desperation, she went to a fanmly she had once worked for
as a maid, the Row ands, a couple whose children were grown and away from hone.
They had a warmlittle house near Howard University. She offered to pay them
fifty dollars a nmonth if Terrence could live with them There was a snal
bedr oom above the back porch, one she'd cleaned many tines, and it woul d be
perfect for Terrence. The Row ands hesitated at first, but finally agreed. They
wer e good peopl e, back then. Ruby was allowed to visit Terrence for an hour each
night. H's grades inproved; he was clean and safe, and Ruby was pleased with

her sel f.

She rearranged her life around his: new soup kitchens and di nner prograns cl oser
to the Rowl ands; different shelters for energencies; different alleys and parks
and abandoned cars. She scraped together the noney each nonth, and never m ssed
a nightly visit with her son

Until she was arrested again. The first arrest was for prostitution; the second
was for sleeping on a park bench in Farragut Square. Maybe there was a third
one, but she couldn't remenber.

She was rushed to D.C. General once when soneone found her lying in a street,
unconsci ous. She was placed in a dry-out tank for addicts, but wal ked out after
three days because she mi ssed Terrence.

She was with himone night in his roomwhen he stared at her stomach and asked

i f she was pregnant again. She said she thought so. Who was the father? he
demanded. She had no idea. He cursed her and yelled so nuch that the Row ands
asked her to | eave.

Wil e she was pregnant, Terrence had little to do with her. It was

heart br eaki ng--sl eeping in cars, begging for coins, counting the hours until she
could see him then being ignored for an hour while she sat in a corner of his
room wat chi ng himdo his honmework.

Ruby began crying at that point in her story. | made sone notes, and |istened
as Mrdecai stonped around the front room trying to pick a fight with Sofia.
Her third delivery, only a year before, produced another crack baby, one

i Mmedi ately taken by the city. i She didn't see Terrence for four days while she
was in the hospital recovering fromthe birth. Wen she was rel eased, she
returned to the only life she knew.

Terrence was an A student, excellent in math and Spani sh, a tronbone player and
an actor in school dramas. He was dream ng of the Naval Acadeny. M. Row and had
served in the mlitary.

Ruby arrived one night for a visit in bad shape. A fight started in the kitchen
when Ms. Rowl and confronted her. Harsh words were exchanged; ultimtunms thrown
down. Terrence was in the mddle of it; three against one. Either she got help,
or she would be banned fromthe house. Ruby declared that she would sinply take
her boy and | eave. Terrence said he wasn't goi ng anywhere.

The next night, a social worker fromthe city was waiting for her with
paperwor k. Sonmeone had al ready been to court. Terrence was being taken into
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foster care. The Row ands woul d be his new parents. He had already lived with
them for three years. Visitation would be ternminated until she underwent rehab
and was clean for a period of sixty days. Three weeks had passed.

"I want to see ny son," she said. "I mss himso bad."

"Are you in rehab?" | asked.

She shook her head quickly and cl osed her eyes.

"Way not?" | asked.

"Can't get in."

| had no idea how a crack addict off the street got admtted to a recovery unit,
but it was tinme to find out. | pictured Terrence in his warmroom well fed,
wel | dressed, safe, clean, sober, doing his homework under the strict
supervision of M. and Ms. Row and, who had grown to | ove him al nbost as nuch as
Ruby did. | could see himeating breakfast at the famly table, reciting

vocabul ary |ists over hot cereal as M. Row and ignored the norning paper and
grilled himon his Spanish. Terrence was stable and normal, unlike ny poor
l[ittle client, who lived in hell

And she wanted ne to handl e their reunion.

"This will take sone tine, okay," | said, thoroughly cluel ess about how | ong
anything would take. In a city where five hundred famlies waited for a snmal
space in an energency shelter, there couldn't be many beds avail able for drug
addi ct s.

"You won't see Terrence until you're drug-free," | said, trying not to sound

pi ous.

Her eyes watered and she sai d not hing.

| realized just howlittle | knew about addiction. Were did she get her drugs?
How nuch did they cost? How many hits and hi ghs each day? How |l ong would it take
to dry her out? Then to cure her? Wat were her chances of kicking a habit she'd
had for over a decade? And what did the city do with all those crack babies? She
had no paperwork, no address, no identification, nothing but a heartbreaking
story. She seened perfectly content sitting in ny chair, and | began to wonder
how | m ght ask her to | eave. The coffee was gone.

Sofia's shrill voice brought back reality. There were sharp voices around her

As | raced for the door, ny first thought was that another nut |like Mster had
wal ked in with a gun

But there were other guns. Lieutenant Gasko was back, again with plenty of help.
Three uni formed cops were approaching Sofia, who was bitching unnmercifully but
to no avail. Two in jeans and sweatshirts were waiting for action. As | wal ked
out of ny office, Mrdecai wal ked out of his.

"Hell o, Mkey," Gasko said to ne.

"What the hell is this!" Mrdecai growl ed and the walls shook. One of the

uni fornmed cops actually reached for his service revol ver.

Gasko went straight for Mordecai. "It's a search,” he said, pulling out the
requi red papers and flinging themat Mrdecai. "Are you M. Geen?"

"I am" he answered, snatching the papers.

"What are you looking for?" | yelled at Gasko.

"Same thing," he yelled back. "Gve it to us, and we'll be happy to stop."

“It's not here.”

"What file?" Mordecai asked, |ooking at the search warrant.

"The eviction file," | replied.

"Haven't seen your lawsuit," Gasko said to me. | recogni zed two of the unifornmed
cops as Lilly and Blower. "A lotta big talk," Gasko said.

"Cet the hell outta here!" Sofia barked at Bl ower as he inched toward her desk
Gasko was very much in charge. "Listen, lady," he said, with his usual sneer.
"W can do this two ways. First, you put your ass in that chair and shut up
Second, we put the cuffs on you and you sit in the back of a car for the next
two hours.™"

One cop was poking his head into each of the side offices. | felt Ruby ease

behi nd mne.

"Rel ax," Mdrdecai said to Sofia. "Just relax."

"What's upstairs?" Gasko asked ne.

"Storage," Mordecai replied.
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"Your storage?"

n Yes. mn
"It's not there," |I said. "You' re wasting your tine."
"Then we'll have to waste it, won't we?"

A prospective client opened the front door, startling those of us inside. His
eyes darted quickly around the room then settled on the three nen in uniform
He made a hasty retreat into the safety of the streets.

| asked Ruby to | eave too. Then | stepped into Mdirdecai's office and cl osed the
door. "Where's the file?" he asked in a low voice. "It's not here, | swear. This
is just harassnent."

"The warrant | ooks valid. There's been a theft; it's reasonable to assune the
file would be with the attorney who stole it."

| tried to say sonething |lawerly and bright, sonme piercing | egal nugget that
woul d stop the search cold and send the cops running. But words failed ne.

hstead, | was enbarrassed at havi ng brought the police to nose through the
clinic.

"Do you have a copy of the file?" he asked.

"Yes."

"Have you thought about giving themtheir original?"

"I can't. That would be an adnission of guilt. They don't know for a fact that |
have the file. And even if | gave it back, they would know that | had copied
it."

He rubbed his beard and agreed with ne. W stepped out of his office just as
Lilly m ssed a step near the unused desk next to Sofia's. An aval anche of files
slid onto the floor. Sofia yelled at him Gasko yelled at her. The tension was
qui ckly noving away fromwords and in the direction of physical conflict.

| locked the front door so our clients wouldn't see the search. "Here's the way
we'll do it," Mordecai announced. The cops glared, but they were anxious for
sonme direction. Searching a law office was quite unlike raiding a bar filled
with mllors.

"The file isn't here, okay. W'll start with that promnmise. You can | ook at all
the files you want, but you can't open them That would violate client
confidentiality. Agreed?"

The ot her cops | ooked at Gasko, who shrugged as if that was acceptable.

We started in nmy office; all six cops, ne, and Mordecai crammed into the tiny
room working hard at avoiding contact. | opened each drawer of my desk, none of
whi ch woul d open unl ess yanked viciously. At one point | heard Gasko whi sper to
hinself, "Nice office."

| renoved each file fromny cabinets, waved them under Gasko's nose, and
returned themto their place. 1'd only been there since Mnday, so there wasn't
much to search

Mordecai slipped fromthe roomand went to Sofia's desk, where he used the
phone. Wien Gasko declared ny office to be officially searched, we left it, just
intime to hear Mordecai say into the receiver, "Yes, Judge, thank you. He's

ri ght here."

His smle showed every tooth as he thrust the phone at Gasko. "This is Judge

Ki sner, the gentleman who signed the search warrant. He would like to speak to
you. "

Gasko took the phone as if it were owned by a leper. "This is Gasko," he said,
holding it inches fromhis head.

Mordecai turned to the other cops. "Gentlenen, you nay search this room and
that's it. You cannot go into the private offices to the sides. Judge's orders."
Gasko nmunbl ed, "Yes sir," and hung up

We nonitored their novenents for an hour, as they went from desk to desk--four
of themin all, including Sofia's. After a few minutes, they realized the search
was futile, and so they prolonged it by noving as slowy as possible. Each desk
was covered with files long since closed. The books and | egal publications had

| ast been | ooked at years earlier. Sone stacks were covered with dust. A few
cobwebs had to be dealt wth.

Each file was tabbed, with the case nane either typed or handprinted. Two of the
cops wote down the nanes of the files as they were called out by Gasko and the
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others. It was tedious, and utterly hopel ess.

They saved Sofia's desk for last. She handl ed things herself, calling off the
nane of each file, spelling the sinpler ones |like Jones, Snmith, WIlians. The
cops kept their distance. She opened drawers just w de enough for a quick peek.
She had a personal drawer, which no one wanted to see. | was sure there were
weapons in there.

They | eft w thout saying good-bye. | apol ogized to Sofia and Mordecai for the
intrusion, and retreated to the safety of ny office.

Twenty-t hree

Nunber five on the |ist of evictees was Kelvin Lam a nane vaguely famliar to
Mor decai . He once estimated the nunber of homeless in the District to be around
ten thousand. There were at |east that nany files scattered throughout the 14th
Street Legal dinic. Every nane rang a bell w th Mordecali

He worked the circuits, the kitchens and shelters and service providers, the
preachers and cops and other street |awers. After dark we drove downtown to a
church wedged between high-priced office buildings and ritzy hotels. In a |large
basenent two | evels below, the Five Loaves dinner programwas in full swi ng. The
roomwas lined with folding tables, all surrounded by hungry fol ks eating and
talking. It was not a soup kitchen; the plates were filled with corn, potatoes,
a slice of sonmething that was either turkey or chicken, fruit salad, bread. |
had not eaten dinner, and the aroma nade nme hungry.

"I haven't been here in years," Mrdecai said as we stood by the entrance

| ooki ng down at the dining area. "They feed three hundred a day. Isn't it
wonder f ul ?"

“"Where does the food come fronf"

"D.C. Central Kitchen, an outfit in the basenent of the CCNV. They've devel oped
this amazi ng system of collecting excess food fromlocal restaurants, not

| eftovers, but uncooked food that will sinply go bad if not used inmediately.
They have a fleet of refrigerated trucks, and they run all over the city
collecting food which they take to the kitchen and prepare, frozen dinners. Over
two thousand a day."

"I't | ooks tasty."

"I't's really quite good."

A young | ady, named Liza found us. She was new at Five Loaves. Mrdecai had
known her predecessor, whomthey tal ked about briefly as | watched the people
eat .

| noticed sonmething | should have seen before. There were different |evels of
honel essness, distinct rungs on the soci oeconom ¢ | adder. At one table, six nen
ate and tal ked happily about a basketball gane they had seen on tel evision. They
were reasonably well dressed. One wore gloves while he ate, and except for that,
the group coul d' ve been sitting in any workingclass bar in the city w thout
bei ng i medi ately branded as honel ess. Behind them a hulking figure with thick
sungl asses ate alone, handling the chicken with his fingers. He had robber boots
simlar to the ones Mster wore at the tine of his death. H s coat was dirty and
frayed. He was oblivious to his surroundings. His |life was noticeably harder
than the lives of the nmen |aughing at the next table. They had access to warm
wat er and soap; he couldn't have cared | ess. They slept in shelters. He slept in
parks with the pigeons. But they were all honel ess.

Li za did not know Kelvin Lam but she would ask around. W watched her as she
noved through the crowd, speaking to the people, pointing to the wastebaskets in
one corner, fussing over an elderly |lady. She sat between two nen, neither of
whom | ooked at her as they tal ked. She went to another table, then another.

Most surprisingly, a | awer appeared, a young associate froma large firm a pro
bono vol unteer with the Washington Legal dinic for the Honmel ess. He recogni zed
Mordecai froma fund-raiser the year before. W did law talk for a few ninutes,
then he disappeared into a back roomto begin three hours of intake.

"The Washington Legal Cinic has a hundred and fifty volunteers," Mordecai said.
"I's that enough?" | asked.
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"I't's never enough. | think we should revive our pro bono vol unteer program
Maybe you'd like to take charge and supervise it. Abrahamlikes the idea."

It was nice to know that Myrdecai and Abraham and no doubt Sofia too, had been
di scussing a programfor ne to run

"I't will expand our base, make us nore visible in the legal comunity, and help
wi th raising noney."
"Sure," | said, wthout conviction.

Li za was back. "Kelvin Lamis in the rear,"
fromthe back. Waring the Redskins cap."
"Did you talk to hinP" Mrdecai asked.
"Yes. He's sober, pretty sharp, said he's been staying at CCNV, works part-tine
on a garbage truck."

“Is there a small room we can use?"

she sai d, nodding. "Second table

"Sure."

"Tell Lam a honel ess | awyer needs to talk to him"

* * %

Lamdidn't say hello or offer to shake hands. Mrdecai sat at a table. | stood

in a corner. Lamtook the only available chair, and gave ne a | ook that nade ny
skin craw .

"Nothing's wong," Mrdecai said in his best soothing tone. "W need to ask you
a few questions, that's all."

Not a peep out of Lam He was dressed |ike a resident of a shelter--jeans,
sweatshirt, sneakers, wool jacket--as opposed to the pungent nultilayered garb
of one sl eeping under a bridge.

"Do you know a woman naned Lontae Burton?" Mordecai asked. He woul d do the
tal king for us | awers.

Lam shook hi s head no.

"DeVon Har dy?"

Anot her no.

"Last nonth, were you living in an abandoned war ehouse?"

"Yep."

"At the corner of New York and Fl ori da?"

" Uh- huh. "

"Were you payi ng rent?"

"Yep."

“A hundred dollars a nonth?"

"Yep."

"To Tillman Gantry?"

Lam froze, and closed his eyes to ponder the question. "Wo?" he asked.

"Who owned the warehouse?”

"I paid rent to sone dude nanmed Johnny."

"Who did Johnny work for?"

"Don't know. Don't care. Didn't ask."

"How long did you live there?"

"' Bout four nmonths."

"Way did you | eave?"

"Cot evicted."

"Who evicted you?"

"I don't know. The cops showed up one day with sonme other dudes. They yanked us
and threw us on the sidewal k. Couple of days later, they bulldozed the

war ehouse. "

"Did you explain to the cops that you were paying rent to live there?"

"A lot of people were saying that. This one wonan with little kids tried to
fight with the police, but didn't do no good. Me, | don't fight with cops. It
was a bad scene, nman."

"Were you given any paperwork before the eviction?"

"“No, "

"Any notice to get out?"

"No. Nothing. They just showed up."

"Nothing in witing?"

"Not hi ng. Cops said we were just squatters; had to get out right then."
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"So you noved in last fall, sonetine around Cctober."

"Sonmething like that."

"How did you find the place?"

"I don't know. Sonmebody said they were renting little apartnents in the

war ehouse. Cheap rent, you know. So | went over to check it out. They were
putting up sonme boards and walls and things. There was a roof up there, a toilet
not far away, running water. It wasn't a bad deal ."

"So you noved in?"

"Right."
"Did you sign a | ease?"
"No. Dude told nme that the apartnent was illegal, so nothing was in witing.

Told ne to say | was squatting in case anybody asked."

"And he wanted cash?"

"Only cash.”

"Did you pay every nonth?"

"Tried to. He cane around on the fifteenth to collect.”

"Were you behind on your rent when you were evicted?"

"Alittle."

" How nuch?"

"Maybe one nonth. "

"Was that the reason you were evicted?"

"I don't know. They didn't give no reason. They just evicted everybody, all at
once. "

"Did you know t he other people in the warehouse?"

"I knew a couple. But we kept to ourselves. Each aparntent had a good door, one
that woul d | ock."

"Thi s nother you nentioned, the one who fought with the police, did you know
her ?"

"No. |I'd maybe seen her once or twice. She lived on the other end."

"The ot her end?"

"Right. There was no plunmbing in the mddle of the warehouse, so they built the
apartments on each end."

"Coul d you see her apartnent from yours?"

"No. It was a big warehouse."

"How bi g was your apartnent?"

"Two roons, | don't know how big."

"El ectricity?"

"Yeah, they ran sone wires in. W could plug in radios and things like that. W
had |ights. There was running water, but you had to use a community toilet."
"What about heating?"

"Not much. It got cold, but not nearly as cold as sleeping on the street."

"So you were happy with the place?"

"I't was okay. | nean, for a hundred bucks a nonth it wasn't bad."

"You said you knew two ot her people. What are their nanes?"

"Herman Harris and Shine sonebody. "

"where are they now?"

"l haven't seen them"™

"Where are you stayi ng?"

" CCNV. "

Mordecai pulled a business card fromhis pocket and handed it to Lam "How | ong
will you be there?" he asked.

"l don't know. "

"Can you keep in touch with nme?"

n \N]y?ll

"You m ght need a |l awer. Just call nme if you change shelters or find a place of
your own."

Lam took the card without a word. W thanked Liza and returned to the office.

* * %

As with any lawsuit, there were a nunber of ways to proceed with our action
agai nst the defendants. There were three of them-Ri verGaks, Drake & Sweeney,
and TAG and we did not expect to add nore.
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The first method was the anbush. The other was the serve and voll ey.

Wth the anbush, we would prepare the skeletal framework of our allegations, run
to the courthouse, file the suit, leak it to the press, and hope we could prove
what we thought we knew. The advantage was surprise, and enbarrassnent for the
def endants, and, hopefully, public opinion. The downsi de was the | egal

equi val ent of junping off a cliff with the strong, but unconfirned, belief that
there was a net down there sonmewhere

The serve and volley would begin with a letter to the defendants, in which we
nmade the same all egations, but rather than sue we would invite themto discuss
the matter. The letters would go back and forth with each side generally able to
predict what the other mght do. If liability could be proved, then a quiet

settl enment would probably occur. Litigation could be avoi ded.

The anbush appeal ed to Mdrdecai and nyself for two reasons. The firm had shown
no interest in leaving ne alone; the two searches were clear proof that Arthur
on the top floor and Rafter and his band of hard-asses in litigation were com ng
after me. My arrest would nmake a nice news story, one they woul d undoubtedly
leak to humliate me and build pressure. W had to be ready with our own
assaul t.

The second reason went to the heart of our case. Hector and the other w tnesses
could not be conpelled to testify until we filed suit and forced themto give
their depositions. During the discovery period that followed the initial filing,
we woul d have the opportunity to ask all sorts of questions of the defendants,
and they would be required to answer under oath. W would also be allowed to

depose anybody we wanted. |f we found Hector Palnma, we could grill himunder
oath. If we tracked down the other evictees, we could force themto tell what
happened.

We had to find out what everyone knew, and there was no way to do this wthout
usi ng court-sanctioned di scovery.

In theory, our case was really quite sinple: The warehouse squatters had been
paying rent, in cash with no records, to Tillman Gantry or sonmeone worKki ng on
his behal f. Gantry had an opportunity to sell the property to Ri verQaks, but it
had to be done quickly. Gantry lied to RiverGaks and its | awers about the
squatters. Drake & Sweeney, exercising diligence, had sent Hector Palma to

i nspect the property prior to closing. Hector was nugged on the first visit,
took a guard with himon the second, and upon inspecting the prem ses |earned
that the residents were, in fact, not squatters, but tenants. He reported this
in a nmeno to Braden Chance, who nade the ill-fated decision to disregard it and
proceed with the closing. The tenants were summarily evicted as squatters,

wi t hout due process.

A formal eviction would have taken at least thirty nore days, tine none of the
participants wanted to waste. Thirty days and the worst of wi nter would be gone;
the threat of snowstorns or sub-zero nights would be dimnished, along with the
need to sleep in a car with the heater running.

They were just street people, with no records, no rent receipts, and no trail to
be fol | owed.

It was not a conplicated case, in theory. But the hurdl es were enornous. Locking
in testinony of honel ess people could be treacherous, especially if M. Gantry
decided to assert hinself. He ruled the streets, an arena | was not eager to
fight in. Mrdecai had a vast network built on favors and whispers, but he was
no match for Gantry's artillery. W spent an hour discussing various ways to
avoid naning TAG Inc., as a defendant. For obvious reasons, the |awsuit woul d
be far nessier and nore dangerous with Gantry as a party. W coul d sue wi thout
him and |l eave it to his co-defendants--RiverOaks and Drake & Sweeney--to haul
himin as a third party.

But Gantry was a contributing cause in our theory of liability, and to ignore

hi mas a defendant would be to ask for trouble as the case progressed.

Hector Pal ma had to be found. and once we found him we sonehow had to convi nce
himto either produce the hidden nmeno, or to tell us what was in it. Finding him
woul d be the easy part; getting himto talk mght be inpossible. He quite likely
woul dn't want to, since he needed to keep his job. He'd been quick to tell nme he
had a wife and four Kids.
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There were other problens with the lawsuit, the first of which was purely
procedural. W, as |awyers, did not have the authority to file suit on behal f of
the heirs of Lontae Burton and her four children. W had to be enpl oyed by her
famly, such as it was. Wth her nother and two brothers in prison, and her
father's identity yet to be reveal ed, Mdrdecai was of the opinion we shoul d
petition the Fam |y Court for the appointnment of a trustee to handle the affairs
of Lontae's estate. In doing so, we could bypass her famly, at least initially.
In the event we recovered danages, the fam |y would be a nightnmare. It was safe
to assune that the four children had two or nore different fathers, and each one
of those tontats would have to be notified if nobney changed hands.

"We'll worry about that later," Mrdecai said. "W have to win first." W were
inthe front, at the desk next to Sofia's where the agi ng conputer worked nost
of the time. | was typing, Mrdecai pacing and dictating.

We plotted until mdnight, drafting and redrafting the lawsuit, arguing
theories, discussing procedure, dream ng of ways to haul RiverQGaks and ny old
firminto court for a noisy trial. Mdrdecai saw it as a watershed, a pivota
nonent to reverse the decline in public synpathy for the honeless. | saw it
sinply as a way to correct a w ong.

Twent y- f our

Coffee again with Ruby. She was waiting by the front door when | arrived at
seven forty-five, happy to see ne. How coul d anyone be so cheerful after
spendi ng ei ght hours trying to sleep in the backseat of an abandoned car?
"Got any doughnuts?" she asked as | was flipping on the |light swtches.

It was already a habit.

“"I"I'l see. You have a seat, and |'l|l nmke us sone coffee.”" | rattled around the
kitchen, cleaning the coffeepot, |ooking for something to eat. Yesterday's stale
doughnuts were even firmer, but there was nothing else. | made a nental note to

buy fresh ones tonorrow, just in case Ruby arrived for the third day in a row.
Somet hing told nme she woul d.

She ate one doughnut, nibbling around the hard edges, trying to be polite.
"Where do you eat breakfast?" | asked.

"Don't usually."

"How about |unch and di nner?"

"Lunch is at Naom's on Tenth Street. For dinner | go to Calvary M ssion over on
Fifteenth."

"What do you do during the day?"

She was curled around her paper cup again, trying to keep her frail body warm
"Most of the time | stay at Naoni's," she said.

"How many wonen are there?"

"Don't know. A lot. They take good care of us, but it's just for the day."

"I's it only for honel ess wonen?"

"Yeah, that's right. They close at four. Mst of the wonen live in shelters,

some on the street. Me, | got a car."
"Do they know you're using crack?"
"I think so. They want ne to go to neetings for drunks and people on dope. |'m

not the only one. Lots of the wonen do it too, you know. "

"Did you get high last night?" | asked. The words echoed in ny ears. | found it
hard to believe | was asking such questions.

Her chin fell to her chest; her eyes cl osed.

"Tell me the truth," | said

"I had to. | do it every night."

| wasn't about to scold her. | had done nothing since the day before to hel p her
find treatnment. It suddenly becane ny priority.

She asked for another doughnut. | wapped the last one in foil and topped off

her coffee. She was late for sonmething at Naomi's, and off she went.

* * %

The march began at the District Building with a rally for justice. Since
Mordecai was a Who's Who in the world of the honmeless, he left me in the crowd
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and went to his spot on the platform

A church choir robed in burgundy and gold got organi zed on the steps and began
flooding the area with lively hyms. Hundreds of police loitered in | oose
formation up and down the street, their barricades stopping traffic.

The CCNV had pronised a thousand of its foot soldiers, and they arrived in a
group--one long, inpressive, disorganized colunmm of nen honel ess and proud of

it. | heard themconing before | saw them their well-rehearsed marching yells
clear from bl ocks away. When they rounded the corner, the TV caneras scranbl ed
to greet them

They gathered intact before the steps of the District Building and began wavi ng
their placards, nost of which were of the honemade, hand-painted variety. STOP
THE KI LLI NGS; SAVE THE SHELTERS; | HAVE THE RI GHT TO A HOVE; JOBS, JOBS, JOBS.
The signs were hoi sted above their heads, where they danced with the rhythm of
the hymms and the cadence of each noi sy chant.

Church buses stopped at the barricades and unl oaded hundreds of people, many of
whom di d not appear to be living on the streets. They were nicely dressed church
folk, alnost all wonen. The crowd swell ed, the space around ne shrunk. | did not
know a single person, other than Myrdecai. Sofia and Abraham were sonewhere in
the crowd, but |I didn't see them It was billed as the largest honel ess march in
the past ten years--Lontae's Rally.

A photo of Lontae Burton had been enl arged and nass-produced on | arge pl acards,
trimred in black, and under her face were the om nous words: VWho Kill ed

Lont ae? These were di spersed through the crowd, and qui ckly becane the placard
of choice, even anong the nmen fromthe CCNV who'd brought their own protest
banners. Lontae's face bobbed and weaved above the nass of people.

A lone siren wailed in the distance, then grew closer. A funeral van with a
police escort was allowed through the barricades and stopped directly in front
of the District Building, in the mdst of the throng. The rear doors opened; a
nock casket, painted black, was renoved by the pall bearers--six honel ess men who
lifted it onto their shoul ders and stood ready to begin the procession. Four
nore caskets, same color and make but nuch smaller, were renoved by nore

pal | bearers. The sea parted; the procession noved slowy toward the steps as the
choir launched into a soul ful requiemthat al nost brought tears to ny eyes. It
was a death march. One of those little caskets represented Ontari o.

Then the crowd pressed together. Hands reached upward and touched the caskets so
that they floated along, rocking gently side to side, end to end.

It was high drama, and the caneras packed near the platformrecorded every

sol etm novenent of the procession. W would see it replayed on TV for the next
forty-ei ght hours.

The caskets were placed side by side, with Lontae's in the nmddle, on a snal

pl ywood | edge in the center of the steps, a few feet bel ow the platformwhere
Mordecai stood. They were fil nmed and phot ographed at | ength, then the speeches
started.

The noderator was an activist who began by thanking all the groups that had

hel ped organi ze the march. It was an inpressive list, at least in quantity. As
he rattled off the nanes, | was pleasantly surprised at the sheer nunber of
shelters, mssions, kitchens, coalitions, nmedical clinics, legal clinics,
churches, centers, outreach groups, job-training prograns, substance-abuse
prograns, even a few elected officials--all responsible to sone degree for the
event .

Wth so nmuch support, how could there be a honel ess probl enf?

The next six speakers answered that question. Lack of adequate funding to begin
wi th, then budget cuts, a deaf ear by the federal governnment, a blind eye by the
city, a lack of conpassion fromthose with means, a court system grown nuch too
conservative, the list went on and on. And on and on.

The sanme thenmes were repeated by each speaker, except for Mrdecai, who spoke
fifth and silenced the crowd with his story of the |ast hours of the Burton
famly. When he told of changing the baby's diaper, probably its |last one, there
wasn't a sound in the crowd. Not a cough or a whisper. | |ooked at the caskets
as if one actually held the baby.

Then the famly left the shelter, he explained, his voice slow, deep
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resonating. They went back into the streets, into the snowstorm where Lontae and
her children survived only a few nore hours. Mrdecai took great license with

the facts at that point, because no one knew exactly what had happened. | knew
this, but | didn't care. The rest of the crowd was equally nmesnerized by his
story.

When he described the | ast nonents, as the fanmily huddl ed together in a futile
effort to stay warm | heard wonen crying around ne.

My thoughts turned selfish. If this nman, nmy friend and fellow | awer, could
captivate a crowd of thousands froman elevated platforma hundred feet away,
what could he do with twelve people in a jury box close enough to touch?

| realized at that nonent that the Burton |lawsuit would never get that far. No
defense teamin its right mnd would all ow Mordecai Green to preach to a bl ack
jury in this city. If our assunptions were correct, and if we could prove them
there woul d never be a tri al

After an hour and a half of speeches, the crowd was restless and ready to wal k.
The choir began again, and the caskets were lifted by the pallbearers, who | ed
the procession away fromthe buil ding. Behind the caskets were the | eaders,

i ncludi ng Mordecai. The rest of us followed. Soneone handed nme a Lontae placard,
and | held it as high as anyone el se.

Privil eged people don't march and protest; their world is safe and cl ean and
governed by | aws designed to keep them happy. | had never taken to the streets
before; why bother? And for the first block or two | felt odd, walking in a nass
of people, holding a stick with a placard bearing the face of a
twenty-two-year-old black nother who bore four illegitimte children

But | was no | onger the sanme person |I'd been a few weeks earlier. Nor could | go
back, even if |I'd wanted to. My past had been about noney and possessi ons and
status, afflictions that now di sturbed ne.

And so | relaxed and enjoyed the walk. | chanted with the honel ess, rolled and
pitched ny placard in perfect unison with the others, and even tried to sing
hynmms foreign to ne. | savored ny first exercise in civil protest. It wouldn't
be ny | ast.

The barricades protected us as we inched toward Capitol H Il. The march had been
wel I planned, and because of its size it attracted attention along the way. The
caskets were placed on the steps of the Capitol. W congregated in a nass around
them then listened to another series of fiery speeches fromcivil rights
activists and two nenbers of Congress.

The speeches grew old; |I'd heard enough. My honel ess brethren had little to do;

| had opened thirty-one files since beginning ny new career on Monday.
Thirty-one real people were waiting for nme to get food stanps, |ocate housing,
file divorces, defend criminal charges, obtain disputed wages, stop evictions,
help with their addictions, and in some way snap nmy fingers and find justice. As
an antitrust lawer, | rarely had to face the clients. Things were different on
the street.

| bought a cheap cigar froma sidewal k vendor, and went for a short walk on the
Mal | .

Twenty-five
| knocked on the door next to where the Pal mas had |ived, and a wonan's voi ce

asked, "Who's there?" There was no effort to unbolt and open. | had thought | ong
and hard about ny ploy. |'d even rehearsed it driving to Bethesda. But | was not
convinced | could be convincing.

"Bob Stevens," | said, cringing. "I'mlooking for Hector Palm."

"Who?" she asked.
"Hector Palma. He used to live next door to you."
"What do you want ?"

"I owe himsone noney. I'mtrying to find him that's all."
If I were collecting noney, or had sonme ot her unpl easant m ssion, then the
nei ghbors woul d naturally be defensive. | thought this was a nifty little ruse.

"He's gone," she said flatly.
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"I know he's gone. Do you know where he went?"

n N)' n
"Did he | eave this area?"
“"Don't know. "

"Did you see them nove?"

O course the answer was yes; there was no way around it. But instead of being
hel pful, she withdrew into the depths of her apartnment and probably called
security. | repeated the question, then rang the doorbell again. Nothing.

So | went to the door on the other side of Hector's |ast-known address. Two
tings, it opened shghtly until the chain caught, and a man ny age with
mayonnai se in the corner of his nouth said, "Wat do you want?"

| repeated the Bob Stevens plot. he listened carefully while his kids ronped
through the living roombehind him a television blasting away. It was after
eight, dark and cold, and |I'd interrupted a | ate dinner.

But he was not unpleasant. "I never knew him" he said.
"What about his w fe?"
"Nope. | travel a lot. Gone nost of the tine."

"Did your wife know t henf"

"No." He said this too quickly.

"Did you or your w fe see them nove?"

"W weren't here | ast weekend."

"And you have no i dea where they went?"

"None. "

| thanked him then turned around to neet a beefy security guard, in uniform
holding a billy club with his right hand and tapping it on his left palm like a
street cop in a novie. "Wat are you doi ng?" he snarl ed.

"Looki ng for soneone," | said. "Put that thing away."
"W don't allow solicitation.”
"Are you deaf? I'm |l ooking for soneone, not soliciting." | wal ked past him

toward the parking |ot.
"We've had a conplaint,"’

he said to ny back. "You need to | eave."

"I'"'mleaving."
* * %
Dinner was a taco and a beer in a corporate bar not far away. | felt safer

eating in the suburbs. The restaurant was of the cookie-cutter variety, a
national chain getting rich with shiny new nei ghborhood wat ering holes. The
crowd was donmi nated by young governnment workers, still trying to get hone, al
talking policy and politics while drinking draft beer and yelling at a gane.
Lonel i ness was an adjustnment. My wife and friends had been | eft behind. Seven
years in the sweatshop of Drake & Sweeney had not been conducive to nurturing
friendships; or a marriage either, for that matter. At the age of thirty-two, |
was ill-prepared for the single life. As | watched the gane, and the wonen, |
asked nyself if | were expected to return to the bar and nightclub scene to find
compani onshi p. Surely there was sone other place and nethod.

| got dejected and |eft.

| drove slowy into the city, not anxious to arrive at ny apartnment. My nane was
on a lease, in a conputer sonmewhere, and | figured the police could find ny |oft
wi thout too nmuch trouble. If they were planning an arrest, | was certain it
woul d happen at night. They would enjoy terrifying me with a midni ght knock on
the door, a little roughing up as they frisked ne and sl apped on the cuffs, a
shove out the door, down the elevator with death grips under nmy arnms, a push
into the rear seat of a squad car for the ride to the city jail where | would be
the only young white professional arrested that night. They would |ike nothing
better than to throw ne into a holding cell with the usual assortnment of thugs,
and | eave ne there to fend for nyself.

| carried with ne two things, regardl ess of what | was doing. One was a cell
phone, with which to call Mordecai as soon as | was arrested. The other was a
fol ded stack of bills--twenty hundred-dollar bills--to use to nake bail and
hopeful ly spring nyself before | got near the holding cell.

| parked two bl ocks away from ny buil ding, and watched every enpty car for
suspi ci ous characters. | made it to the | oft, untouched, unapprehended.
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My living roomwas now furnished with two | awn chairs and a plastic storage box
used as a coffee table/footstool. The tel evision was on a matchi ng storage box.
I was anused at the sparse furnishings and deternmined to keep the place to
nysel f. No one would see how | was |iving.

My nother had called. | listened to her recording. She and Dad were worried
about nme, and wanted to conme for a visit. They had di scussed things with brother
Warner, and he mght make the trip too. | could al nost hear their analysis of ny

new | i fe. Sonebody had to talk some sense into ne.

The rally for Lontae was the | ead story at el even. There were cl ose-ups of the
five black caskets lying on the steps of the District Building, and | ater as
they were marched down the street. Mirdecai was featured preaching to the
masses. The crowd appeared larger than | had realized--the estimte was five
thousand. The mayor had no comment.

| turned off the television, and punched Claire's nunber on the phone. W had
not talked in four days, and | thought | would show sone civility and break the

ice. Technically we were still married. It would be nice to have dinner in a
week or so.

After the third ring, a strange voice reluctantly said, "Hello." It was that of
a nmal e.

For a second, | was too stunned to speak. It was eleven-thirty on a Thursday
night. Caire had a man over. | had been gone for less than a week. | al npst

hung up, but then collected nyself and said, "Claire, please."

"Who's cal ling?" he asked, gruffly.

“M chael, her husband."

"She's in the shower," he said, with a trace of satisfaction

"Tell her | called," | said, and hung up as quickly as possible.

| paced the three roons until mdnight, then dressed again and went for a walk
in the cold. Wien a nmarriage crunbles, you ponder all scenarios. Was it a sinple
matter of growing apart, or was it rmuch nore conplicated than that? Had | m ssed
the signal s? Was he a casual one-nighter, or had they been seeing each other for
years? Was he sonme overheated doctor, married with children, or a young virile
med student giving her what she'd missed fromne?

| kept telling nyself it didn't matter. W weren't divorcing because of
infidelities. It was too late to worry if she'd been sl eeping around.

The marriage was over, plain and sinple. For whatever reason. She could go to

hell for all | cared. She was done, dismissed, forgotten. If | was free to chase
the |l adies, then the same rules applied to her. Yeah, right.
At 2 AM, | found nyself at Dupont Circle, ignoring catcalls fromthe queers

and stepping around nen bundied in |ayers and quilts and sl eeping on benches. It
was dangerous, but | didn't care.

* * %

A few hours later, | bought a box of a dozen assorted at a Krispy Krene, with
two tall coffees and a newspaper. Ruby was waiting faithfully at the door,
shivering fromthe cold. Her eyes were redder than usual, her snmle was not as

qui ck.

Qur spot was a desk in the front, the one with the fewest stacks of
long-forgotten files. | cleared the top of the desk, and served the coffee and
doughnuts. She didn't like chocolate, but instead preferred the ones with the
fruit filling.

"Do you read the newspaper?" | asked as | unfolded it. "No."

"How wel | do you read?"

"Not good."

So |l read it to her. W started with the front page, primarily because it had a
| arge photo of the five caskets seemingly adrift above the nass of people. The
story was headlined across the bottomhalf, and | read every word of it to Ruby,
who listened intently. She had heard stories about the deaths of the Burton
famly; the details fascinated her.

"Could | die like that?" she asked.

"No. Not unless your car has an engine and you run the heater."

"I wish it had a heater."

"You could die from exposure.',
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"What' s that?"

"Freezing to death."”

She wi ped her nouth with a napkin, and sipped her coffee. The tenperature had
been el even degrees the night Ontario and his famly di ed. How had Ruby

survi ved?

"Where do you go when it gets real cold?" | asked.

"Don't go nowhere."

"You stay in the car?"

"Yes."

"How do you keep from freezing?"

"I got plenty of blankets. | just bury down in them"
"You never go to a shelter?"

"Never."

"Whul d you go to a shelter if it would help you see Terrence?"

She rolled her head to one side, and gave ne a strange |ook. "Say it again," she
sai d.

"You want to see Terrence, right?"

"Right."

"Then you have to get clean. Right?"

"Right."

"To get clean, you'll have to live in a detox center for a while. Is that
something you're willing to do?"

"Maybe," she said. "Just maybe."

It was a small step, but not an insignificant one.

"I can help you see Terrence again, and you can be a part of his |ife. But you
have to get clean, and stay clean."

"How do | do it?" she asked, her eyes unable to neet nine. She cradl ed her
coffee, the steamrising to her face.

"Are you going to Naonm's today?"

"Yes."

"I talked to the director over there. They have two neetings today, alcoholics
and drug addicts together. They're called AAYNA | want you to attend both of
them The director will call ne."

She nodded like a scolded child. | would push no further, not at that nonent.
She ni bbl ed her doughnuts, sipped her coffee, and listened with rapt attention
as | read one news story after another. She cared little for foreign affairs and
sports, but the city news fascinated her. She had voted at one tine, nany years
ago, and the politics of the District were easily digested. She understood the
crime stories.

A long editorial blistered Congress and the city for their failure to fund
services for the honmeless. G her Lontaes would follow, it warned. G her children
woul d die in our streets, in the shadows of the U S. Capitol. | paraphrased this
for Ruby, who concurred with every phrase.

A soft, freezing rain began falling, so | drove Ruby to her next stop for the
day. Naoni's Wonen's Center was a four-level rowhouse on Tenth Street, NW in a
bl ock of simlar structures. It opened at seven, closed at four, and during each
day provided food, showers, clothing, activities, and counseling for any

honel ess woman who could find the place. Ruby was a regular, and received a warm
greeting fromher friends when we entered.

| spoke quietly with the director, a young wonan naned Megan. W conspired to
push Ruby toward sobriety. Half the wonen there were nentally ill, half were
substance abusers, a third were H V-positive. Ruby, as far as Megan knew,
carried no infectious diseases.

When | left, the wonen were crowded into the main room singing songs.

* % %

I was hard at work at my desk when Sofia knocked on nmy door and entered before
coul d answer.

"Mordecai says you're |ooking for sonmeone," she said. She held a | egal pad,
ready to take notes.

| thought for a second, then renenbered Hector. "Ch yes. | am"

"I can help. Tell nme everything you know about the person." She sat down and
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began witing as | ratfled off his name, address, |ast known place of

enpl oynent, physical description, and the fact that he had a wife and four Kkids.
" Age?"

"Maybe thirty."

" Appr oxi nat e sal ary?"

"Thirty-five thousand."

"Wth four kids, it's safe to assune at | east one was enrolled in school. Wth
that salary, and living in Bethesda, | doubt if they'd go the private route.
He's Hispanic, so he's probably Catholic. Anything else?"

| couldn't think of a thing. She left and returned to her desk where she opened
a thick three-ring notebook and flipped pages. | kept ny door open so | could
wat ch and listen. The first call went to someone with the Postal Service. The
conversation changed instantly to Spanish, and | was lost. One call followed
anot her. She would say hello in English, ask for her contact, then switch to her
native tongue. She called the Catholic diocese, which led to another series of
rapid calls. | lost interest.

An hour later, she wal ked to nmy door and announced, "They noved to Chicago. Do
you need an address?"

"How did you . . . ?" My words trailed off as | stared at her in disbelief.
"Don't ask. Afriend of a friend in their church. They noved over the weekend,
in a hurry. Do you need their new address?"

"How long will it take?"

"I't won't be easy. | can point you in the right direction."

She had at least six clients sitting along the front wi ndow waiting to seek her
advi ce.

"Not now," | said. "Maybe later. Thanks."
"Don't mention it."
Don't nention it. |I'd planned to spend a few nore hours after dark knocking on

the doors of neighbors, in the cold, dodging security guards, hoping no one shot
me. And she worked the phone for an hour and found the nissing person.

Drake & Sweeney had nore than a hundred | awers in its Chicago branch. | had
been there twice on anti trust cases. The offices were in a skyscraper near the
| akefront. The building's foyer was several stories tall, with fountains and
shops around the perineter, escalators zigzagging upward. It was the perfect

pl ace to hide and watch for Hector Pal na.

Twent y- si x

The honel ess are close to the streets, to the pavenent, the curbs and gutters,
the concrete, the litter, the sewer lids and fire hydrants and wast ebaskets and
bus stops and store-fronts. They nove slowy over famliar terrain, day after
day, stopping to talk to each other because tine neans little, stopping to watch
a stalled car in traffic, a new drug dealer on a corner, a strange face on their
turf. They sit on their sidewal ks hi dden under hats and caps and behi nd
drugstore sunshades, and |ike sentries they observe every novenent. They hear
the sounds of the street, they absorb the odors of diesel funmes fromcity buses
and fried grease fromcheap diners. The sane cab passes twice in an hour, and
they knowit. Agun is fired in the distance, and they know where it cane from
A fine auto with Virginia or Maryland plates is parked at the curb, they'l
watch it until it |eaves.

A cop with no uniformwaits in a car with no nmarkings, and they see it.

* * %

"The police are out there," one of our clients said to Sofia. She walked to the
front door, |ooked southeast on Q and there she saw what appeared to be an
unnar ked police car. She waited half an hour, and checked it again. Then she
went to Mordecai

| was oblivious because | was fighting with the food stanp office on one front
and the prosecutor's office on another. It was Friday afternoon, and the city
bureaucracy, substandard on a good day, was shutting down fast. They delivered
the news together.
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"I think the cops mght be waiting," Mrdecai announced sol emly.

My first reaction was to duck under the desk, but, of course, | did not. | tried
to appear calm "Were?" | asked, as if it mattered.

"At the corner. They've been watching the building for nore than a half hour."
"Maybe they're conming after you," | said. Ha-ha. Stone faces all around.

"I've called," Sofia said. "And there's a warrant for your arrest. G and

| arceny. "

A felony! Prison! A handsone white boy thrown into the pit. | shifted weight
fromone side to another, and | tried ny best to show no fear

"That's no surprise," | said. Happened all the tinme. "Let's get it over with."
"I have a call in for a guy at the prosecutor's office," Mrdecai said. "It
woul d be nice if they allowed you to turn yourself in."

"That would be nice," | said as if it didn't really matter. "But |'ve been

talking to the prosecutor's office all afternoon. No one's listening."

"They have two hundred | awers," he said.

Mordecai did not nake friends on that side of the street. Cops and prosecutors
were his natural enemies.

A qui ck gane plan was devised. Sofia would call a bail bondsnan, who woul d neet
us at the jail. Mdrdecai would try to find a friendly judge. Wat was not said
was the obvious--it was Friday afternoon. | might not survive a weekend in the
city jail.

They left to make their calls, and | sat at mny desk, petrified, unable to nove
or think or do anything but listen for the squeaking of the front door. | didn't
have to wait long. At precisely 4 P.M, Lieutenant Gasko entered with a couple
of his men behind him

During my first encounter with Gasko, when he was searching Claire's apartnent,
when | was ranting and taking nanes and threatening all sorts of vile litigation
agai nst himand his buddi es, when every word uttered by himwas net with a
caustic retort fromne, when | was a hard-charging | awer and he was a lowy
cop, it never occurred to ne that he one day might have the pl easure of
arresting ne. But there he was, swaggering |like an aging jock, sonehow sneering
and smling at the same tinme, holding yet nore papers, folded and just waiting
to be sl apped against nmy chest.

"I need to see M. Brock," he said to Sofia, and about that tine | wal ked into
the front room smling.

"Hel |l o, Gasko," | said. "Still looking for that file?"

"Nope. Not today."

Mordecai appeared fromhis office. Sofia was standing at her desk. Everybody

| ooked at everybody. "You got a warrant?" Mrdecai asked.

"Yep. For M. Brock here," Gasko said.

| shrugged and said, "Let's go." | noved toward Gasko. One of the goons
unsnapped a pair of handcuffs fromhis waist. | was determ ned to at |east | ook
cool .

"I'mhis lawer," Mrdecai said. "Let nme see that." He took the arrest warrant
from Gasko and exanmined it as | was getting cuffed, hands behind ny back, wists
pi nched by cold steel. The cuffs were too tight, or at |east tighter than they
had to be, but | could bear it and | was determ ned to be nonchal ant.

“"I'"l'l be happy to take my client to the police station," Mrdecai said.

"CGee thanks," Gasko said. "But I'll save you the trouble."
"Where will he go?"
"Central ."

“I'"l'l follow you there," Mrdecai said to ne. Sofia was on the phone, and that
was even nore conforting than knowi ng that Mrdecai would be sonmewhere behind
nme.

Three of our clients saw it all; three harm ess street gentlenmen in for a quick
word with Sofia. They were sitting where the clients always waited, and when |
wal ked by them they watched in disbelief.

One of the goons squeezed ny el bow and yanked ne through the front door, and

st epped onto the sidewal k anxi ous to duck into their car: a dirty unmarked white
one parked at the corner. The honeless saw it all --the car noving into
position, the cops rushing in, the cops com ng out with nme handcuffed.
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"A lawyer got arrested," they would soon whisper to each other, and the news
woul d race along the streets.

Gasko sat in the rear with ne. | stayed low in the seat, eyes watching nothing,
the shock settling in.

"What a waste of time," Gasko said as he rel axed by placing a cowboy boot on a
knee. "We got a hundred and forty unsolved nmurders in this city, dope on every
corner, drug dealers selling in mddle schools, and we gotta waste tinme on you."
"Are you trying to interrogate ne, Gasko?" | asked.

"No. "

"Good." He hadn't bothered with the Mranda warning, and he didn't have to unti
he started aski ng questions.

Goon One was flying south on Fourteenth, no lights or sirens, and certainly no
respect for traffic signals and pedestri ans.

"Then let ne go," | said.

"If it's up to nme, | would. But you really pissed sone folks off. The prosecutor
tells me he's under pressure to get you."

"Pressure fromwho?" | asked. But | knew the answer. Drake & Sweeney woul dn't

waste time with the cops; they would rather talk | egal speak with the chief
prosecut or.

"The victins," Gasko said with heavy sarcasm | agreed with his assessnent; it
was difficult to picture a bunch of wealthy lawers as victins of a crine.

Lots of fanous people had been arrested. | tried to recall them Martin Luther
King went to jail several tinmes. There were Boesky and M| ken and ot her noted

t hi eves whose nanes escaped ne. And what about all those fampus actors and

at hl etes caught driving drunk and picking up prostitutes and possessi hg coke?
They had been thrown into the backseats of police cars and | ed away |i ke conmon
crimnals. There was a judge from Menphis serving life; an acquai ntance from
college in a halfway house; a forner client in the federal pen for tax evasion
Al'l had been arrested, |ed downtown, booked, fingerprinted, and had their
pictures taken with the little nunmber under their chins. And all had survived.

| suspected that even Mordecai Green had felt the cold clasp of handcuffs.

There was an elenent of relief because it was finally happening. | could stop
runni ng, and hiding, and |ooking to see if anyone was behind ne. The waiting was
over. And it was not a nidnight raid, one that would certainly keep nme in jai
until norning. Instead, the hour was manageable. Wth luck, | could get
processed and bail ed out before the weekend rush hit.

But there was also an el enent of horror, a fear | had never felt inny life.
Many things could go wong at the city jail. Paperwork night get |ost. Delays of
a dozen varieties could be created. Bail could be postponed until Saturday, or
Sunday, or even Mnday. | could be placed in a crowded cell with unfriendly to
nasty peopl e.

Wrd would | eak that | had been arrested. My friends woul d shake their heads and
wonder what else | could do to screwup ny life. My parents woul d be devastat ed.
I wasn't sure about Claire, especially now that the gigolo was keepi ng her
conpany.

| closed ny eyes and tried to get confortable, which | found inpossible to do
while sitting on ny hands.

* * %
The processing was a blur; surreal novenents fromone point to the next with
Gasko leading ne like a |ost puppy. Eyes on the floor, | kept telling nmyself.

Don't | ook at these people. Inventory first, everything fromthe pockets, sign a
form Down the dirty hall to Photos, shoes off, up against the measuring tape,
don't have to snmile if you don't want to, but please | ook at the canera. Then a
profile. Then to Fingerprinting, which happened to be busy, so Gasko handcuffed
nme like a nental patient to a chair in the hall while he went to find coffee.
Arrestees shuffled past, all in various stages of processing. Cops everywhere. A
white face, not a cop but a defendant rmuch |ike nysel f--young, nale, handsone
navy suit, obviously drunk with a bruise on his left cheek. How does one get

pl astered before 5 P.M on a Friday? He was |oud and threatening, his words
garbl ed and harsh, and ignored by everyone | could see. Then he was gone. Tine
passed and | began to panic. It was dark outside, the weekend had started, crine
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woul d begin and the jail would get busier. Gasko canme back, took me into

Fi ngerprinting, and watched as Poi ndexter efficiently applied the ink and stuck
ny fingers to the sheets.

No phone calls were needed. My | awer was sonewhere cl ose by, though Gasko
hadn't seen him The doors got heavier as we descended into the jail. W were
going in the wong direction; the street was back behi nd us.

"Can't | make bail?" | finally asked. | saw bars ahead; bars over w ndows and
busy guards with guns. "I think your lawer's working on it," Gasko said. He
gave nme to Sergeant Coffey, who pushed nme against a wall, kicked ny |egs apart,
and frisked ne as if searching for a dinme. Finding none, he pointed and grunted
at a netal detector, which |I wal ked through, w thout offense. A buzzer, a door
slid open, a hallway appeared, one with rows of bars on both sides. A door

cl anged behind nme, and ny prayer for an easy rel ease vani shed.

Hands and arns protruded through the bars, into the narrow hall. The nmen watched
us as we noved past. My gaze returned to ny feet. Coffey | ooked into each cell

| thought he was counting bodies. W stopped at the third one on the right.

My cell mates were bl ack, all much younger than | was. | counted four at first,
then saw a fifth lying on the top bunk. There were two beds, for six people. The
cell was a snall square with three walls of nothing but bars, so | could see the
prisoners next door and across the hall. The rear wall was cinder block with a
small toilet in one corner.

Cof fey slanmed the door behind ne. The guy on the top bunk sat up and swung his
| egs over the side, so that they dangled near the face of a guy sitting on the
bottom bunk. Al five glared at ne as | stood by the door, trying to appear calm
and unafraid, trying desperately to find a place to sit on the floor so that |
woul dn't be in danger of touching any of ny cell mates.

Thank God they had no weapons. Thank God soneone installed the nmetal detector.
They had no guns and knives; | had no assets, other than clothing. My watch,
wal | et, cell phone, cash--and everything else | had with nme--had been taken and
i nventori ed.

The front of the cell would be safer than the rear. | ignored their eyes and
took nmy spot on the floor, ny back resting on the door. Down the hall, soneone
was yelling for a guard.

A fight broke out two cells away, and through the bars and bunks | could see the
drunk guy with the white face and navy suit pinned in a corner by two |arge

bl ack men who were poundi ng his head. Qther voices encouraged themon and the
entire wing grew rowdy. It was not a good nonent to be white.

A shrill whistle, a door opened, and Coffey was back, nightstick in hand. The
fight ended abruptly with the drunk on his stomach and still. Coffey went to the
cell, and inquired as to what happened. No one knew, no one had seen a thing.
"Keep it quiet!" he demanded, then |eft.

M nut es passed. The drunk began to groan; soneone was voniting in the distance.
One of ny cellmates got to his feet, and wal ked to where | was sitting. His bare

feet barely touched nmy leg. | glanced up, then away. He glared down, and | knew
this was the end. "N ce jacket," he said.
"Thanks," | nunbled, trying not to sound sarcastic, or in any way provocative.

The jacket was a navy blazer, an old one that | wore every day with jeans and
khakis--ny radical attire. It certainly wasn't worth bei ng sl aughtered over.
"Nice jacket," he said again, and he added a slight nudge with his foot. The guy
on the top bunk junped down, and stepped closer for a better | ook

"Thanks," | said again.

He was eighteen or nineteen, lean and tall, not an ounce of fat, probably a gang
menber who'd spent his |life on the streets. He was cocky and anxious to inpress
the others with his bravado.

M ne woul d be the easiest ass he'd ever Kkicked.

"I don't have a jacket that nice," he said. Afirmer nudge with his foot, one

i ntended to provoke.

Shouldn't be a lowlife street punk, | thought. He couldn't steal it because
there was no place to run. "Wuld you like to borrowit?" | asked, w thout

| ooki ng up.

n N)' n
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| pulled ny feet in so that ny knees were close to ny chin. It was a defensive
position. Wen he kicked or swung, | was not going to fight back. Any resistance
woul d inmedi ately bring in the other four, and they would have a delightful tine
thrashing the white boy.

"Dude says you got a nice jacket," said the one fromthe top bunk

"And | said thanks."

"Dude says he ain't got no jacket that nice."

"So what am | supposed to do?" | asked.

"A gift would be appropriate.”

A third one stepped forward and cl osed the senicircle around nme. The first one
ki cked my foot, and all inched closer. They were ready to pounce, each waiting
for the other, so | quickly renoved ny blazer and thrust it forward.

"Is this a gift?" the first one asked, taking it.

"It's whatever you want it to be," | said. | was | ooking down, sull avoiding eye
contact; thus, | didn't see his foot. It was a vicious kick that slapped ny |eft
tenple and jerked nmy head backward where it cracked against the bars. "Shit!" |
yelled as | felt the back of ny head.

"You can have the damed thing," | said, bracing for the onslaught.

"Ilsit agift?"

"Yes."

"Thanks, man."

"Don't mention it," | said, rubbing nmy face. My entire head was nunb. They
backed away, leaving ne curled in a tight ball. Mnutes passed, though | had no

concept of tinme. The drunk white guy two doors down was making an effort to
revive hinself, and another voice was calling for a guard. The punk with ny
jacket did not put it on. The cell swallowed it.

My face throbbed, but there was no blood. If | received no further injuries as
an inmate, | would consider nyself lucky. A conrade down the hall yelled
sonmet hi ng about trying to sleep, and | began to ponder what the night m ght
bring. Six inmates, two very narrow beds. Wre we expected to sleep on the
floor, with no blanket and pill ow?

The floor was getting cold, and as | sat on it | glanced at ny cell mates and
specul ated as to what crinmes they had conmitted. |, of course, had borrowed a
file with every intention of returning it. Yet there | was, |ow nman on the pole
anong drug deal ers, car thieves, rapists, probably even nurderers.

| wasn't hungry, but | thought about food. | had no toothbrush. | didn't need
the toilet, but what would happen when | did? Wiere was the drinking water? The
basi cs becane cruci al .

"Ni ce shoes," a voice said, startling nme. | |ooked up to see another one of them
standi ng above me. He wore dirty white socks, no shoes, and his feet were
several inches |onger than nine.

"Thanks," | said. The shoes in question were old N ke cross-trainers. They were
not basketball shoes, and shoul d not have appealed to ny cell mte. For once, |
wi shed 1'd been wearing the tasseled |oafers frommy previous career.

"What size?" he asked.

"Tens."

The punk who took ny jacket wal ked cl oser; the nessage was gi ven and received.
"Sane size | wear," the first one said.

"Whul d you like to have these?" | said. | imediately began unlacing them
"Here, | would like to present you with a gift of ny shoes." | quickly kicked
themoff, and he took them

What about ny jeans and underwear? | wanted to ask.

My bail was ten thousand dollars. Mirdecai was waiting with the bondsman. | paid
hi ma thousand in cash, and signed the paperwork. Coffey brought ny shoes and
bl azer, and ny incarceration was over. Sofia waited outside with her car, and

t hey whi sked ne away.

Mordecai finally broke through around 7 P.M Coffey fetched me fromthe cell,
and as we nade our way toward the front, he asked, "Were are your shoes?"

“"In the cell," | said. "They were taken."

"Il get them"
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"Thanks. | had a navy blazer too."

He | ooked at the left side of nmy face where the corner of ny eye was begi nni ng
to swell. "Are you okay?"

“Wonderful. I'mfree.”

Twent y- seven

Strictly in physical terms, | was paying a price for nmy journey fromthe tower
to the street. The bruises fromthe car weck were al nbst gone, but the soreness
in the nmuscles and joints would take weeks. | was |osing weight, for two
reasons--1 couldn't afford the restaurants |I'd once taken for granted; and |I'd
lost interest in food. My back ached from sl eeping on the floor in a sl eeping
bag, a practice | was determ ned to pursue in an effort to see if it would ever

becone tolerable. | had nmy doubts.
And then a street punk al nost cracked ny skull with his bare foot. | iced it
until late, and every tinme | awoke during the night it seenmed to be expandi ng.

But | felt lucky to be alive, lucky to be in one piece after descending into
hell for a few hours before being rescued. The fear of the unknown had been
renoved, at |east for the present. There were no cops lurking in the shadows.
Grand larceny was nothing to | augh at, especially since | was guilty. The

maxi mum was ten years in prison. | would worry about it later

| left nmy apartnent just before sunrise, Saturday, in a rush to find the nearest
newspaper. My new nei ghbor hood coffee shop was a tiny all-night bakery run by a
rowdy famly of Pakistanis on Kalorana, in a section of Adans-Mrgan that coul d
go fromsafe to treacherous in one small block. |I sidled up to the counter and
ordered a large latte. Then | opened the newspaper and found the one little
story |I'd | ost sleep over.

My friends at Drake & Sweeney had planned it well. On page two of Metro, there
was ny face, in a photo taken a year earlier for a recruiting brochure the firm
had devel oped. Only the firm had the negative.

The story was four paragraphs, brief, to the point, and filled primarily with
information fed to the reporter by the firm | had worked there for seven years,
in antitrust, law school at Yale, no prior crimnal record. The firmwas the
fifth-largest in the country--ei ght hundred | awers, eight cities, and so on. No
one got quoted, because no quotes were necessary. The sol e purpose of the story
was to humliate ne, and to that end it worked well. LOCAL ATTORNEY ARRESTED FCR
GRAND LARCENY read the headline next to ny face. "Itens taken" was the
description of the stolen loot. Itens taken during nmy recent departure fromthe
firm

It sounded like a silly little spat--a bunch of |awers quibbling over nothing
but paperwork. Who would care, other than nyself and anyone who m ght know ne?
The enbarrassment woul d quickly go away; there were too nmany real stories in the
wor | d.

The photo and the background had found a friendly reporter, one willing to
process his four paragraphs and wait until my arrest could be confirmed. Wth no
ef fort whatsoever, | could see Arthur and Rafter and their team spendi ng hours

planning nmy arrest and its aftermath, hours that no doubt would be billed to

Ri ver Caks, only because it happened to be the client nearest to the ness.

What a public relations coup! Four paragraphs in the Saturday edition.

The Paki stanis didn't bake fruit-filled doughnuts. | bought oatneal cookies

i nstead, and drove to the office.

Ruby was asl eep in the doorway, and as | approached | wondered how | ong she had
been there. She was covered with two or three old quilts, and her head rested on
a | arge canvas shoppi ng bag, packed with her bel ongi ngs. She sprang to her feet
after | coughed and made noi se.

"Way are you sl eeping here?" | asked.

She | ooked at the paper bag of food, and said, "I gotta sleep sonewhere."

"I thought you slept in a car."

"l do. Most of the tine."

Not hi ng productive would cone froma conversation with a honel ess person about
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why she slept here or there. Ruby was hungry. | unl ocked the door, turned on
lights, and went to nmake coffee. She, according to our ritual, went straight to
what had becone her desk and waited.

We had coffee and cookies with the norning news. W alternated stories--1 read
one | wanted, then one that was of interest to her. | ignored the one about ne.
Ruby had wal ked out of the AA/NA neeting the afternoon before at Naoni's. The
nor ni ng session had gone wi thout incident, but she had bolted fromthe second
one. Megan, the director, had called ne about an hour before Gasko nade his
appear ance.

"How do you feel this nmorning?" | asked when we finished the paper
"Fine. And you?"
"Fine. I'mclean. Are you?"

Her chin dropped an inch; her eyes cut to one side, and she paused just |ong
enough for the truth. "Yes," she said. "lI'mclean."

"No you're not. Don't lie to ne, Ruby. I'myour friend, and your |awer, and |'m
going to help you see Terrence. But | can't help you if you lie to ne. Now, | ook
me in the eyes, and tell ne if you're clean."

She sonehow nanaged to shrink even nore, and with her eyes on the floor, she
said, "I'"mnot clean."

"Thank you. Wiy did you wal k out of the AA/NA neeting yesterday afternoon?"

"I didn't."

"The director said you did."

"I thought they was through."

| was not going to be sucked into an argunent | couldn't win. "Are you going to
Naomi 's today?"

"Yes."

"Good. |'Il take you, but you have to promise ne you'll go to both neetings."

"I pronise."”

"You have to be the first one in the neetings, and the | ast one to | eave, okay?"
"Ckay. "

"And the director will be watching."

She nodded and t ook anot her cookie, her fourth. W tal ked about Terrence, and
rehab and getting clean, and again | began to feel the hopel essness of

addi ction. She was overwhel ned by the chall enge of staying clean for just
twenty-four hours.

The drug was crack, as | suspected. Instantly addictive and dirt cheap.

As we drove to Naom's, Ruby suddenly said, "You got arrested, didn't you?"

| alnost ran a red light. She was sl eeping on the office doorstep at sunri se;
she was barely literate. How could she have seen the newspaper?

"Yes, | did."

"Thought so."

"How di d you know?"

"You hear stuff on the street."

Ah, yes. Forget papers. The honel ess carry their own news. That young | awyer
down at Mordecai's got hinself arrested. Cops haul ed himaway, just |ike he was
one of us.

"I't's a msunderstanding," | said, as if she cared. They'd started singing

wi t hout her; we could hear them as we wal ked up the steps to Naoni's. Megan

unl ocked the front door, and invited ne to stay for coffee. In the main room on

the first level, in what was once a fine parlor, the | adies of Naom's sang and
shared and listened to each other's problens. W watched themfor a few minutes.
As the only male, | felt like an intruder

Megan poured coffee in the kitchen, and gave nme a quick tour of the place. W
whi spered, because the | adies were praying not far away. There were rest roomnms
and showers on the first floor near the kitchen; a small garden out back where
those suffering from depression often went to be al one. The second floor was

of fices, intake centers, and a rectangular roomcramed with chairs where the
Al cohol i cs Anonynous/ Narcotics Anonynous chapters net together.

As we clinbed the narrow stairs, a joyous chorus erupted from bel ow. Megan's
office was on the third floor. She invited ne in, and as soon as | sat down she
tossed a copy of the Post into ny |ap
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"Rough night, huh?" she said with a smle

| 1 ooked at ny photo again. "It wasn't too bad."

"What's this?" she asked, pointing to her tenple.

"My cell partner wanted ny shoes. He took them"

She | ooked at ny well-used Ni kes. "Those?"

"Yes. Handsone, aren't they?"

"How | ong were you in jail?"

"Coupl e of hours. Then | got ny life together. Made it through rehab. Now I'm a
new man. "

She smiled again, a perfect snile, and our eyes lingered for a second, and |

t hought, GCh boy! No wedding ring on her finger. She was tall and a little too
thin. Her hair was dark red and cut short and smart, above the ears like a
preppi e. Her eyes were |ight brown, very big and round and quite pleasant to
gaze into for a second or two. It struck me that she was very attractive, and it
seenmed odd that | hadn't noticed it sooner.

Was | being set up? Had | wandered up the stairs for a reason other than the
tour? How had | nissed the snile and the eyes yesterday?

We swapped bios. Her father was an Epi scopal priest in Maryland, and a Redskins
fan who loved D.C. As a teenager, she had decided to work with the poor. There
was no hi gher calling.

| had to confess | had never thought about the poor until two weeks earlier. She
was captivated by the story of Mster, and its purifying effects on ne.

She invited ne to return for lunch, to check on Ruby. If the sun was out, we
could eat in the garden

Poverty | awers are no different fromother people. They can find ronmance in odd

pl aces, like a shelter for honel ess wonen.

* * %

After a week of driving through D.C. 's roughest sections, and spending hours in
shelters, and in general nmixing and mingling with the honeless, | no |onger felt

the need to hide behind Mdrdecai every tine | ventured out. He was a val uabl e
shield, but to survive on the streets | had to junp in the lake and learn to
sSW m

| had a list of alnost thirty shelters and kitchens and centers where the

honel ess canme and went. And | had a |ist of the nanmes of the seventeen people
evi cted, including DeVon Hardy and Lontae Burton.

My next stop Saturday norning, after Naom's, was the Mount Gl ead Christian
Church near Gall audet University. According to my map, it was the kitchen
nearest the intersection of New York and Fl orida, where the warehouse had once
stood. The director was a young worman named d oria, who, when | arrived at nine,
was alone in the kitchen, chopping celery and fretting over the fact that no

vol unteers had arrived. After | introduced nyself and did a thorough job of
convincing her that ny credentials were in order, she pointed to a cutting board
and asked ne to dice the onions. How could a bona fide poverty | awer say no?

| had done it before, | explained, in Dolly's kitchen back during the snowstorm
She was polite but behind schedule. As | worked the onions and w ped ny eyes, |
descri bed the case | was working on, and rattled off the nanmes of the people

evi cted along with DeVon Hardy and Lontae Burton

"We're not case nmanhagers," she said. "W just feed them | don't know many

names. "

A volunteer arrived with a sack of potatoes. | nade preparations to | eave.

A oria thanked nme, and took a copy of the nanes. She promised to |isten harder.
My novenents were planned; | had many stops to nmake, and little tinme. | talked

to a doctor at the Capitol Cinic, a privately funded walk-in facility for the
honel ess. The clinic kept a record of every patient. It was Saturday, and on
Monday he woul d have the secretary check the conmputer files against nmy list. If
there was a match, the secretary would call

| drank tea with a Catholic priest at the Redeener M ssion off Rhode Island. He
studied the nanes with great intensity, but no bells went off. "There are so
many, " he said.

The only scare of the norning occurred at the Freedom Coalition, a |large
gathering hall built by sonme |ong-forgotten association and |ater converted to a
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community center. At eleven, a lunch line was fornming by the front entrance.
Since | wasn't there to eat, | sinply ignored the |line and wal ked directly to
the door. Sone of the gentlenen waiting for food thought | was breaking their
line, and they threw obscenities at ne. They were hungry, and suddenly angry,
and the fact that | was white didn't help nmatters. How could they mnistake ne for
a honel ess person? The door was bei ng manned by a vol unteer, who al so thought |
was being an ass. He stiff-armed nme rudely, another act of violence against ny
person.

"I"'mnot here to eat!" | said angrily. "lI'"'ma |awer for the honel ess!"

That setfled them down; suddenly | was a blue-eyed brother. | was allowed to
enter the building without further assault. The director was Reverend Kip, a
fiery little guy with a red beret and a black collar. W did not connect. When
he realized that (a) | was a lawer; (b) my clients were the Burtons; (c) | was
working on their lawsuit; and (d) there mght be a recovery of damages down the
road, he began thinking about noney. | wasted thirty minutes with him and |eft
with the vow to send in Mrdecai

| called Megan and begged off |unch. My excuse was that | was on the other side
of the city, with a long |ist of people yet to see. The truth was that |

couldn't tell if she was flirting. She was pretty and smart and thoroughly
i kable, and she was the last thing | needed. | hadn't flirted in alnost ten
years; | didn't know the rules.

But Megan had great news. Ruby had not only survived the norning session of

AA/ NA, she had vowed to stay clean for twenty-four hours. It was an enotiona
scene, and Megan had watched fromthe rear of the room

"She needs to stay off the streets tonight," Megan said. "She hasn't had a cl ean
day in twelve years."

I, of course, was of little hel p. Megan had several ideas.

* * %

The afternoon was as fruitless as the norning, though | did | earn the |ocation
of every shelter in the District. And | net people, made contacts, swapped cards
with folks I'd probably see again.

Kel vin Lam renmai ned the sole evictee we'd been able to | ocate. DeVon Hardy and
Lontae Burton were dead. | was left with a total of fourteen people who had
fallen through the cracks in the sidewal ks.

The hard-core honel ess venture into shelters fromtine to tinme for a neal, or a
pair of shoes, or a blanket, but they |leave no trail. They do not want hel p.
They have no desire for human contact. It was hard to believe that the renaining
fourteen were hard core. A nonth earlier, they had been |iving under a roof and
payi ng rent.

Pati ence, Mdrdecai kept telling nme. Street |awers nust have patience.

Ruby nmet nme at the door of Naomi's, with a gleanming snile and a fierce hug. She
had conpl eted both sessions. Megan had already | aid the groundwork for the next
twel ve hours--Ruby would not be allowed to stay on the streets. Ruby had

acqui esced.

Ruby and | left the city and drove west into Virginia. In a suburban shopping
center, we bought a toothbrush and toothpaste, soap, shanpoo, and enough candy
to get through Hall oween. We drove farther away fromthe city, and in the small
town of Gainesville |I found a shiny new notel advertising single roons for

forty-two dollars a night. | paid with a credit card; surely it would sonehow be
deducti bl e.

| left her there, with strict instructions to stay in the roomw th the door

| ocked until | cane for her Sunday norni ng.

Twent y- ei ght

Saturday night, the first day of March. Young, single, certainly not as rich as
| was not too |long ago, but not conpletely broke, yet. A closet full of nice

cl ot hes, which were not being used. Acity of one nmllion people with scores of
attractive young wonmen drawn to the center of political power, and al ways ready,
it was runored, for a good tine.
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| had beer and pizza and watched col | ege basketball, alone in ny |oft and not
unhappy. Any public appearance that night could have ended quickly with the
cruel greeting "Hey, aren't you the guy who got arrested? Saw it in the paper
this norning."

| checked on Ruby. The phone rang eight tinmes before she answered, and | was
about to panic. She was enjoying herself inmmensely, having taken a | ong shower,
eaten a pound of candy, and watched TV nonstop. She had not left the room

She was twenty nmiles away, in a snmall town just off the interstate in the
Virginia countrysi de where neither she nor | knew a soul. There was no way she
could find drugs. | patted nyself on the back again.

During halftime of the Duke-Carolina gane, the cell phone on the plastic storage
box next to the pizza squawked and starfled ne. A very pleasant fenale voice
said, "Hello, jailbird."

It was Claire, wthout the edge.

"Hello," | said, muting the television.

"You okay?"

"Just doing great. How about you?"

"Fine. | saw your smling face in the paper this norning, and | was worried
about you." Caire read the Sunday paper only, so if she sawny little story,
sonmeone gave it to her. Probably the sane hot-bl ooded doc who'd answered the
phone the last tine |'d called. Was she al one on Saturday night, |ike ne?

"It was an experience," | said, then told her the entire story, beginning with
Gasko and ending with ny rel ease. She wanted to talk, and as the narrative

pl odded al ong | decided that she was i ndeed by hersel f, probably bored and maybe
| onely. And perhaps there was a chance that she was really worried about ne.
"How serious are the charges?" she asked.

"Grand larceny carries up to ten years," | said gravely. | liked the prospect of
her being concerned. "But |'mnot worried about that."

"It's just a file, isn't it?"

"Yes, and it wasn't a theft." Sure it was, but | was not yet prepared to admt
t hat .

"Coul d you |l ose your license to practice?"

"Yes, if I'"'mconvicted of a felony, it would be automatic."

"That's awful, Mke. Wiat would you do then?"

"Truthfully, | haven't thought about it. It's not going to happen.” | was being
compl etely honest; | had not seriously thought about losing ny |aw |license.
Perhaps it was an issue requiring consideration, but |I had not found the tine
for it.

We politely inquired about each other's fanmly, and | renenbered to ask about
her brother Janmes and his Hodgkin's disease. H s treatnent was under way; the
famly was optimstic.

| thanked her for calling, and we promi sed to keep in touch. Wien | laid the
cell phone next to the pizza, | stared at the nuted gane and grudgingly admitted
to nyself that | mssed her

Ruby was showered and shined and wearing the fresh cl othing Megan had gi ven her
yesterday. Her notel roomwas on the ground floor with the door facing the
parking lot. She was waiting for me. She stepped into the sunlight and hugged ne
tightly. "lI"'mclean!" she said with a huge smile. "For twenty-four hours |'m
clean!"™ We hugged agai n.

A couple in their sixties stepped fromthe roomtw doors down and stared at us.
God knows what they were thinking.

We returned to the city and went to Naoni's, where Megan and her staff were
waiting for the news. A small cel ebration erupted when Ruby nade her
announcenent. Megan had told ne that the biggest cheers were always for the
first twenty-four hours.

It was Sunday, and a |local pastor arrived to conduct a Bible study. The wonen
gathered in the main roomfor hymms and prayer. Megan and | drank coffee in the
garden and worked out the next twenty-four hours. In addition to prayer and

wor shi p, Ruby woul d get two heavy sessions of AA/NA. But our optinsmwas
guarded. Megan lived in the midst of addiction, and she was convi nced Ruby woul d
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slide as soon as she returned to the streets. She saw it every day.

| could afford the notel strategy for a few days, and | was willing to pay for
it. But I would leave for Chicago at four that afternoon, to begin ny search for
Hector, and | wasn't sure how long | would be away. Ruby liked the notel, in

fact she appeared to be quite fond of it.

We decided to take things one day at a tine. Megan would drive Ruby to a
suburban notel, one | would pay for, and deposit her there for Sunday night. She
woul d retrieve her Monday norning, and we would then worry about what to do
next .

Megan woul d al so begin the task of trying to convince Ruby she had to | eave the
streets. Her first stop would be a detox center, then a transitional wonen's
shelter for six nonths of structured living, job training, and rehab.
"Twenty-four hours is a big step," she said. "But there is still a nountain to
clinb."

| left as soon as | could. She invited me to return for lunch. W could eat in
her office, just the two of us, and discuss inportant matters. Her eyes were
danci ng and daring nme to say yes.

So | did.

* * %

Drake & Sweeney | awyer always flew first-class; they felt as if they deserved
it. They stayed in four-star hotels, ate in swanky restaurants, but drew the
line at |inousines, which were deened too extravagant. So they rented Lincol ns.
Al'l travel expenses were billed to the clients, and since the clients were
getting the best legal talent in the world, the clients shouldn't conplain about
t he perks.

My seat on the flight to Chicago was in coach, booked at the last ninute and
therefore in the dreaded mddle. The wi ndow seat was occupi ed by a hefty
gent |l eman whose knees were the size of basketballs, and on the aisle was a

snel ly youngster of eighteen or so with jet-black hair, cut into a perfect
Mohawk, and adorned in an anazing collection of black |eather and pointed
chrome. | squeezed nyself together, closed ny eyes for two hours, and tried not
to think about the ponpous asses sitting up there in first-class, where | once
rode.

The trip was in direct violation of ny bail agreement --1 was not to | eave the
District without perm ssion of the Judge. But Myrdecai and | agreed that it was
a mnor violation, one that would be of no consequence as long as | returned to
D. C

From O Hare, | took a cab to an inexpensive hotel downtown.

Sof i a had been unable to find a new residential address for the Palmas. If |
couldn't find Hector at the Drake & Sweeney office, then we were out of |uck

* * %

The Chi cago branch of Drake & Sweeney had one hundred and six |awers, third

hi ghest after Washi ngton and New York. The real estate section was

di sproportionately large, with eighteen | awers, nore than the Wshi ngton
office. | assuned that was the reason Hector had been sent to Chicago--there was
a place for him There was plenty of work to do. | vaguely recalled sonme story
of Drake & Sweeney absorbing a prosperous Chicago real estate firmearly in ny
car eer.

| arrived at the Associated Life Building shortly after seven Mnday norni ng.
The day was gray and gl ooy, with a vicious w nd whipping across Lake M chi gan
It was ny third visit to Chicago, and the other two tinmes it had been just as
raw. | bought coffee to drink and a newspaper to hide behind, and | found a
vantage point at a table in a corner of the ground floor's vast atrium The
escal ators crisscrossed to the second and third | evels where a dozen el evators
st ood wai ti ng.

By seven-thirty the ground floor was crawling with busy people. At eight, after
three cups of coffee, | was wired and expecting the man at any nonment. The
escal ators were packed with hundreds of executives, |awers, secretaries, al
bundl ed in heavy coats and | ooking remarkably simlar.

At eight-twenty, Hector Palma entered the atriumfromthe south side of the
buil ding, stepping hurriedly inside with a swarm of other commuters. He raked
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his fingers through his w nd-tossed hair and went straight for the escal ators.
As casually as possible, | wal ked to another escal ator, and eased ny way up the
steps. | caught a glinpse of himas he turned a corner to wait for an el evator.
It was definitely Hector, and | decided not to press ny luck. My assunptions
were correct; he had been transferred out of Washington, in the mddle of the
ni ght, and sent to the Chicago office where he could be nonitored, and bri bed
with nore noney, and, if necessary, threatened.

| knew where he was, and | knew he wouldn't be |eaving for the next eight to ten
hours. Fromthe second | evel of the atrium with a splendid view of the |ake,
phoned Megan. Ruby had survived the night; we were now at forty-eight hours and
counting. | called Mordecai to report mny finding.

According to | ast year's Drake & Sweeney handbook, there were three partners in
the real estate section of the Chicago office. The building directory in the
atriumlisted all three on floor nunber fifty-one. | picked one of them at
random Dick Heile.

| rode the nine o' clock surge upward to the fifty-first floor, and stepped off
the elevator into a fanmliar setting--marble, brass, wal nut, recessed |lighting,
fine rugs.

As | wal ked casually toward the receptionist, | glanced around in search of rest
roons. | did not see any.

She was answering the phone with a headset. | frowned and tried to | ook as

pai ned as possible. "Yes sir," she said with a bright snile between calls.
gritted ny teeth, sucked in air, said, "Yes, | have a nine o' clock appointnent
with Dick Heile, but I'mafraid |'mabout to be sick. It nust're been sonething
| ate. Can | use your rest roon?" | clutched ny stonach, folded ny knees, and |

must have convinced her that | was about to vomt on her desk.

The snile vani shed as she junped to her feet and began pointing. "Down there,
around the corner, to your right."

| was already noving, bent at the waist as if | might blow up at any second.
"Thanks," | nanaged to say.

"Can | get you sonething?" she asked.

| shook ny head, too stricken to say anything el se. Around the corner, | ducked
into the men's rest room where | |ocked nyself in a stall, and waited.

At the rate her phone was ringing, she would be too busy to worry about ne. |
was dressed like a big-firmlawer, so | did not appear to be suspicious. After
ten minutes, | wal ked out of the men's room and started down the hall away from
the receptionist. At the first enpty desk, | grabbed some papers that were
stapl ed together and scribbled as | wal ked, as if | had inportant business. My
eyes darted in every direction-- the names on doors, nanes on desks, secretaries
too busy to look up, lawers with gray hair in shirtsleeves, young | awers on
the phone with their doors cracked, typists pecking away with dictation.

It was so famliar!

Hector had his own office, a small roomw th no name anywhere in sight. | saw
hi m t hrough his hal fopen door, and | inmediately burst in and slamed it behind
nme

He jerked back in his chair with both palnms up, as if he were facing a gun
“What the hell!" he said.

"Hel | o, Hector."

No gun, no assault, just a bad nmenory. His palms fell to his desk, and he
actually sniled. "What the hell?" he said again.

"So how s Chicago?" | asked, resting ny butt on the edge of his desk

"What are you doi ng here?" he asked, in disbhelief.

"I could ask you the sane question."

"I'"mworking," he said, scratching his head. Five hundred feet above the street,
tucked away in his nondescript little roomwith no wi ndows, insulated by |ayers
of nore inportant people, Hector had been found by the only person he was
running from "How d you find nme?" he asked.

"It was very easy, Hector. I'ma street |awer now, savvy and snart. You run
again, I'lIl find you again."

"I'"mnot running anynore," he said, |ooking away. It was not entirely for ny
benefit.
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"We're filing suit tonmorrow," | said. "The defendants will be R verQaks, TAG
and Drake & Sweeney. There's no place for you to hide."

"Who are the plaintiffs?"

"Lontae Burton and famly. Later, we'll add the other evictees, when we find all
of them"

He cl osed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose.

"You remenber Lontae, don't you, Hector? She was the young not her who fought

with the cops when you were evicting everyone. You saw it all, and you felt
guilty because you knew the truth, you knew she was paying rent to Gantry. You
put it all in your nenp, the one dated January twenty-seventh, and you made sure

the menmo was properly indexed into the file. You did this because you knew
Braden Chance would renove it at some point. And he did. And that's why |'m
here, Hector. | want a copy of the meno. | have the rest of the file, and it's
about to be exposed. Now | want the nenpo."

"What nmakes you think | have a copy?"

"Because you're too smart not to copy it. You knew Chance woul d renove the
original to cover his ass. But now he is about to be exposed. Don't go down with
him ™"

"Then where do | go?"

"Nowhere," | said. "You have nowhere to go."

He knew it. Since he knew the truth about the eviction, he would be forced to
testify at sone point, and in sone manner. His testinony would sink Drake &
Sweeney, and he would be terminated. It was a course of events Mrdecai and |
had tal ked about. We had a few crunbs to offer.

"I'f you give ne the nenmo," | said, "I will not tell where it cane from And

will not call you as a witness unless | am absolutely forced to."

He was shaking his head. "I could lie, you know," he said.

"Sure you could. But you won't because you'll get nailed. It's easy to prove
your nmeno was |logged into the file, then renoved. You can't deny witing it.
Then we have the testinony of the people you evicted. They'll make great

wi tnesses before an all-black jury in D.C. And we've talked to the guard who was
with you on January twenty-seventh."”

Every punch | anded flush on the jaw, and Hector was on the ropes. Actually, we
had been unable to find the guard; the file did not give his nane.

"Forget lying," |I said. "It will only nake things worse."

Hector was too honest to lie. He was, after all, the person who had slipped ne
the list of the evictees, and the keys with which to steal the file. He had a
soul and a conscience, and he couldn't be happy hiding in Chicago, running from

hi s past.

"Has Chance told themthe truth?" | asked.

"I don't know," he said. "I doubt it. That would take guts, and Chance is a
coward ....They'll fire me, you know. "

"Maybe, but you'll have a beautiful lawsuit against them [|'Il handle it for
you. We'll sue themagain, and | won't charge you a dine."

There was a knock on his door. It scared both of us; our conversation had taken
us back in time. "Yes," he said, and a secretary entered.

"M. Peck is waiting," she said, sizing nme up.

“"I''"l'l be there in one mnute," Hector said, and she sl owy backtracked through
the door, leaving it open.

"I have to go," he said.

"I"'mnot |eaving without a copy of the nmeno."

"Meet nme at noon by the water fountain in front of the building."

“1"1'l be there."

I winked at the receptionist as | passed through the foyer. "Thanks," | said.
“1'"'mmuch better."

“"You're wel cone," she said.

* % %
Fromthe fountain we went west on Grand Avenue to a crowded Jewi sh deli. As we
waited in line to order a sandwi ch, Hector handed ne an envel ope. "I have four

children," he said. "Please protect ne."
| took the envel ope, and was about to say sonethi ng when he stepped backward and
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got lost in the cromd. | saw himsqueeze through the door and go past the deli
the flaps of his overcoat around his ears, alnbst running to get away from ne.

| forgot about lunch. | wal ked four blocks to the hotel, checked out, and threw
nmy things into a cab. Sitting lowin the backseat, doors |ocked, cabbie

hal f asl eep, no one in the world knowi ng where | was at that nonment, | opened the
envel ope.

The nmeno was in the typical Drake & Sweeney format, prepared on Hector's PC with
the client code, file nunber, and date in tiny print along the bottomleft. It
was dated January 27, sent to Braden Chance from Hector Pal ma, regarding the

Ri ver Caks/ TAG eviction, Florida warehouse property. On that day, Hector had gone
to the warehouse with an arnmed guard, Jeff Mackle of Rock Creek Security,
arriving at 9:15 AM and leaving at 12:30. The warehouse had three |evels, and
after first noticing squatters on the ground floor, Hector went to the second

| evel, where there was no sign of habitation. On the third level, he saw litter
old clothing, and the remants of a canpfire sonmeone had used many nonths
earlier.

On the west end of the ground | evel, he found el even tenporary apartnents, al
hastily assenbl ed from pl ywood and Sheetrock, unpainted, but obviously built by
the same person, at about the sane time, with sone effort at order. Each
apartnment was roughly the sane size, judging fromthe outside; Hector couldn't
obtain entry to any of them Every door was the sane, a light, hollow, synthetic
material, probably plastic, with a doorknob and a dead bolt.

The bathroomwas well used and filthy. There had been no recent inprovenents to
it.

Hect or encountered a nman who identified hinself only as Hernman, and Hernman had
no interest in talking. Hector asked how much rent was being charged for the
apartnments, and Herman said none; said that he was squatting. The sight of an
armed guard in a uniformhad a chilling effect on the conversation.

On the east end of the building, ten units of simlar design and construction
were found. A crying child drew Hector to one of the doors, and he asked the
guard to stand back in the shadows. A young not her answered his knock; she held
a baby, three other children swarned around her |egs. Hector infornmed her that
he was with a law firm that the building had been sold, and that she would be
asked to leave in a few days. She at first said she was squatting, then quickly
went on the attack. It was her apartnment. She rented it froma man nanmed Johnny,
who canme around on the fifteenth of each nonth to collect a hundred doll ars.
Nothing in witing. She had no i dea who owned the buil ding; Johnny was her only
contact. She had been there for three nonths, couldn't | eave because there was
no place to go. She worked twenty hours a week at a grocery store.

Hector told her to pack her things and get ready to nove. The buil ding woul d be
| eveled in ten days. She becane frantic. Hector tried to provoke her further. He
asked if she had any proof that she was paying rent. She found her purse, under
the bed, and handed hima scrap of paper, a tape froma grocery store cash
register. On the back soneone had scrawl ed: Recd frm Lontae Burton, Jan 15, $100
rent.

The nmeno was two pages long. But there was a third page attached to it, a copy
of the scarcely readable receipt. Hector had taken it fromher, copied it, and
attached the original to the neno. The witing was hurried, the spelling flawed,
the copying blurred, but it was stunning. | nust have nade sone ecstatic noise
because the cabdriver jerked his head and exanmined ne in the mrror.

The nmeno was a straightforward description of what Hector saw, said, and heard.
There were no concl usions, no caveats to his higher-ups. G ve them enough rope,

he nmust have said to hinself, and see if they'll hang thenselves. He was a lowy
paral egal, in no position to give advice, or offer opinions, or stand in the way
of a deal

At OHare, | faxed it to Mordecai. If ny plane crashed, or if | got nugged and
soneone stole it, | wanted a copy tucked away deep in the files of the 1l4th

Street Legal dinic.
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Twent y- ni ne

Since Lontae Burton's father was a person unknown to us, and probably unknown to
the world, and since her nother and all siblings were behind bars, we nmade the
tactical decision to bypass the famly and use a trustee as a client. Wile |
was in Chicago Monday norning, Mrdecai appeared before a judge in the D. C

Fami |y Court and asked for a tenporary trustee to serve as guardi an of the
estates of Lontae Burton and each of her children. It was a routine matter done
in private. The Judge was an acquai ntance of Mordecai's. The petition was
approved in mnutes, and we had ourselves a new client. Her nanme was WI na

Phel an, a social worker Morrdecai knew. Her role in the litigation would be

m nor, and she would be entitled to a very snmall fee in the event we recovered
anyt hi ng.

The Cohen Trust nmay have been ill-managed froma financial standpoint, but it
had rul es and byl aws covering every concei vabl e aspect of a nonprofit [ egal
clinic. Leonard Cohen had been a | awyer, obviously one with an appetite for
detail. Though di scouraged and frowned upon, it was perm ssible for the clinic
to handle an injury or wongful death case on a contingency-fee basis. But the
fee was capped at twenty percent of the recovery, as opposed to the standard one
third. Sone trial |awers customarily took forty percent.

O the twenty percent contingenty-fee, the clinic could keep half; the other ten
percent went to the trust. In fourteen years, Mrdecai had handl ed two cases on
a contingency basis. The first he'd lost with a bad jury. The second invol ved a
honel ess woman hit by a city bus. He'd settled it for one hundred thousand
dollars, netting the clinic a grand total of ten thousand dollars, from which he
pur chased new phones and word processors.

The Judge reluctantly approved our contract at twenty percent. And we were ready
to sue.

* * %

Ti p-of f was at seven thirty-five--Georgetown versus Syracuse. Mrdecai sonehow
squeezed two tickets. My flight arrived at National on tine at six-twenty, and
thirty minutes later | met Mordecai at the east entrance of the U S Ar Arena
in Landover. We were joined by al nost twenty thousand ot her fans. He handed ne a
ticket, then pulled fromhis coat pocket a thick, unopened envel ope, sent hy
registered mail to ny attention at the clinic. It was fromthe D.C. bar

"It came today," he said, know ng exactly what it contained. "I'I|l neet you at
our seats." He disappeared into a crowd of students.

| tipped it open and found a spot outside with enough light to read. My friends
at Drake & Sweeney were unl oadi ng everything they had.

It was a formal conplaint filed with the Court of Appeals accusing ne of
unet hi cal behavior. The allegations ran for three pages, but could have been
adequat ely captured in one good paragraph. |1'd stolen a file. |I'd breached
confidentiality. I was a bad boy who should be either (1) disbarred pernmanently,
or (2) suspended for many years, and/or (3) publicly reprimnded. And since the
file was still mssing, the matter was urgent, and therefore the inquiry and
procedure shoul d be expedited.

There were notices, forns, other papers | hardly glanced at. It was a shock, and
| leaned on a wall to steady nyself and contenplate matters. Sure, | had thought
about a bar proceeding. It would have been unrealistic to think the firmwould
not pursue all avenues to retrieve the file. But | thought the arrest m ght
appease them for a while.

Evidently not. They wanted blood. It was a typical big-firm hardball
take-no-prisoners strategy, and | understood it perfectly. What they didn't know
was that at nine the following norning, | would have the pleasure of suing them
for ten mllion dollars for the wongful deaths of the Burtons.

According to ny assessnent, there was nothing else they could do to ne. No nore
warrants. No nore registered letters. Al issues were on the table, all lines
drawn. In a small way, it was a relief to be holding the papers.

And it was also frightening. Since I1'd started | aw school ten years earlier, |
had never seriously considered work in another field. Wiat would | do without a
| aw | i cense?

But then, Sofia didn't have one and she was ny equal
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Mordecai nmet me inside at the portal leading to our seats. | gave hima brief
summary of the bar petition. He offered me his condol ences.

Wil e the gane promised to be tense and exciting, basketball was not our top
priority. Jeff Mackle was a part-time gun at Rock Creek Security, and he al so
wor ked events at the arena. Sofia had tracked hi mdown during the day. W
figured he woul d be one of a hundred uniforned guards loitering around the
bui |l di ng, watching the gane for free and gazing at coeds.

W had no idea if he was old, young, white, black, fat, or lean, but the
security guards wore snmall nanepl ates above their |eft breast pockets. W wal ked
the aisles and portals until alnost halftinme before Mordecai found him hitting
on a cute ticket clerk at Gate D, a spot | had inspected tw ce.

Mackl e was | arge, white, plain-faced, and about ny age. Hi s neck and biceps were
enornmous, his chest thick and bul ging. The |l egal team huddled briefly and
decided it would be best if | approached him

Wth one of ny business cards between ny fingers, | wal ked casually up to him
and introduced nyself. "M. Mckle, |I'm M chael Brock, Attorney."

He gave ne the | ook one normally gets with such a greeting and took the card

wi thout comment. | had interrupted his flirting with the ticket clerk
"Could | ask you a few questions?" | said in nmy best homcide detective
i mper sonati on.

"You can ask. | may not answer." He wi nked at the ticket clerk.

"Have you ever done any security work for Drake & Sweeney, a big law firmin the
District?"

"Maybe. "

"Ever help themw th any evictions?"

I hit a nerve. His face hardened instantly, and the conversation was practically
over. "Don't think so," he said, glancing away.

"Are you sure?"

"No. The answer is no."

"You didn't help the firmevict a warehouse full of squatters on February
fourth?"

He shook his head, jaw clenched, eyes narrow. Soneone from Drake & Sweeney had
already visited M. Mackle. O, nore than likely, the firmhad threatened his
enpl oyer.

At any rate, Mackle was stonefaced. The ticket clerk was preoccupied with her
nails. | was shut out.

"Sooner or later you'll have to answer ny questions," | said.

The nmuscles in his jaw flinched, but he had no response. | was not inclined to
push harder. He was rough around the edges, the type who could erupt with a
flurry of fists and lay waste to a hunble street |awer. | had been wounded

enough in the past two weeks.

| watched ten minutes of the second half, then left with spasms in nmy back
aftereffects of the car weck.

* * %

The notel was another new one on the northern fringe of Bethesda. Also forty,
bucks a night, and after three nights | couldn't afford any nore | ockdown
therapy for Ruby. Megan was of the opinion it was tinme for her to return hone.
If she was going to stay sober, the real test would conme on the streets.

At seven-thirty Tuesday norning, | knocked on her door on the second floor. Room
220, per Megan's instructions. There was no answer. | knocked agai n and agai n,
and tried the knob. It was locked. | ran to the | obby and asked the receptioni st

to call the room Again, no answer. No one had checked out. Nothing unusual had
been reported.

An assi stant nanager was summoned, and | convinced her that there was an
energency. She called a security guard, and the three of us went to the room

Al ong the way, | explained what we were doing with Ruby, and why the room wasn't
in her name. The assistant nanager didn't |ike the idea of using her nice notel
to detox crackheads.

The room was enpty. The bed was neticul ous; no sign of use during the night. Not
a single itemwas out of place, and nothing of hers had been | eft behind.

| thanked themand left. The notel was at least ten mles fromour office. |
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called Megan to alert her, then fought nmy way into the city with a mllion other
commuters. At eight-fifteen, sitting in stalled traffic, | called the office and
asked Sofia if Ruby had been seen. She had not.

The Lawsuit was brief and to the point. WIm Phelan, trustee for the estates of
Lontae Burton and her children, was suing RiverQaks, Drake & Sweeney, and TAG
Inc., for conspiring to conmt a wongful eviction. The logic was sinple; the
causal connection obvious. Qur clients would not have been living in their car
had t hey not been thrown out of their apartnment. And they woul dn't have di ed had
they not been living in their car. It was a lovely theory of liability, one made
even nore attractive because of its sinplicity. Any jury in the country could
follow the rationale

The negligence and/or intentional acts of the defendants caused the deat hs,

whi ch were foreseeabl e. Bad things happened to those living on the streets, especially
single nothers with little children. Toss them out of their honmes wongfully and you pay
the price if they get hurt.

We had briefly considered a separate lawsuit for Mster's death. He too had been
illegally evicted, but his death could not be considered foreseeable. Taking
host ages and getting shot in the process were not a reasonable chain of events
for one civilly wonged. Also, he had little jury appeal. W put Mster to rest,
per manent|y.

Drake & Sweeney woul d i nmedi ately ask the Judge to require ne to hand over the
file. The Judge might very well nmake nme do it, and that would be an adm ssion of
guilt. It could also cost me ny license to practice |aw. Further, any evidence
derived fromanything in the stolen file could be excl uded.

Mordecai and | reviewed the final draft Tuesday, and he again asked nme if |
wanted to proceed. To protect ne, he was willing to drop the lawsuit entirely.
We had tal ked about that several tinmes. W even had a strategy whereby we woul d
drop the Burton suit, negotiate a truce with Drake & Sweeney to cl ear ny nane,
wait a year for tenpers to cool, then sneak the case to a buddy of his on the
other side of town. It was a bad strategy, one we ditched al nost as soon as we

t hought of it.

He signed the pleadings, and we left for the courthouse. He drove, and | read
the lawsuit again, the pages growi ng heavier the farther we went.

Negoti ation woul d be the key. The exposure would huniliate Drake & Sweeney, a
firmwth inmense pride and ego, and built on credibility, client service,
trustworthiness. | knew the nind-set, the personality, the cult of great |awers
who did no wong. | knew the paranoi a of being perceived as bad, in any way.
There was guilt for naking so much noney, and a corresponding desire to appear
conpassi onate for the |less fortunate.

Drake & Sweeney was wong, though | suspected the firmhad no i dea how very
wong it was. | imagi ned Braden Chance was cowering behind his | ocked door
praying fervently that the hour woul d pass.

But | was wong too. Perhaps we could neet in the middle sonmewhere, and cut a
deal . If not, then Mordecai Green would have the pl easure of presenting the
Burton case to a friendly jury one day soon, and asking themfor big bucks. And
the firmwould have the pleasure of pushing ny grand |arceny case to the linit;
to a point | didn't care to think about.

The Burton case would never go to trial. | could still think like a Drake &
Sweeney | awyer. The idea of facing a D.C. jury would terrify them The initial
enbarrassment woul d have them scranbling for ways to cut their | osses.

Ti m d aussen, a college pal of Abrahamis, was a reporter for the Post. He was
waiting outside the clerk's office, and we gave hima copy of the lawsuit. He
read it while Mordecai filed the original, then asked us questions, which we
were nore than happy to answer, but off the record.

The Burton tragedy was fast becoming a political and social hot potato in the
District. Blame was being passed around with dizzying speed. Every depart nment
head in the city blanmed another one. The city council blaned the mayor, who

bl amed the council while al so blam ng Congress. Sonme right-wingers in the House
had wei ghed in | ong enough to blame the mayor, the council, and the entire city.
The idea of pinning the whole thing on a bunch of rich white | awers nade for an
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astoni shing story. C aussen--callous, caustic, jaded by years in journalism
--couldn't suppress his enthusiasm

The anbush of Drake & Sweeney by the press did not bother ne in the least. The
firmhad established the rules the prior week when it tipped a reporter that |
had been arrested. | could see Rafter and his little band of litigators happily
agreeing around the conference table that, yes! it nmade perfect sense to alert
the nmedia about my arrest; and not only that but to slip thema nice photo of
the crimnal. It would enbarrass nme, huniliate ne, make ne sorry, force nme to
cough up the file and do whatever they want ed.

| knew the nentality, knew how the game was pl ayed.

| had no probl em hel ping the reporter

Thirty

I ntake at CCNV, alone, and two hours late. The clients were sitting patiently on
the dirty floor of the |obby, sone nodding off, sonme readi ng newspapers. Ernie
with the keys was not pleased with nmy tardiness; he had a schedul e of his own.
He opened the intake room and handed ne a clipboard with the nanmes of thirteen
prospective clients. | called the first one.

| was anazed at how far 1'd cone in a week. | had wal ked into the building a few
m nutes earlier without the fear of being shot. | had waited for Ernie in the

| obby wi thout thinking of being white. | listened to ny clients patiently, but
efficiently, because | knew what to do. | even |ooked the part; ny beard was
nore than a week old; ny hair was slightly over the ears and showing the first

si gns of unkenptness; ny khakis were wrinkled; ny navy blazer was runpled; ny
tie was | oosened just so. The Ni kes were still stylish but well worn. A pair of
horn-ri med gl asses, and | woul d have been the perfect public interest |awer.
Not that the clients cared. They wanted soneone to listen to them and that was

nmy job. The list grew to seventeen, and | spent four hours counseling. | forgot
about the coning battle with Drake & Sweeney. | forgot about Claire, though
sadly, | was finding that easier to do. | even forgot about Hector Pal ma and ny
trip to Chicago

But | couldn't forget about Ruby Sinmon. | sonehow managed to connect each new
client to her. | wasn't worried about her safety; she had survived on the

streets far longer than | could have. But why would she | eave a clean notel room
with a television and a shower, and strike out through the city to find her
abandoned car?

She was an addict, and that was the plain and unavoi dabl e answer. Crack was a
magnet, pulling her back to the streets.

If I couldn't keep her |ocked away i n suburban notels for three nights, then how
was | supposed to help her get clean?

The deci sion was not mine to make.

* * %

The routine of the late afternoon was shattered by a phone call fromny ol der
brother Warner. He was in town, on business, unexpectedly, would ve called
sooner but couldn't find my new nunber, and where could we neet for dinner? He
was payi ng, he said before | could answer, and he'd heard about a great new

pl ace called Danny Os where a friend had eaten just a week earlier--fantastic
food! | hadn't thought about an expensive nmeal in a long tine.

Danny Os was fine with ne. It was trendy, |oud, overpriced, sadly typical

| stared at the phone long after our conversation was over. | did not want to
see Warner, because | did not want to listen to Warner. He was not in town on
busi ness, though that happened about once a year. | was pretty sure ny parents
had sent him They were grieving down in Menphis, heartbroken over another

di vorce, saddened by my sudden fall fromthe |adder. Someone had to check on ne.
It was al ways Warner.

W nmet in the crowded bar at Danny O s. Before we coul d shake hands or enbrace,
he took a step backward to inspect the new i mage. Beard, hair, khakis,
everyt hi ng.
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"Areal radical," he said, with an equal m xture of hunor and sarcasm

"It's good to see you," | said, trying to ignore his theatrics.

"You | ook thin," he said.

"You don't."

He patted his stonach as if a few extra pounds had sneaked on board during the
day. "I'Il lose it." He was thirty-eight, nice-looking, still very vain about

hi s appearance. The nere fact that | had commented on the extra wei ght would
drive himto lose it within a nonth.

Warner had been single for three years. Wnen were very inportant to him There
had been all egations of adultery during his divorce, but fromboth sides.

"You |l ook great," | said. And he did. Tailored suit and shirt. Expensive tie.
had a cl oset full of the stuff.

"You too. Is this the way you dress for work now?"

"For the nost part. Sonetinmes | ditch the tie."

We ordered Hei nekens and si pped themin the crowd.

"How s Claire?" he asked. The prelimnaries were out of the way.

"l suppose she's fine. W filed for divorce, uncontested. |'ve noved out."
"I's she happy?"
"I think she was relieved to get rid of me. 1'd say Claire is happier today than

she was a nonth ago."

"Has she found soneone el se?"

"I don't think so," | said. | had to be careful because nost, if not all, of our
conversation would be repeated to ny parents, especially any scandal ous reason
for the divorce. They would |like to blane Claire, and if they believed she'd
been caught screw ng around, then the divorce would seem | ogical. "Have you?" he
asked.

"Nope. |'ve kept ny pants on."

"So why the divorce?"

"Lots of reasons. |'d rather not rehash them" That was not what he wanted. Hi s
had been a nasty split, with both parties fighting for custody of the kids. He
had shared the details with me, often to the point of being boring. Now he
wanted the same in return

"You woke up one day, and decided to get a divorce?"

"You' ve been through it, Warner. It's not that sinple."

The maitre d' led us deep into the restaurant. W passed a table where Wayne
Urstead was sitting with two nen | did not recognize. Unstead had been a
fell ow hostage, the one Mster had sent to the door to fetch the food, the one
who' d barely nmissed the sniper's bullet. He didn't see ne.

A copy of the lawsuit had been served on Arthur Jacobs, chairman of the
executive commttee, at 11 AM, while | was at the CCNV. Urnstead was not a
partner, so | wondered if he even knew about the |awsuit.

O course he did. In hurried neetings throughout the afternoon, the news had
been dropped |Iike a bonb. Defenses had to be prepared; nmarching orders given;
wagons circled. Not a word to anyone outside the firm On the surface, the

| awsuit woul d be i gnored.

Fortunately, our table could not be seen fromUnstead's. | glanced around to
nake sure no other bad guys were in the restaurant. Warner ordered a martini for
both of us, but | quickly begged off. Just water for ne.

Wth Warner, everything was at full throttle. Work, play, food, drink, wonen,
even books and ol d novies. He had al nost frozen to death in a blizzard on a
Peruvi an nountain, and he'd been bitten by a deadly water snake whil e scuba
diving in Australia. H's post-divorce adjustnent phase had been renarkably easy,
primarily because Warner |oved to travel and hang-glide and clinb nountains and
wrestl e sharks and chase wonen on a gl obal scale.

As a partner in a large Atlanta firm he nmade plenty of noney. And he spent a
ot of it. The dinner was about noney.

"Water?" he said in disgust. "Cone on. Have a drink."

"No," | protested. Warner would go frommartinis to wine. W would | eave the
restaurant late, and he would be up at four fiddling with his | aptop, shaking
of f the slight hangover as just another part of the day.

"Candy ass," he nmunbled. | browsed the nmenu. He examnined every skirt.
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His drink arrived and we ordered. "Tell ne about your work," he said, trying
desperately to give the inpression that he was interested.

n \N]y?ll

"Because it nust be fascinating."

"Whay do you say that ?"

"You wal ked away froma fortune. There nust be a dammed good reason
"There are reasons, and they're good enough for ne."

Warner had planned the neeting. There was a purpose, a goal, a destination, and

an outline of what he would say to get himthere. | wasn't sure where he was
headed.

"I was arrested | ast week," | said, diverting him It was enough of a shock to
be successful.

"You what ?"

| told himthe story, stretching it out with every detail because | was in
control of the conversation. He was critical of ny thievery, but | didn't try to
defend it. The file itself was another conplicated i ssue, one neither of us
wanted to explore.

"So the Drake & Sweeney bridge has been burned?" he asked as we ate.
"Permanent|y."

"How | ong do you plan to be a public interest |awer?"

"I'"ve just started. | really hadn't thought about the end. Wy?"

"How | ong can you work for nothing?"

"As long as | can survive."

"So survival is the standard?"

"For now. What's your standard?" It was a ridicul ous question

"Money. How nuch | make; how nuch | spend; how rmuch | can stash away sonewhere
and watch it grow so that one day I'lIl have a shitpot full of it and not have to
worry about anything."

| had heard this before. Unabashed greed was to be admred. It was a slightly
cruder version of what we'd been taught as children. Wrk hard and nake plenty,
and sonehow society as a whole woul d benefit.

He was daring nme to be critical, and it was not a fight | wanted. It was a fight
with no winners; only an ugly draw.

"How much do you have?" | asked. As a greedy bastard, Warner was proud of his
weal t h.

"When I'mforty I'll have a million bucks buried in nutual funds. Wen |I'm
forty-five, it'll be three mllion. when I'mfifty, it'll be ten. And that's

when |' mwal ki ng out the door."
We knew those figures by heart. Big law firns were the same everywhere.
"What about you?" he asked as he whittled on freerange chicken

"Well, let's see. I"'mthirty-two, got a net worth of five thousand bucks, give
or take. when I"'mthirty-five, if I work hard and save noney, it should be
around ten thousand. By the tinme I'mfifty, | should have about twenty thousand

buried in nmutual funds."

"That's sonething to | ook forward to. Eighteen years of living in poverty."

"You know not hi ng about poverty."

"Maybe | do. For people like us, poverty is a cheap apartnment, a used car with
dents and dings, bad clothing, no noney to travel and play and see the world, no
noney to save or invest, no retirenent, no safety net, nothing."

"Perfect. You just proved ny point. You don't know a dammed thi ng about poverty.
How nuch will you make this year?"

"N ne hundred thousand."

"Il make thirty. what would you do if soneone forced you to work for thirty

t housand bucks?"

"Kill nyself."

"I believe that. | truly believe you woul d take a gun and bl ow your brains out
before you would work for thirty thousand bucks."

"You're wong. |1'd take pills."

" Coward. "

"There's no way | could work that cheap."”
"Ch, you could work that cheap, but you couldn't live that cheap."
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"Sanme thing."

"That's where you and | are different," | said.

"Dammed right we're different.

But how did we becone different, Mchael? A nonth ago you were |ike nme. Now | ook
at you--silly whiskers and faded clothes, all this bullshit about serving people
and saving humanity. Were'd you go wong?"

| took a deep breath and enjoyed the hunmor of his question. He rel axed too. W
were too civilized to fight in public.

"You're a dunb-ass, you know," he said, leaning low. "You were on the fast track
for a partnership. You're bright and talented, single, no kids. You' d be naking
a mllion bucks a year at the age of thirty-five. You can do the nath."

"It's already done, Waner. |'ve lost ny love for noney. It's the curse of the
devil."

"How original. Let nme ask you sonething. What will you do if you wake up one day
and you're, let's say, sixty years old. You're tired of saving the world because
it can't be saved. You don't have a pot to piss in, not a dinme, no firm no
partners, no w fe making big bucks as a brain surgeon, nobody to catch you. Wat
will you do?"

"Well, |'ve thought about that, and | figure I'll have this big brother who's
filthy rich. So I'll give you a call."

"What if |I'm dead?"

"Put me in your will. The prodigal brother."

We becane interested in our food, and the conversati on waned. Warner was
arrogant enough to think that a blunt confrontati on woul d snap ne back to ny
senses. A few sharp insights fromhimon the consequences of ny m ssteps, and
woul d ditch the poverty act and get a real job. "I'lIl talk to him" | could hear
himsay to nmy parents.

He had a few jabs left. He asked what the benefit package was at the 14th Street

Legal dinic. Quite lean, | told him Wat about a retirenent plan? None that |
knew of . He enmbraced the opinion that | should spend only a couple of years
savi ng souls before returning to the real world. | thanked him And he offered

the splendid advice that perhaps | should search for a |ikeni nded worman, but

wi th noney, and marry her.

We sai d good-bye on the sidewalk in front of the restaurant. | assured him!|
knew what | was doing, that | would be fine, and that his report to our parents
should be optimstic. "Don't worry them Warner. Tell themeverything is

wonder ful here.”

"Call me if you get hungry," he said in an effort at hunor.

| waved himoff and wal ked away.

The Pylon Gill was an all-night coffee shop in Foggy Bottom near George

Washi ngton University. It was known as a hangout for insomiacs and news
addicts. The earliest edition of the Post arrived each night just before twelve,

and the place was as busy as a good deli during lunch. | bought a paper and sat
at the bar, which was an odd si ght because every person there was buried in the
news. | was struck by how quiet the Pylon was. The Post had just arrived,

nm nutes before ne, and thirty people were poring over it as if a war had been
decl ar ed.

The story was a natural for the Post. It began on page one, under a bold
headl i ne, and was conti nued on page ten where the photos were--a photo of Lontae
taken fromthe placards at the rally for justice, one of Mrdecai when he was
ten years younger, and a set of three, which no doubt would huniliate the

bl uebl oods at Drake & Sweeney. Arthur Jacobs was in the center, a nmug shot of
Tillman Gantry was on the left, and on the right was a nug shot of DeVon Hardy,
who was linked to the story only because he'd been evicted and got hinsel f
killed in a newsworthy fashion.

Art hur Jacobs and two felons, two African-Anmerican crimnals with little nunbers
across their chests, lined up as equals on page ten of the Post.

| could see themhuddled in their offices and conference roons, doors | ocked,
phones unpl ugged, neetings cancel ed. They would plan their responses, devise a
hundred different strategies, call in their public relations people. It would be
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t heir darkest hour.

The fax wars would begin early. Copies of the trio would be sent to |law offices
coast to coast, and every big firmin the world of corporate | aw woul d have a

| augh.

Gantry | ooked extremely nmenacing, and it scared ne to think we had picked a
fight with him

And then there was the photo of ne, the sanme one the paper used the Saturday
before when it announced ny arrest. | was described as the |link between the firm
and Lontae Burton, though the reporter had no way of knowing I'd actually net
her .

The story was | ong and thorough. It began with the eviction, and all the
participants therein, including Hardy, who surfaced seven days later at the

of fices of Drake & Sweeney where he took hostages, one of whom was ne. From nme
it went to Mordecai, then to the deaths of the Burtons. It nentioned ny arrest,
though | had been careful to tell the reporter little about the disputed file.
He was true to his word--we were never referred to by nane, only as inforned
sources. | couldn't have witten it better nyself.

Not a word from any of the defendants. It appeared as if the reporter nade
little or no effort to contact them

Thirty-one

Warner called ne at 5 AM "Are you awake?" he asked. He was in his hotel suite,
hyper, bouncing off the walls with a hundred comments and questions about the

| awsuit. He'd seen the paper

Trying to stay warmin mnmy sleeping bag, | listened as he told ne exactly how to
proceed with the case. Warner was a litigator, a very good one, and the jury
appeal of the Burton case was nore than he could stand. W hadn't asked for
enough in danages--ten mllion wouldn't cut it. The right jury, and the sky was
the limt. Ch, how he'd love to try it hinself. And what about Mordecai ? Was he
atrial lawer?

And the fee? Surely we had a forty percent contract. There mi ght be hope for ne
after all.

"Ten percent," | said, still in the darkness.
"What! Ten percent! Are you out of your nind?"
"We're a nonprofit firm" | tried to explain, but he wasn't listening. He cursed

me for not being greedier.

The file was a huge problem he said, as if we had not thought about it. "Can
you prove your case without the file?"

"Yes."

He how ed with [aughter at the sight of old man Jacobs sitting there in the
paper with a convict on each side. His flight to Atlanta left in two hours. he'd
be at his desk by nine. He couldn't wait to pass around the photos. He would
start faxing themto the West Coast inmediately.

He hung up in the middle of a sentence.

I'd slept for three hours. | turned a few tinmes, but further sleep escaped ne.
There had been too many changes in ny life to rest confortably.

| showered and |l eft, drank coffee with the Pakistanis until sunrise, then bought
cooki es for Ruby.

There were two strange cars parked at the corner of Fourteenth and Q next to
our office. | drove by slowy at seven-thirty, and nmy instincts told ne to keep
goi ng. Ruby was not sitting on the front steps.

If Tillman Gantry thought violence would sonehow hel p his defense of the
lawsuit, he wouldn't hesitate to use it. Mrdecai had cautioned nme, though no
war ni ng was necessary. | called himat hone and told himwhat | had seen. He
woul d arrive at eight-thirty, and we agreed to neet then. He would warn Sofi a.
Abr aham was out of town.

* * %

For two weeks ny primary focus had been on the | awsuit. There had been ot her
significant distractions-Claire, noving out, |earning the ropes of a new career
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but the case against RiverOaks and ny old firmwas never far frommy mnd. There
was a prefiling frenzy with any |l arge case, then a deep breath and a pl easant

cal mess after the bonb hit and the dust settl ed.

Gantry didn't kill us the day after we sued himand his two co-defendants. The
of fice was quite normal. The phones were no busier than usual. The foot traffic
was the sane. Wth the lawsuit tenporarily set aside, ny other cases were easier
to concentrate on

| could only inmagine the panic in the marbled halls of Drake & Sweeney. There
woul d be no sniles, no gossip by the coffeepot, no jokes or sports talk in the
hal | ways. A funeral parlor would be rowdier.

In antitrust, those who knew ne best would be especially sonmber. Polly would be
stoic, detached, and forever efficient. Rudol ph wouldn't | eave his office except
to huddle with the higher-ups.

The only sad aspect of slandering four hundred | awers was the i nescapable
reality that alnost all of themwere not only innocent of wongdoing but
completely ignorant of the facts. No one cared what happened in real estate. Few

peopl e knew Braden Chance. | was there seven years before | nmet the nan, and
then it was only because | went looking for him | felt sorry for the innocent
ones--the old-tiners who'd built a great firmand trained us well; the guys in

nmy class who would carry on the tradition of excellence; the rookies who had
awakened to the news that their esteenmed enpl oyer was sonehow responsi ble for
wr ongf ul deat hs.

But | felt no synpathy for Braden Chance and Arthur Jacobs and Donal d Rafter.
They had chosen to go for ny jugular. Let them sweat.

* * %

Megan took a break fromthe rigors of keeping order in a house filled with

ei ghty honel ess wonen, and we went for a short drive through Northwest. She had
no i dea where Ruby lived, and we didn't really expect to find her. It was,
however, a good reason to spend a few m nutes together.

"This is not unusual," she said, trying to reassure ne. "As a rule, honel ess
peopl e are unpredictable, especially the addicts."

"You' ve seen it before?"

"I've seen everything. You learn to stay level. Wen a client kicks the habit,
finds a job, gets an apartnent, you say a little prayer of thanks. But you don't
get excited, because another Ruby will come along and break your heart. There
are nore vall eys than nmountains."

"How do you keep from bei ng depressed?"

"You draw strength fromthe clients. They are renarkabl e people. Mst were born
wi thout a prayer or a chance, yet they survive. They trip and fall, but they get
up and keep trying."

Three bl ocks fromthe clinic, we passed a nmechanic's garage with a collection of
wr ecked vehicles behind it. Alarge, toothy dog with a chain around its neck
guarded the front. | had not planned on poking around rusty old cars, and the
dog nmade the decision to keep going an easier one. W figured she lived in an
area between the dinic on Fourteenth and Naoni's on Tenth near L, roughly from
Logan Circle to Mount 1 Vernon Square.

"But you never know," she said. "I'mconstantly amazed at how nobile these
peopl e are. They have plenty of time, and sone will walk for mles."

We observed the street people. Every beggar canme under our scrutiny as we drove
slowy by. W wal ked through parks, |ooking at the honel ess, dropping coins in
their cups, hoping we would see soneone we knew. No | uck

| left Megan at Naomi's, and prom sed to call later in the afternoon. Ruby had
becone a wonderful excuse to keep in touch
* * %

The congressman was a five-termer fromlndiana, a Republican nanmed Burkhol der
who had an apartment in Virginia but Iiked to jog in the early eveni ngs around
Capitol Hill. H's staff inforned the nedia that he showered and changed i n one
of the seldonmtused gyns Congress built for itself in the basenent of a House

of fice buil ding.

As a nenber of the House, Burkhol der was one of 435; thus virtually unknown even
t hough he'd been in Washington ten years. He was nildly anbitious, squeaky
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clean, a health nut, forty-one years old. He served on Agriculture and chaired a
subconmi ttee of Ways and Means.

Bur khol der was shot early Wednesday eveni ng near Union Station as he jogged

al one. He was wearing a sweat suit--no wallet, no cash, no pockets with which to
carry anything val uabl e. There appeared to be no notive. He encountered a street
person in sone nmanner, perhaps a collision or a bunp or a harsh word given or
received, and two shots were fired. One m ssed the congressnan, the other struck
himin the upper left arm then traveled into his shoul der and stopped very near
hi s neck.

The shooting occurred not long after dark, on a sidewal k next to a street filled
with [ate commuters. It was wi tnessed by four people, all of whom described the
assailant as a nmml e bl ack honel ess-1 ooking type, al nost a generic description.
He vanished into the night, and by the tinme the first comuter could stop, |eave
his car, and rush to the aid of Burkholder, the man with the gun was | ong gone.
The congressman was rushed to the hospital at George Washi ngton, where the
bull et was renoved during a two-hour surgery, and he was pronounced stable.

It had been many years since a nenber of Congress had been shot in Washi ngton
Several had been nugged, but with no pernmanent damage. The nuggi ngs typically
provided the victinms with wonderful pulpits to rail against crinme and the | ack
of values and the general decline of everything; all blanme, of course, being
laid at the feet of the opposing party.

Bur khol der wasn't able to rail when | saw the story at eleven. |'d been napping
in nmy chair, reading and watching boxing. It was a slow news day in the
District, slowuntil Burkhol der got shot. The news anchorperson breathl essly
announced the event, giving the basics with a nice photo of the congressman in
the background, then went Live!l to the hospital where a reporter stood shivering
in the cold outside the ER entrance, a door Burkhol der had passed through four
hours earlier. But there was an anbul ance in the background, and bright |ights,
and since she could not produce blood or a corpse for the viewers, she had to
nmake it as sensational as possible.

The surgery went well, she reported. Burkhol der was stable and resting. The
doctors had rel eased a statenent which said basically nothing. Earlier, severa
of his colleagues had rushed to the hospital, and sonehow she had been able to
coerce theminto appearing before the canera. Three of them stood cl ose
together, all 1ooking sufficiently grave and sonber, although Burkholder's life
had never been in danger. They squinted at the lights and tried to appear as if
it was a mmjor invasion of their private |ives.

| had never heard of any of them They offered their concerns about their buddy,
and nmade his condition sound far worse than the doctors. Wthout pronpting, they
gave their assessnents of the general decline of Washi ngton

Then there was another live report fromthe scene of the shooting. Another goofy
reporter standing on the Exact Spot! where he fell, and now there was really
something to see. There was a patch of red bl ood, which she pointed to with
great dramm, right down there. She squatted and al nbst touched the sidewal k. A
cop stepped into the frame and offered his vague summary of what went on

The report was live, yet in the background there were flashing red and bl ue
lights of police cars. | noticed this; the reporter did not.

A sweep was under way. The D.C. police were out in force cleaning the streets,
shovel ing the street people into cars and vans and taking them away. Throughout
the night, they swept Capitol H I, arresting anyone caught sl eeping on a bench,
sitting in a park, begging on a sidewal k, anyone who obviously appeared to be

wi thout a honme. They charged themwith loitering, littering, public drunkenness,
panhandl i ng.

Not all were arrested and taken to jail. Two van | oads were driven up Rhode

I sland, in Northeast, and dunped in the parking lot next to a conmunity center
with an all-night soup kitchen. Another van carrying el even peopl e stopped at
the Calvary Mssion on T Street, five blocks fromour office. The nen were

given the choice of going to jail or hitting the streets. The van enpti ed.
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Thirty-two

| vowed to get a bed. | was losing too nmuch sleep floundering on the floor,
trying to prove a point to no one but nyself. In the darkness | ong before dawn,
| sat in ny sleeping bag and prom sed nyself 1'd find sonmething softer to sleep

on. | also wondered for the thousandth time how peopl e survived sl eeping on
si dewal ks.
The Pylon Gill was warm and stuffy, a |ayer of cigarette snoke not far above

the tables, the aroma of coffee beans fromaround the world waiting just inside
the door. As usual it was filled with news junkies at 4:30 A M

Bur khol der was the nan of the hour. H's face was on the front page of the Post,
and there were several stories about the man, the shooting, the police

i nvestigation. Nothing about the sweep. Mrdecai would give nme those details

| ater.

A pleasant surprise was waiting in Metro. Tim d aussen was evidently a nan on a
m ssion. Qur lawsuit had inspired him

In a lengthy article, he exani ned each of the three defendants, beginning with
Ri ver Caks. The conpany was twenty years old, privately held by a group of

i nvestors, one of whomwas C ayton Bender, an East Coast real estate sw nger
runored to be worth two hundred mllion. Bender's picture was in the story,
along with a photo of the corporate headquarters in Hagerstown, Maryland. The
conmpany had built eleven office buildings in the D.C. area in twenty years,

al ong with numerous shopping centers in the suburbs of Baltinore and Washi ngt on
The value of its holdings was estimated at three hundred fifty nillion. There
was al so a | ot of bank debt, the | evel of which could not be estinnated.

The history of the proposed bulk-mailing facility in Northeast was recounted in
excruciating detail. Then, on to Drake & Sweeney.

Not surprisingly, there was no source of information fromwi thin the firm Phone
calls had not been returned. Cl aussen gave the basics--size, history, a few
famous alumi. There were two charts, both taken from U.S. Law nagazi ne, one
listing the top ten law firns in the country by size, and the other ranking the
firms by how nuch the partners averaged |ast year in conpensation. Wth eight
hundred | awers, Drake & Sweeney was fifth in size, and at $910, 500, the
partners were nunber three. Had | really wal ked away fromthat nuch noney? The
| ast nmenber of the unlikely trio was Tillman Gantry, and his colorful |ife nmade
for easy investigative journalism Cops talked about him A former cellnate from
prison sang his praises. A Reverend of sonme stripe in Northeast told how Gantry
had built basketball hoops for poor kids. A former prostitute renmenbered the
beati ngs. He operated behind two corporations--TAG and Gantry Group--and through
them he owned three used-car lots, two small shopping centers, an apartnent
bui |l di ng where two peopl e had been shot to death, six rental dupl exes, a bar
where a worman had been raped, a video store, and nunerous vacant lots he'd
purchased for alnost nothing fromthe city.

O the three defendants, Gantry was the only one willing to talk. He admitted
payi ng el even thousand dollars for the Florida Avenue warehouse in July of the
previous year, and selling it for two hundred thousand to Ri verOGaks on January
31. He got lucky, he said. The building was usel ess, but the |and under it was
worth a lot nore than el even thousand. That was why he bought it.

The war ehouse had always attracted squatters, he said. In fact, he had been
forced to run them off. He had never charged rent, and had no i dea where that
runor originated. He had plenty of |awers, and he would nount a vigorous

def ense.

The story did not nention ne. Nothing was sai d about DeVon Hardy and t he hostage
drama. Very little about Lontae Burton and the all egations of the | awsuit

For the second day in a row, the venerable old firmof Drake & Sweeney was
mal i gned as a conspirator with a fornmer pinp. Indeed, the tone of the story
portrayed the lawers as worse crininals than Tillman Gantry.

Tonorrow, it pronised, there would be another installnment--a | ook at the sad
life of Lontae Burton.

How | ong woul d Art hur Jacobs allow his beloved firmto be dragged through the
nmud? It was such an easy target. The Post coul d be tenacious. The reporter was
obvi ously working around the clock. One story would | ead to anot her
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* * %

It was twenty minutes past nine when | arrived with nmy |lawer at the Carl
Moultrie Building, on the corner of Sixth and |Indiana, downtown. Mbrdecai knew
where we were going. | had never been near the Multrie Building, hone of civi
and crimnal cases in the District. The line formed outside the front entrance,
and it nmoved slowy as the lawers and litigants and crimnals were searched and
scanned for netal devices. Inside, the place was a zoo--a | obby packed with
anxi ous people, and four levels of hallways |ined with courtroons.

The Honorabl e Norman Ki sner held court on the first floor, room nunmber 114. A
dai |l y docket by the door |isted nmy name under First Appearances. El even other
crimnals shared space with nme. |Inside, the bench was vacant; |lawers nilled
about. Mbrdecai disappeared into the back, and | took a seat in the second row.
| read a nagazine and tried to appear utterly bored with the scene.

"Good norning, Mchael," soneone said fromthe aisle. It was Donald Rafter,
clutching his briefcase with both hands. Behind himwas a face | recogni zed from
litigation, but | could not recall the nanme. | nodded and nmanaged to say,
"Hello."

They scooted away and found seats on the other side of the courtroom They
represented the victins, and as such had the right to be present at each stage
of ny proceedi ngs.

It was only a first appearance! | would stand before the Judge while he read the
charges. | would enter a plea of not guilty, be released on ny existing bond,
and | eave. Wy was Rafter there?

The answer canme slowy. | stared at the magazine, struggled to remain perfectly

calm and finally realized that his presence was nerely a remi nder. They
regarded the theft as a serious matter, and they would dog ne every step of the
way. Rafter was the smartest and neanest of all litigators. | was supposed to
shake with fear at the sight of himin the courtroom

At nine-thirty, Mordecai energed from behind the bench and notioned for nme. The
Judge was waiting in his chanbers. Mrdecai introduced nme to him and the three
of us setfled casually around a snall table.

Judge Kisner was at |east seventy, with bushy gray hair and a scraggly gray
beard, and brown eyes that burned holes as he tal ked. He and ny | awyer had been
acquai ntances for many years.
"I was just telling Mrdecai,'
unusual case."

| nodded in agreenent. It certainly felt unusual to ne.

he said, waving a hand, "that this is a very

"I'"ve known Arthur Jacobs for thirty years. In fact, | know a | ot of those
| awyers over there. They're good | awers."
They were indeed. They hired the best and trained themwell. | felt

unconfortable with the fact that nmy trial judge had such admiration for the
victims.

"Awrking file stolen froma lawer's office night be hard to evaluate froma
nonetary point of view It's just a bunch of papers, nothing of real value to

anyone except the lawer. It would be worth nothing if you tried to sell it on

the streets. I'mnot accusing you of stealing the file, you understand."

"Yes. | understand." | wasn't sure if | did or not, but | wanted himto

conti nue.

"Let's assunme you have the file, and let's assunme you took it fromthe firm If
you returned it now, under ny supervision, | would be inclined to place a val ue

on it of sonmething | ess than a hundred dollars. That, of course, would be a

nm sdeneanor, and we could sweep it under the rug with a bit of paperwork. O
course, you would have to agree to disregard any information taken fromthe
file."

"And what if | don't return it? Still assuning, of course."

"Then it beconmes much nore val uable. The grand | arceny sticks, and we go to
trial on that charge. If the prosecutor proves his case and the jury finds you
guilty, it will be up to ne to sentence you."

The creases in his forehead, the hardening of his eyes, and the tone of his
voice left little doubt that sentencing would be sonething | would rather avoid.
"In addition, if the jury finds you guilty of grand larceny, you will | ose your
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license to practice |law. "

"Yes sir," | said, very nmuch chasti sed.

Mordecai was hol di ng back, |istening and absorbi ng everything.

"Unli ke nost of ny docket, tine is crucial here," Kisner continued. "This civil
litigation could turn on the contents of the file. Admssibility will be for

anot her judge in another courtroom 1'd like to have the crimnal matter

resol ved before the civil case progresses too far. Again, we're assuning you
have the file."

"How soon?" Mordecai asked.

"I think two weeks is sufficient tine to make your decision."

W agreed that two weeks was reasonable. Mordecai and | returned to the
courtroom where we waited anot her hour while nothing happened.

Then Cl aussen fromthe Post arrived with a rush of |lawers. He saw us sitting in
the courtroom but did not venture over. Mrdecai noved away from ne, and
eventual ly cornered him He explained that there were two |lawers in the
courtroom from Drake & Sweeney, Donal d Rafter and another guy, and perhaps they
nm ght have a word for the paper

Cl aussen went right after them Voices could be heard fromthe back bench where

Rafter had been killing time. They left the courtroomand continued their
argunent out si de.
My appearance before Kisner was as brief as expected. | entered a plea of not

guilty, signed sonme forns, and left in a hurry. Rafter was nowhere in sight

* * %

"What did you and Kisner tal k about before | got back there?" | asked as soon as
we were in the car.

"Same thing he told you."

"He's a hard-ass."

"He's a good judge, but he was a | awer for nany years. A crininal |awer, and
one of the best. He has no synpathy for a | awer who steals the files of

anot her."

"How long will my sentence be if |'m convicted?"

"He didn't say. But you'll do tine."

W were waiting for ared light. Fortunately |I was driving. "Al right,
Counselor,"” | said. "Wat do we do?"

"W have two weeks. Let's approach it slowly. Nowis not the tine to nmake

deci sions."

Thirty-three

There were two stories in the norning Post, both proninently displayed and
acconpani ed by photos. The first was the one pronised in yesterday's edition --a
long history of the tragic life of Lontae Burton. Her grandnother was the
princi pal source, though the reporter had al so contacted two aunts, a fornmer
enpl oyer, a social worker, a fornmer teacher, and her nother and two brothers in
prison. Wth its typical aggressiveness and unlimted budget, the paper was
doing a splendid job of gathering the facts we woul d need for our case.

Lont ae' s not her was si xteen when she was born, the second of three children, al
out of wedlock, all sired by different nmen, though her nother refused to say
anyt hi ng about her father. She grew up in the rough nei ghborhoods in Northeast,
noving fromplace to place with her troubled nother, living periodically with
her grandnother and aunts. her nmother was in and out of jail, and Lontae quit
school after the sixth grade. Fromthere, her |life becane predictably disnmal
Drugs, boys, gangs, petty crine, the dangerous life on the street. She worked at
vari ous m ni rumwage jobs, and proved to be conpletely unreliable.

City records told nuch of the story: an arrest at the age of fourteen for
shoplifting, processed through juvenile court. Charged again three nonths |ater
for public drunkenness, juvenile court. Possession of pot at fifteen, juvenile
court. Same charge seven nonths later. Arrested for prostitution at the age of
si xteen and handled as an adult, conviction but no jail. Arrested for grand

| arceny, stealing a portable CD player froma pawnshop, conviction but no jail.
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Birth of Ontario when she was eighteen, at D.C. General with no father listed on
the birth certificate. Arrested for prostitution two nonths after Ontario
arrived, convicted but no jail. Birth of the twins, Al onzo and Dante, when she
was twenty, also at D.C. CGeneral, also with no father listed. And then Teneko,
the baby with the wet diaper, born when Lontae was twenty-one.

In the mdst of this sad obituary, a glimer of hope sprang forth. After Teneko
arrived, Lontae stunmbled into the House of Mary, a wonen's day center sinilar to
Naom 's, where she net a social worker named Nell Cather. Ms. Cather was quoted
at length in the story.

According to her version of Lontae's |ast nonths, she was determined to get off
the streets and clean up her life. She eagerly began taking birth control pills,
prodded by the House of Mary. She desperately wanted to get clean and sober. She
attended AA/ NA neetings at the center, and fought her addictions with great
courage, though sobriety eluded her. She quickly inproved her reading skills,
and dreaned of getting a job with a steady' paycheck to provide for her little
famly.

Ms. Cather eventually found her a job unpacking produce at a |arge grocery
store; twenty hours a week at $4.75 an hour. She never missed work.

One day last fall she whispered to Nell Cather that she had found a place to
live, though it nust be kept a secret. As part of her job, Nell wanted to

i nspect the place, but Lontae refused. It wasn't | egal, she explained. It was a
snmal |, two-room squatter's apartnment with a roof and a | ocked door and a

bat hroom near by, and she paid a hundred dollars a nonth in cash

| wote down the nane of Nell Cather, at the House of Mary-, and smiled to
nysel f at the thought of her on the witness stand, telling the Burtons' story to
ajury.

Lontae becane terrified at the thought of |osing her children, because it
happened so often. Mst of the honel ess wonen at the House of Mary had | ost
theirs, and the nobre Lontae heard their horror stories, the nore determ ned she
becane to keep her fanily to gether. She studied harder, even |learned the basics
of a computer, and once went four days without touching drugs.

Then she was evicted, her neager bel ongings tossed into the street along with
her children. Ms. Cather saw her the next day, and she was a ness. The kids were
hungry and dirty; Lontae was stoned. The House of Mary had a policy forbidding
the entry of any person obviously intoxicated or under the influence of drugs.
The director was forced to ask her to | eave. Ms. Cather never saw her again; not
a word until she read about the deaths in the paper.

As | read the story, | thought of Braden Chance. | hoped he was reading it too,
in the early norning warnth of his fine hone in the Virginia suburbs. | was
certain he was awake at such an early hour. How could a person under so nuch
pressure sleep at all?

| wanted himto suffer, to realize that his callous disregard for the rights and
dignities of others had caused so nmuch misery. You were sitting in your nice

of fice, Braden, working hard by the gol den hour, shuffling papers for your rich
clients, reading nmenos from paral egals you sent to do the dirty work, and you
made the cold, cal cul ated decision to proceed with an eviction you should have
stopped. They were just squatters, weren't they, Braden? Lowy black street
people living like animals. There was nothing in witing, no | eases, no papers,
thus no rights. Toss 'em Any delay in dealing with them m ght hinder the

proj ect .

| wanted to call himat honme, jolt himfromhis norning coffee, and say, "How do
you feel now, Braden?"

The second story was a pl easant surprise, at |least froma |egal point of view

It also nmeant trouble.

An ol d boyfriend had been found, a nineteen-year old street tough naned Kito
Spires. His photo would frighten any lawabiding citizen. Kito had a |ot to say.
He claimed to be the father of Lontae's last three children-the twins and the
baby. He had lived with her off and on over the last three years; nore off than
on.

Kito was a typical inner-city product, an unenpl oyed hi gh school dropout with a
crimnal record. His credibility would al ways be questi oned.
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He had lived in the warehouse with Lontae and his children. He had hel ped her
pay the rent whenever he could. Sonetine after Christnmas, they had fought and he
had left. He was currently living with a woman whose husband was in prison.

He knew not hi ng about the eviction, though he felt it was wong. Wen asked
about conditions in the warehouse, Kito gave enough details to convince nme he
had actually been there. H's description was simlar to the one in Hector's
meno.

He did not know the warehouse was owned by Tillman Gantry. A dude naned Johnny
collected rent, on the fifteenth of each nonth. A hundred bucks.

Mordecai and | would find himsoon. Qur witness |list was growi ng, and M. Spires
m ght well be our star.

Kito was deeply saddened by the deaths of his children and their nmother. | had
wat ched the funeral very carefully, and Kito was nobst certainly not in

at t endance.

Qur lawsuit was getting nore press than we could have dreanmed of. W only wanted
ten million dollars, a nice round figure that was being witten about daily, and
di scussed in the streets. Lontae had sex with a thousand nen. Kito was the first
prospective father. Wth that nmuch noney at stake, other fathers would soon
appear and claimlove for their lost children. The streets were full of
prospects.

That was the troubling part of his story.

We woul d never get the chance to talk to him

* * %

| called Drake & Sweeney and asked for Braden Chance. A secretary answered the
phone, and | repeated ny request. "And who's calling, please?" she asked.

| gave her a fictitious nane and clainmed to be a prospective client, referred by
Cl ayt on Bender of RiverQaks.

"M . Chance is unavail able," she said.

"Tell me when | can talk to him" | said rudely.
"He's on vacation."
"Fine. When will he return?"

"I"'mnot sure," she said, and | hung up. The vacation would be for a nonth, then
it would becone a sabbatical, then a | eave of absence, and at sone point they
would finally adnit that Chance had been sacked.

| suspected he was gone; the call confirnmed it.

Since the firmhad been ny life for the past seven years, it wasn't difficult to
predict its actions. There was too nmuch pride and arrogance to suffer the

i ndignities being inposed.

As soon as the lawsuit was filed, | suspected they got the truth from Braden
Chance. Wether he came forth on his own, or whether they pried it out of him
was immaterial. He had lied to themfromthe beginning, and now the entire firm
had been sued. Perhaps he showed themthe original neno fromHector, along with
the rent receipt fromLontae. Mre than likely, though, he had destroyed these
and was forced to describe what he had shredded. The firm-Arthur Jacobs and the
executive committee--at |ast knew the truth. The eviction should not have
occurred. The verbal rental agreenents should have been terninated in witing,
by Chance acting for RiverOaks, with thirty days' notice given to the tenants.

A thirty-day del ay woul d have jeopardi zed the bulkmail facility, at |east for

Ri ver Caks.

And a thirty-day delay woul d have all owed Lontae and the other tenants tine to
survive the worst of winter

Chance was forced out of the firm undoubtedly with a generous buy-out package
for his partnership share. Hector had probably been flown honme for briefings.
Wth Chance gone, Hector could tell the truth and survive. He would not,

however, tell of his contact with ne.

Behi nd | ocked doors, the executive committee had faced reality. The firm had
enor nous exposure. A plan of defense was devised with Rafter and his litigation
team They woul d defend vigorously on the grounds that the Burton case was based
on materials stolen froma Drake & Sweeney file. And if the stolen naterials
couldn't be used in court, then the | awsuit should be dism ssed. That nade
perfect sense, froma | egal perspective.

file://ID|/e-books/John Grisham - The Street Lawyer.txt (126 of 147) [7/13/2001 6:16:25 PM]



file:///D|/e-books/John Grisham - The Street Lawyer.txt

However, before they were able to inplenent their defense, the newspaper

i ntervened. Wtnesses were being found who could testify to the sanme matters
protected in the file. W could prove our case regardl ess of what Chance had
conceal ed.

Drake & Sweeney had to be in chaos. Wth four hundred aggressive | awers
unwilling to keep their opinions to thenselves, the firmwas on the verge of an
insurrection. Had | still been there, and been faced with a simlar scandal in
anot her division of the firm | would have been raising hell to get the matter
settled and out of the press. The option of battening down the hatches and
riding out the stormdid not exist. The exposure by the Post was only a sanple
of what a fullblow trial would entail. And a trial was a year away.

There was heat from another source. The file did not indicate the extent to

whi ch Ri ver Caks knew the truth about the squatters. In fact, there was very
little correspondence between Chance and his client. It appeared as though he
was given instructions to close the deal as soon as possible. RiverQaks applied
the pressure; Chance steamrolled ahead.

If we assunmed RiverQaks did not know the evictions were wongful, then the
conpany had a legitimate claimfor |egal malpractice against Drake & Sweeney. It
hired the firmto do a job; the job was botched; and the blunder was to the
detriment of the client. Wth three hundred fifty mllion in holdings, RiverQGaks
had sufficient clout to pressure the firmto renmedy its wongs.

O her major clients would al so have opinions. "Wat's going on over there?" was
a question every partner was hearing fromthose who paid the bills. In the
cutthroat world of corporate |aw, vultures fromother firnms were beginning to
circle.

Drake & Sweeney marketed its inmage, its public perception. Al big firns did.
And no firmcould take the hammering being inflicted upon ny alma nmater.

* * %

Congressnman Burkhol der rallied nagnificently. The day after his surgery, he net
the press in a carefully staged exhibition. They rolled himin a wheelchair to a
makeshi ft podiumin the | obby of the hospital. He stood, with the aid of his
pretty wife, and stepped forward to issue a statenent. Coincidentally, he wore a
bright red Hoosier sweatshirt. There were bandages on his neck; a sling over his
left arm

He pronounced hinmself alive and well, and ready in a few short days to return to
his duties on the Hll. Hello to the fol ks back home in |Indiana.

In his finest nonent, he dwelt on street crinme, and the deterioration of our
cities. (H s hometown had eight thousand people.)lt was a shane that our
nation's capital was in such a sorry state, and because of his brush with death
he would fromthat day forward devote his consi derable energies into making our
streets safe again. He had found a new purpose.

He bl at hered on about gun control and nore prisons.

The shooting of Burkhoi der had put i mense, though tenporary-, pressure on the
D.C. police to clean up the streets. Senators and representatives had spent the
day popping off about the dangers of downtown Washington. As a result, the
sweeps started again after dark. Every drunk, w no, beggar, and honel ess person
near the Capitol was pushed farther away. Sone were arrested. Others were sinply
| oaded into vans and transported like cattle to the nore distant nei ghborhoods.
* * %

At 11:40 P.M, the police were dispatched to a liquor store on Fourth Street
near Rhode Island, in Northeast. Gunshots had been heard by the owner of the
store, and one of the sidewal k | ocals had reported seeing a nan down.

In a vacant |lot next to the liquor store, behind a pile of rubble and cracked
bricks, the police found the body of a young black nale. The bl ood was fresh,
and came fromtwo bullet holes to the head.

-He was later identified as Kito Spires.

Thirty-four
Ruby reappeared Monday norning with a ferocious appetite for both cookies and
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news. She was waiting on the doorstep with a smle and a warm hell o when

arrived at eight, a bit later than usual. Wth Gantry out there, | wanted the
extra daylight and the increased activity when | got to the office.
She | ooked the same. | thought perhaps | could study her face and see the

evi dence of a crack binge, but there was nothing unusual. Her eyes were hard and
sad, but she was in a fine nood. We entered the office together and fixed our
spot on Ruby's desk. It was somewhat conforting to have another person in the
bui | di ng.

"How have you been?" | asked.

"Good," she said, reaching into a bag for a cookie. There were three bags, al
bought the week before, just for her, though Mordecai had left a trail of
crunbs.

"?Vhere are you stayi ng?"

"In my car." Wiere else? "! sure amglad winter is |eaving."

"Me too. Have you been to Naonmi's?" | asked.

"No. But I'mgoing today. | ain't been feeling too good."

“"I''"ll give you a ride."

"Thanks. "

The conversation was a little stiff. She expected ne to ask about her last note
visit. | certainly wanted to, but thought better of it.

When the coffee was ready, | poured two cups and set them on the desk. She was

on her third cookie, nibbling nonstop around the edges |ike a nouse.

How could | be harsh with one so pitiful? On to the news.

"How about the paper?" | asked.

"That woul d be nice."

There was a picture of the mayor on the front page, and since she liked stories
about city politics, and since the mayor was al ways good for sone color, |
selected it first. It was a Saturday interview in which the mayor and council,
acting together in a shaky and tenporary alliance, were asking for a Justice
Departnent investigation into the deaths of Lontae Burton and famly. Had there
been civil rights violations? The nmayor strongly inplied that he thought so, but
bring in Justice!

Since the lawsuit had taken center stage, a fresh new group of cul prits was
bei ng bl amed for the tragedy. Fingerpointing at Gty Hall had sl owed

consi derably. Insults to and from Congress had stopped. Those who'd felt the
heat of the first accusations were vigorously and happily shifting blane to the
big law firmand its rich client.

Ruby was fascinated with the Burton story. | gave her a quick summary of the
lawsuit and the fallout since it had been fil ed.

Drake & Sweeney was battered again by the paper. Its |awers had to be asking

t hensel ves, "VWhen will it end?"

Not for a while.

On the bottom corner of the front page was a brief story about the Postal
Service's decision to halt the bulk-mail project in Northeast Washi ngton. The
controversy surroundi ng the purchase of the |and, the warehouse, the litigation
i nvol ving RiverQaks and Gantry--all were factors in the decision.

Ri verCaks lost its twenty-million-dollar project. RiverGaks would react |ike any
ot her aggressive real estate devel oper who'd spent alnost a million dollars in
cash purchasing usel ess inner-city property. RiverGCaks would go after its

| awyers.

The pressure swell ed sone nore.

We scanned world events. An earthquake in Peru caught Ruby's attention, and we
read about it. On to Metro, where the first words | saw nade ny heart stop
Under the sane photo of Kito Spires, the same except twice as |large and even
nore nenaci ng, was the headline: KITO SPI RES FOUND SHOT TO DEATH. The story
recounted Friday's introduction of M. Spires as a player in the Burton drang,
then gave the scant details of his death. No witnesses, no clues, nothing. Just
anot her street punk shot in the District.

"You okay?" Ruby asked, waking ne fromny trance.

"Uh, sure," | said, trying to breathe again.

"Way ain't you readi ng?"
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Because | was too stunned to read aloud. | had to quickly scan every word to see
if the name of Tillnman Gantry was nentioned. It was not.

And why not? It was obvious to nme what had happened. The kid had enjoyed his
nonent in the spotlight, said too nuch, nade trinmself too valuable to the
plaintiffs case, and was too easy a target.

| read the story to her, slowy, listening to every sound around us, watching
the front door, hoping Myrdecai would arrive shortly.

Gantry had spoken. Other witnesses fromthe streets would either remain quiet or

di sappear after we found them Killing wi tnesses was bad enough. Wat would | do
if Gantry cane after the | awers?
In the mdst of nmy terror, | suddenly realized the story was beneficial to our

side of the case. W had lost a potentially crucial witness, but Kito's
credibility woul d have caused probl ens. Drake & Sweeney was nentioned again, in
the third story of the norning, in connection with the killing of a

ni net een-year-old crinnal. The firmhad been toppled fromits |oftiness and was
now in the gutter, its proud name nentioned in the sane paragraphs as nurdered
street thugs.

| took nyself back a nonth, before Mster and everything that followed, and

pi ctured nyself reading the sanme paper at ny desk before sunrise. And | inmagined
that | had read the other stories and had | earned that the nobst serious
allegations in the lawsuit were indeed true. Wiat would | do?

There was no doubt. | would be raising hell w th Rudol ph Mayes, ny supervi sing
partner, who |ikewi se would be raising hell with the executive comittee, and |
woul d be neeting with ny peers, the other senior associates in the firm W
woul d dermand that the matter be settled and laid to rest before nore danmage was
inflicted. W would insist that a trial be avoided at all costs.

W woul d make all sorts of dermands.

And | suspected nost of the senior associates and all the partners were doing
exactly what | would be doing. Wth that rmuch racket in the hallways, very
little work was being done. Very few hours were being billed. The firmwas in
chaos.

"Keep going," Ruby said, again waking ne.

We raced through Metro, in part because | wanted to see if perhaps there was a
fourth story. No such luck. There was, however, a story about the street sweeps
bei ng conducted by the police in response to the Burkhol der shooting. An
advocate for the honel ess was bitterly criticizing the operation, and
threatening litigation. Ruby |loved the story. She thought it wonderful that so
nmuch was being witten about the honel ess.

| drove her to Naonmi's, where she was greeted like an old friend. The wonen
hugged her and passed her around the room squeezing and even crying. | spent a
few mnutes flirting with Megan in the kitchen, but nmy mnd was not on ronance.
Sofia had a full house when |I returned to the office. The foot traffic was
heavy; five clients were sitting against the wall by nine o' clock. She was on
the phone, terrorizing someone in Spanish. | stepped into Mdrdecai's office to
nake sure he had seen the paper. He was reading it with a snmle. W agreed to
meet in an hour to discuss the |lawsuit.

| quietly closed ny office door and began pulling files. In two weeks, | had
opened ninety-one of them and closed thirty-eight. | was falling behind, and |
needed a hard norning fighting the phone to catch up. It would not happen

Sofia knocked, and since the door would not |atch, she pushed it open while
still tapping it. No Hello. No Excuse ne.

"Where is that list of people evicted fromthe warehouse?" she asked. She had a
pencil stuck behind each ear, and reading gl asses perched on the end of her
nose. The woman had things to do.

The list was always nearby. | handed it to her, and she took a quick | ook.

"Bi ngo," she said.

"What ?" | asked, rising to ny feet.

"Nunber eight, Marquis Deese," she said. "I thought that name was familiar."
“Fam | iar?"

"Yes, he's sitting at ny desk. Picked up last night in Lafayette Park, across
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fromthe white House, and dunped at Logan Circle. Got caught in a sweep. It's
your |ucky day."

| followed her into the front room where in the center M. Deese sat next to
her desk. He | ooked remarkably simlar to DeVon Hardy--late forties, grayish
hai r and beard, thick sunshades, bundled heavily |ike nost honeless in early
March. | exami ned himfroma distance as | wal ked to Mirdecai's office to give
hi mthe news.

We approached himcarefully, with Mdrdecai in charge of the interrogation
"Excuse ne," he said, very politely. "I'm Mdrdecai Green, one of the | awers
here. Can | ask you sonme questions?"

Bot h of us were standing, |ooking down at M. Deese. He raised his head, said,
"l guess so."

"We're working on a case involving some people who used to live in an old

war ehouse at the corner of Florida and New York," Mordecai explained slowy.

"I lived there," he said. | took a deep breath.

"You di d?"

"Yep. Got kicked out."

"Yes, well, that's why we're involved. W represent sone of the other people who

were kicked out. W think the eviction was wongful.
"You got that right."

"How long did you live there?"

"' Bout three nonths."

"Did you pay rent?"

"Sure did."

"To who?"

"@Qy nanmed Johnny."

" How nuch?"

"A hundred bucks a nonth, cash only."

"Why cash?"

"Didn't want no records."

"Do you know who owned t he war ehouse?"

"Nope." His answer canme without hesitation, and | had trouble concealing ny
delight. |If Deese didn't know Gantry owned the buil ding, how could he be afraid
of hin®

Mordecai pulled up a chair, and got serious with M. Deese. "W'd |like to have
you as a client," he said.

"Do what ?"

"We're suing sonme people over the eviction. It's our position that you fol ks
were done wong when you got kicked out. We'd like to represent you, and sue on
your behal f."

"But the apartnent was illegal. That's why | was paying in cash."”
"Doesn't matter. W can get you sone noney."
"How nuch?"

"I don't know yet. Wat have you got to | ose?"

"Not hing, | guess."

| tapped Mordecai on the shoul der. W excused ourselves and withdrew into his
office. "What is it?" he asked.

“I'n Iight of what happened to Kito Spires, | think we should record his
testinony. Now. "

Mor decai scratched his beard. "Not a bad idea. Let's do an affidavit. He can
sign it, Sofia can notarize it, then if something happens to him we can fight
to get it admitted."

"Do we have a tape recorder?" | asked.

His eyes shot in all directions. "Yeah, sonewhere."

Since he didn't know where it was, it would take a nmonth to find it. "How about
a video canera?" | asked.

"“Not here."

| thought for a second, then said, '"I'lIl run and get mine. You and Sofia keep him
occupi ed. "

"He's not goi ng anywhere."

"Good. Gve ne forty-five mnutes."
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| raced fromthe office and sped west toward Georgetown. The third nunber

tried fromny cell phone found O aire between cl asses. "Wat's wong?" she
asked.

"I need to borrow the video canera. I'min a hurry."”

"I't hasn't been noved," she said, very slowy, trying to analyze things. "Wy?"
"A deposition. Mnd if | use it?"

"l guess not."

"Still in the living roonP"

"Yes."

"Have you changed the | ocks?" | asked.

"No." For sone reason, this made ne feel better. | still had a key. | could cone

and go if | wanted.

“What about the al arm code?”

“"No. It's the sane.”

"Thanks. |'Il call you later."

* * %

We placed Marquis Deese in an office enpty of furniture but crowded with file
cabinets. He sat in a chair, a blank white wall behind him | was the

vi deographer, Sofia the notary, Mrdecai the interrogator. Hi s answers could not
have been nore perfect.

W were finished in thirty mnutes, all possible questions served up and
answered. Deese thought he knew where two of the other evictees were staying,
and he pronised to find them

Qur plans were to file a separate lawsuit for each evictee we could |ocate; one
at atime, with plenty of notice to our friends at the Post. W knew Kel vin Lain
was at the CCNV, but he and Deese were the only two we'd been able to | ocate.
Their cases were not worth a | ot of noney--we would gladly settle themfor
twenty-five thousand each--but their filing would heap nore nmisery upon the

bel eaguer ed def endants.

| al nost hoped the police would sweep the streets again.

As Deese was | eaving, Mrdecai warned himagainst tal king about the lawsuit. |
sat at a desk near Sofia and typed a three-page conplaint on behalf of our new
client, Marqui s Deese, against the same three defendants, alleging a w ongful

eviction. Then one for Kelvin Lain. | filed the conplaints in the conputer's
menory. | woul d sinply change the nanes of the plaintiffs as we found them
The phone rang a few minutes before noon. Sofia was on the other line, so |
grabbed it. "Legal clinic," | said, as usual

A dignified old voice on the other end said, "This is Arthur Jacobs, Attorney,
with Drake & Sweeney. | would |ike to speak to M. Mrdecai Geen."

| could only say, "Sure," before punching the hold button. | stared at the
phone, then slowy rose and wal ked to Mrdecai's door

"What is it?" he said. His nose was buried in the U S. Code.

"Arthur Jacobs is on the phone."

"Who is he?"

"Drake & Sweeney."

We stared at each other for a few seconds, then he smled. "This could be the
call," he said. | just nodded.

He reached for the phone, and | sat down.

It was a brief conversation, with Arthur doing nost of the talking. | gathered
that he wanted to neet and tal k about the | awsuit, and the sooner the better.
After it was over, Mrdecai replayed it for ny benefit. "They would like to sit
down tonmorrow and have a little chat about settling the lawsuit."

"Wher e?"

"At their place. Ten in the norning, wthout your presence."

| didn't expect to be invited.

"Are they worried?" | asked.

"OF course they're worried. They have twenty days before their answer is due,
yet they're already calling about a settlenent. They are very worried."
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Thirty-five

| spent the followi ng norning at the Redeenmer M ssion, counseling clients with
all the finesse of one who'd spent years tending to the |egal problens of the
honel ess. Tenptation overcane ne, and at eleven-fifteen | called Sofia to see if
she had heard from Mordecai. She had not. W expected the neeting at Drake &
Sweeney to be a long one. | was hoping that by chance he had called in to report
everyt hi ng was proceedi ng snoothly. No such | uck.

Typically, | had slept little, though the |lack of sleep had nothing to do with
physical ailnments or disconfort. My anxiety over the settlenent neeting outl asted
a long hot bath and a bottle of wine. My nerves were junping.

As | counseled ny clients, it was difficult to concentrate on food stanps,
housi ng subsi di es, and delinquent fathers when ny life was hanging in the

bal ance on another front. | left when |unch was ready; ny presence was far |ess
important than the daily bread. | bought two plain bagels and a bottle of water,
and drove the Beltway for an hour.

When | returned to the clinic, Mrdecai's car was parked beside the building. He
was in his office, waiting for nme. | closed the door.

* * %

The neeting took place in Arthur Jacobs' personal conference roomon the eighth
floor, in a hallowed corner of the building |I'd never been near. Mrdecai was
treated like a visiting dignitary by the receptionist and staff--his coat was
qui ckly taken, his coffee mixed just right, fresh nuffins avail abl e.

He sat on one side of the table, facing Arthur, Donald Rafter, an attorney for
the firms nal practice insurance carrier, and an attorney for RiverQaks. Tillnan
Gantry had | egal representation, but they had not been invited. If there was a
settlenment, no one expected Gantry to contribute a dine.

The only odd slot in the lineup was the | awer for R verQaks, but it nade sense.
The conpany's interests were in conflict with the firms. Mrdecai said the ill
will was obvious.

Arthur handl ed nost of the talking fromhis side of the table, and Mordecai had
troubl e believing the man was ei ghty years old. The facts were not only
menorized but instantly recalled. The issues were anal yzed by an extrenely sharp
nm nd wor ki ng overtine.

First they agreed that everything said and seen in the neeting would remain
strictly confidential; no adm ssion of liability would survive the day; no offer
to settle would be legally binding until docunents were signed.
Arthur began by saying the defendants, especially Drake & Sweeney and Ri ver Caks,
had been blindsided by the |awsuit--they were rattled and reeling and
unaccustonmed to the hunmiliation, and to the battering they were taking in the
press. He spoke very frankly about the distress his beloved firmwas suffering.
Mordecai just listened, as he did throughout nost of the neeting.
Arthur pointed out that there were a nunber of issues involved. He started with
Braden Chance, and reveal ed that Chance had been expelled by the firm He did
not withdraw, he was kicked out. Arthur spoke candidly about Chance's m sdeeds.
He was solely in charge of all RiverGaks matters. He knew every aspect of the
TAG cl osing, and nonitored every detail. He probably comitted mal practi ce when
he allowed the eviction to proceed.

"Probabl y?" Mrdecai said.
Wel |, okay then, beyond probably. Chance did not neet the necessary |evel of
prof essional responsibility by proceeding with the eviction. And he doctored the
file. And he attenpted to cover up his actions. He lied to them plain and
sinple, Arthur admitted, with no small anount of disconfort. Had Chance been
truthful after Mster's hostage crisis, the firmcould have prevented the
lawsuit and its resulting flood of bad press. Chance had enbarrassed them
deeply, and he was history.

"How di d he doctor the file?" Mrdecai asked.

The ot her side wanted to know i f Mordecai had seen the file. Were, exactly, was the
dammed t hi ng? He was not responsive.
Arthur explained that certain papers had been renpved.

"Have you seen Hector Palnma's neno of January twenty-seventh?" Mrdecai asked,
and they went rigid.
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"No," cane the response, delivered by Arthur.

So Chance had in fact renoved the nmenpo, along with Lontae's receipt, and fed
themto the shredder. Wth great cerenony, and relishing every second of it,
Mordecai renmoved from his briefcase several copies of the neno and receipt. He
maj estically slid them across the table, where they were snatched up by hardened
| awers too terrified to breathe.

There was a long silence as the nmeno was read, then exam ned, then reread, then
finally anal yzed desperately for | oopholes and words which might be lifted out
of context and slanted toward their side of the table. Nothing doing. Hector's
words were too clear; his narrative too descriptive.

"May | ask where you got this?" asked Arthur politely.

"That's not inportant, at |east for now "

It was obvious they had been consuned with the nenb. Chance had described its
contents on his way out the door, and the original had been destroyed. But what
i f copies had been nade?

They were hol ding the copies, in disbelief.

But because they were seasoned litigators they rallied nicely, |laying the neno
aside as if it were sonmething they could handle effectively at a | ater date.

"I guess that brings us to the nmissing file," Arthur said, anxious to find nore
solid footing. They had an eyew tness who had seen ne near Chance's office the
night | took the file. They had fingerprints. They had the nysterious file from
nmy desk, the one that had held the keys. | had gone to Chance demandi ng to see
the RiverQOaks/ TAG file. There was noti ve.

"But there are no eyew tnesses," Mrdecai said. "lIt's all circunstantial."
"Do you know where the file is?" Arthur asked.
n N)' n

"W have no interest in seeing Mchael Brock go to jail."

"Then why are you pressing criminal charges?"

"Everything's on the table, M. Geen. If we can resolve the |awsuit, we can

al so dispose of the crimnal natter."

"That's wonderful news. How do you propose we settle the | awsuit?"

Rafter slid over a ten-page summary, filled with nulticol ored graphs and charts,
all designed to convey the argunent that children and young, uneducated nothers
are not worth nuch in wongful-death litigation.

Wth typical big-firmthoroughness, the mnions at Drake & Sweeney had spent
untol d hours spanning the nation to survey the latest trends in tort
conmpensation. A one-year trend. A five-year trend. A ten-year trend. Regi on by
region. State by state. City by city. How nuch were juries awarding for the
deat hs of preschool ers? Not very nuch. The national average was forty-five
thousand dol l ars, but much lower in the South and M dwest, and slightly higher
in California and in larger cities.

Preschool ers do not work, do not earn noney, and the courts generally do not

al | ow predictions about future earning capacity.

Lontae's estimate of |ost earnings was quite liberal. Wth a spotty enpl oynent
hi story, some weighty assunptions were nmade. She was twenty-two, and she woul d
one day very soon find full-tinme enploynment, at m ni mum wage. That was a

gener ous assunption, but one Rafter was willing to grant. She would remain

cl ean, sober, and free of pregnancy for the renmainder of her working life;

anot her charitable theory. She would find training sonmewhere al ong the way, nove
into a job paying twice as nuch as m ni rum wage, and keep said job until she was
sixty-five. Adjusting her future earnings for inflation, then translating to
present dollars, Rafter arrived at the sumof $570,000 for Lontae's |oss of
earnings. There were no injuries or burns, no pain and suffering. They died in
their sl eep.

To settle the case, and adm tting no wongdoi ng what soever, the firm generously
offered to pay $50, 000 per child, plus the full sumof Lontae's earnings, for a
total of $770, 000.

"That's not even close," Mrdecai said. "I can get that rmuch out of a jury for
one dead kid." They sank in their seats.

He went on to discredit al nost everything in Rafter's pretty little report. He
didn't care what juries were doing in Dallas or Seattle, and failed to see the
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rel evance. He had no interest in judicial proceedings in Omha. He knew what he
could do with a jury in the District, and that was all that mattered. If they
thought they could buy their way out cheaply, then it was tine for himto | eave.
Arthur reasserted hinself as Rafter |ooked for a hole. "It's negotiable," he
said. "It's negotiable."

The survey made no al l owance for punitive damages, and Mordecai brought this to
their attention. "You got a wealthy lawer froma wealthy firmdeliberately

all owing a wongful eviction to occur, and as a direct result ny clients got
tossed into the streets where they died trying to stay warm Frankly, gentlenen,
it's a beautiful punitive damages case, especially here in the District."

"Here in the District" nmeant only one thing: a black jury.

"W can negotiate," Arthur said again. "Wat figure do you have in m nd?"

We had debated what nunber to first place on the table. W had sued for ten
mllion dollars, but we had pulled the nunber out of the air. It could ve been
forty or fifty or a hundred.

"Amllion for each of them" Mordecai said. The words fell heavily on the
nmahogany table. Those on the other side heard themclearly, but it took seconds
for things to register.

"Five mllion?" Rafter asked, just barely |oud enough to be heard.

"Five mllion," booned Mrdecai. "One for each of the victins."

The | egal pads suddenly caught their attention, and all four wote a few

sent ences.

After a while, Arthur reentered the fray by explaining that our theory of
liability was not absolute. An interveiling act of nature--the snowstorm-was
partly responsible for the deaths. A |long discussion about weat her foll owed.
Mordecai settled the issue by saying, "The jurors will know that it snows in
February, that it's cold in February, that we have snowstorns in February."

Thr oughout the nmeeting, any reference by himto the jury, or the jurors, was

al ways followed by a few seconds of silence on the other side.

"They are horrified of atrial," he told ne.

Qur theory was strong enough to withstand their attacks, he explained to them
Ei t her through intentional acts or gross negligence, the eviction was carried
out. It was foreseeable that our clients would be forced into the streets with
no place to live, in February. He could convey this wonderfully sinple idea to
any jury in the country, but it would especially appeal to the good folks in the
District.

Weary of arguing liability, Arthur noved to their strongest hand--ne.
Specifically, ny actions in taking the file from Chance's office, and doing so
after being told | couldn't have it. Their position was not negotiable. They
were willing to drop the crimnal charges if a settlement could be reached in
the civil suit, but | had to face disciplinary action on their ethics conplaint.
"What do they want?" | asked.

"A two-year suspension," Mrdecai said gravely.

| couldn't respond. Two years, non-negotiabl e.

"I told themthey were nuts," he said, but not as enphatically as | would have
liked. "No way."

It was easier to remain silent. | kept repeating to nyself the words Two years.
Two years.

They jockeyed sone nore on the noney, w thout closing the gap. Actually, they
agreed on not hing, except for a plan to neet again as soon as possible.

The last thing Mdirdecai did was hand them a copy of the Marquis Deese | awsuit,
yet to be filed. It listed the same three defendants, and denanded the paltry
sumof fifty thousand dollars for his wongful eviction. Mre would foll ow,
Mordecai prom sed them |In fact, our plans were to file a couple each week until
all evictees had been accounted for.

"You plan to provide a copy of this to the newspapers?" Rafter asked.

"Way not?" Mordecai said. "Once it's filed, it's public record."

"It's just that, well, we've had enough of the press.”
"You started the pissing contest."”
"What ?"

"You | eaked the story of Mchael's arrest."
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"We did not."
"Then how did the Post get his photograph?"
Arthur told Rafter to shut up.

* * %
Alone in ny office with the door closed, | stared at the walls for an hour
before the settlenent began to make sense. The firmwas willing to pay a | ot of

noney to avoid two things: further humiliation, and the spectacle of a trial

that could cause serious financial damage. If | handed over the file, they would
drop the crinminal charges. Everything would fold neatly into place, except that
the firmwanted sone neasure of satisfaction.

| was not only a turncoat, but in their eyes | was responsible for the entire
nmess. | was the link between their dirty secrets, well hidden up in the tower,
and the exposure the lawsuit had cast upon them The public disgrace was reason
enough to hate nme; the prospect of stripping themof their bel oved cash was
fueling their hunger for revenge.

And | had done it all with inside information, at least in their collective

opi ni on. Apparently, they did not know of Hector's involvenent. | had stolen the
file, found everything | needed, then pieced together the |awsuit.

| was Judas. Sadly, | understood them

Thirty-six

Long after Sofia and Abraham had left, | was sitting in the sem darkness of ny

of fice when Mrdecai wal ked through the door and settled into one of two sturdy
folding chairs |I'd bought at a flea market for six bucks. A matching pair. A
prior owner had painted them maroon. They were quite ugly, but at |east | had
st opped worrying about clients and visitors collapsing in md-sentence.

| knew he had been on the phone all afternoon, but | had stayed away from his
of fice.

"I'"ve had | ots of phone calls,
t hought . "

| was listening, with nothing to say.

"Back and forth with Arthur, back and forth with Judge DeOrio. Do you know
DeOri 0?"

"No. "

"He's a tough guy, but he's good, fair, noderately liberal, started with a big
firmmany years ago and for sone reason decided he wanted to be a judge. Passed
up the big bucks. He noves nore cases than any trial judge in the city because
he keeps the | awyers under his thunb. Very heavy-handed. Wants everything
settled, and if a case can't be settled, then he wants the trial as soon as
possi bl e. He's obsessive about a cl ean docket."

“I think |I've heard his name."

"I would hope so. You've practiced lawin this city for seven years."
"Antitrust law. In a big firm Wy up there."

"Anyway, here's the upshot. W' ve agreed to neet at one tonorrow in DeOrio's
courtroom Everybody will be there--the three defendants, with counsel, nme, you
our trustee, everybody with any interest whatsoever in the |awsuit."

" NB 2"

"Yep. The Judge wants you present. He said you could sit in the jury box and
wat ch, but he wants you there. And he wants the nmissing file."

"dadly."

"He is notorious, in sone circles | guess, for hating the press. He routinely
tosses reporters fromhis courtroom bans TV caneras fromw thin a hundred feet
of his doors, He's already irritated with the notoriety this case has gener at ed.
He's determned to stop the | eaks."

"The lawsuit is a public record."

"Yes, but he can seal the file, if he's soinclined. | don't think he will, but
he |ikes to bark."

"So he wants it settled?"

"OF course he does. He's a judge, isn't he? Every judge wants every case

he said. "Things are noving faster than we ever
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settled. More tine for golf."

"What does he think of our case?"

"He kept his cards close, but he was adanant that all three defendants be
present, and not just flunkies. W'l|l see the people who can nmake deci sions on
the spot."

"Gantry?"

"Gantry will be there. | talked to his |awer."

"Does he know they have a netal detector at the front door?"

"Probably. He's been to court before. Arthur and | told the Judge about their
offer. He didn't react, but | don't think he was inpressed. He's seen a | ot of
big verdicts. He knows his jurors."

"What about me?"

There was a | ong pause fromny friend as he struggled to find words that would

be at once truthful yet soothing. "He'll take a hard |ine."
Not hi ng soot hi ng about that.
"What's fair, Mrdecai? It's ny neck on the Iine. |'ve |ost perspective."

"I't's not a question of fairness. You took the file to right a wong. You did
not intend to steal it, just borrow it for an hour or so. It was an honorabl e
act, but still a theft."

"Did DeOrio refer to it as a theft?"

"He did. Once.”

So the Judge thought | was a thief. It was beconmi ng unaninous. | didn't have the
guts to ask Mordecai his opinion. He might tell ne the truth, and | didn't want
to hear it.

He shifted his considerable weight. My chair popped, but didn't yield an inch.

was proud of it. "I want you to know sonething," he said soberly. "You say the
word, and we'll walk away fromthis case in the blink of an eye. W don't need
the settlenment; no one does really. The victins are dead. Their heirs are either
unknown or in jail. A nice settlement wili not affect nmy life in the slightest.

It's your case. You nmeke the call."

"I't's not that sinple, Mrdecai."

"Way isn't it?"

"I'"'mscared of the crimnal charges."

"You should be. But they'|ll forget the crininal charges. They'll forget the bar
complaint. | could call Arthur right now and tell himwe would drop everything
if they woul d drop everything. Both sides walk away and forget it. He would junp
at it. It's a piece of cake."

"The press would eat us alive."

"So? We're inmune. You think our clients worry about what the Post says about
us?"

He was pl aying the devil's advocate--arguing points he didn't really believe in.
Mordecai wanted to protect ne, but he also wanted to nail Drake & Sweeney. Sone
peopl e cannot be protected fromthensel ves.

"All right, we walk away," | said.

"And what have we acconplished? They get away with nmurder. They threw those
people in the street. They're solely responsible for the wongful evictions, and
ultimately responsible for the deaths of our clients, yet we |let themoff the
hook? I's that what we're tal king about ?"

"I't's the only way to protect your license to practice law "

"Nothing like a little pressure, Mrdecai," | said, a bit too harshly.
But he was right. It was ny nmess, and only fitting that | make the crucial
decisions. | took the file, a stupid act that was legally and ethically wong.

Mordecai Green woul d be devastated if | suddenly got cold feet. H's entire world
was hel pi ng poor fol ks pick thensel ves up. Hi s people were the hopel ess and
honel ess, those given little and seeking only the basics of life--the next neal,
a dry bed, a job with a dignified wage, a small apartment with affordable rent.
Rarely could the cause of his clients' problens be so directly traced to |arge,
private enterprises.

Since noney neant nothing to Mordecai, and since a |large recovery woul d have
little or no inpact on his life, and since the clients were, as he said, either
dead, unknown, or in jail, he would never consider a pretrial settlenent, absent
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ny invol venent. Mrdecai wanted a trial, an enornous, noisy production with
lights and canmeras and printed words focused not on him but on the declining
plight of his people. Trials are not always about individual wongs; they are
soneti mes used as pul pits.

My presence conplicated matters. My soft, pale face could be the one behind
bars. My license to practice law, and thus nmake a living, was at risk.

"I'"mnot junping ship, Mrdecai," | said.

"I didn't expect you to."

"Let me give you a scenario. What if we convince themto pay a sum of noney we
can live with; the crimnal charges are dropped; and there's nothing left on the
table but me and ny license? And what if | agree to surrender it for a period of
ti me? What happens to ne?"

"First, you suffer the indignity of a disciplinary suspension."

"Whi ch, unpleasant as it sounds, will not be the end of the world," | said,
trying to sound strong. | was horrified about the enbarrassment. Warner, ny
parents, mny friends, ny | aw school buddies, Caire, all those fine fol ks at
Drake & Sweeney. Their faces rushed before ny eyes as | saw themreceive the
news.

"Second, you sinply can't practice |aw during the suspension."

"WII | lose ny job?"

"Of course not."

"Then what will | do?"

"Well, you'll keep this office. You'll do intake at CCNV, Sanmaritan House,
Redeener M ssion, and the other places you' ve already been to. You will remain a
full partner with the clinic. W'll call you a social worker, not a | awer."

"So not hi ng changes?"

“"Not nmuch. Look at Sofia. She sees nore clients than the rest of us conbi ned,
and half the city thinks she's a lawer. |If a court appearance is necessary, |
handle it. It'lIl be the same for you."

The rul es governing street law were witten by those who practiced it.

"What if | get caught?"

"No one cares. The line between social work and social law is not always clear."
"Two years is a long tinme."

"It is, and it isn't. W don't have to agree on a two-year suspension.”

"I thought it was not negotiable."

"Tonorrow, everything will be negotiable. But you need to do sone research. Find
simlar cases, if they're out there. See what other jurisdictions have done with
simlar conplaints.”

"You think it's happened before?"

"Maybe. There are a million of us now. Lawyers have been ingenious in finding
ways to screw up.”

He was late for a neeting. | thanked him and we | ocked up together

| drove to the Georgetown Law School near Capitol Hill. The library was open
until mdnight. It was the perfect place to hide and ponder the life of a
waywar d | awyer.

Thirty-seven

DeOrio's courtroomwas on the second floor of the Carl Multrie Building, and
getting there took us close to Judge Kisner's, where ny grand | arceny case was
awaiting the next step in a cunbersone process. The halls were busy with
crimnal |lawers and | owend hantand-eggers, the ones who advertise on cable TV
and bus stop benches. They huddled with their clients, alnpost all of whom | ooked
guilty of sonething, and | refused to believe that nmy name was on the sane
docket with those thugs.

The timing of our entry was inportant to ne--silly to Mordecai. W didn't dare
flirt with tardiness. DeOio was a fanatic for punctuality. But | couldn't
stonmach the thought of arriving ten minutes early and being subjected to the
stares and whi spers and perhaps even the banal pregane chitchat of Donald Rafter
and Arthur and hell only knew who el se they would bring. | had no desire to be
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inthe roomwith Tillman Gantry unless H s Honor was present.

| wanted to take ny seat in the jury box, listen to it all, and not be bothered
by anyone. W entered at two m nutes before one.

DeOrio's law clerk was passing out copies of the agenda. She directed us to our
seats--ne to the jury box, where | sat alone and content, and Myrdecai to the
plaintiff's table next to the jury box. WIm Phelan, the trustee, was already
there, and already bored because she had no input into anything about to be

di scussed.

The defense table was a study in strategic positioning. Drake & Sweeney was
clustered at one end; Tillman Gantry and his two | awers at the other. Hol ding
the center, and acting as a buffer, were two corporate types from Ri ver Gaks, and
three |l awers. The agenda also listed the names of all present. | counted
thirteen for the defense.

| expected Gantry, being an ex-pinp, to be adorned with rings on his fingers and
ears and bright, gaudy clothing. Not so. He wore a handsone navy suit and was
dressed better than his |lawers. He was readi ng docunents and ignoring everyone.
| saw Arthur and Rafter and Nat han Mal anmud. And Barry Nuzzo. | was determ ned
that nothing would surprise ne, but | had not expected to see Barry. By sending
three of ny fellow ex-hostages, the firmwas delivering a subtle nmessage--every
other lawyer terrorized by Mster survived w thout cracking up--what happened to
me? Wiy was | the weak sister?

The fifth person in their pack was identified as L. Janes Suber, an attorney for
an insurance conpany. Drake & Sweeney was heavily insured agai nst nal practi ce,
but | doubted if the coverage would apply. The policy excluded intentional acts,
such as stealing by an associate or partner, or deliberately violating a
standard of conduct. Negligence by a firmlawer would be covered. WIIful

wr ongdoi ng woul d not. Braden Chance had not sinply overlooked a statute or code
provi sion or established nethod of practice. He had nmade the consci ous deci sion
to proceed with the eviction, in spite of being fully informed that the
squatters were in fact tenants.

There woul d be a nasty fight on the side, out of our view, between Drake &
Sweeney and its nmalpractice carrier. Let "emfight.

At precisely one, Judge DeOrio appeared from behind the bench and took his seat.
"Good afternoon,"” he said gruffly as he settled into place. He was wearing a
robe, and that struck nme as odd. It was not a fornal court proceeding, but an
unof ficial settlenent conference.

He adjusted his mcrophone, and said, "M. Burdick, please keep the door

| ocked." M. Burdick was a uniformed courtroom deputy guardi ng the door fromthe
i nside. The pews were conpletely enpty. It was a very private conference.

A court reporter began recordi ng every word.

"I aminformed by ny clerk that all parties and | awers are now present," he
said, glancing at ne as if | were just another rapist. "The purpose of this
neeting is to attenpt to settle this case. After nunerous conversations
yesterday with the principal attorneys, it becane apparent to ne that a
conference such as this, held at this time, night be beneficial. |I've never had
a settlenent conference so soon after the filing of a conplaint, but since al
parties agreed, it is tinme well spent.

The first issue is that of confidentiality. Nothing we say today can be repeated to any,
nmenber of the press, under any circunstances. |Is that understood?" He | ooked at Mrdeca
and then at ne. Al necks fromthe defense table twisted for simlar scrutiny. | wanted
to stand and remind themthat they had initiated the practice of |eaking. W'd certainly
| anded the heavi est bl ows, but they had thrown the first punch.

The cl erk then handed each of us a two-paragraph nondi scl osure agreenent,
custom zed with our nanmes plugged in. | signed it and gave it back to her

A |l awyer under pressure cannot read two paragraphs and make a qui ck deci si on.
"I's there a problen?" DeOrio asked of the Drake & Sweeney crowd. They were

| ooki ng for |oopholes. It was the way we were trained.

They signed of f and the agreenents were gathered by the clerk.

"W'll work fromthe agenda," the Judge said. "ltemone is a sunmary of the
facts and theories of liability. M. Geen, you filed the lawsuit, you may
proceed. You have five minutes."
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Mordecai stood without notes, hands stuck deep in pockets, conpletely at ease.
In two mnutes, he stated our case clearly, then sat down. DeOrio appreciated
brevity.

Arthur spoke for the defendants. He conceded the factual basis for the case, but
took issue on the question of liability. He laid nuch of the blane on the
"freak" snowstormthat covered the city and nade life difficult for everyone. He
al so questioned the actions of Lontae Burton. "There were places for her to go,"
Arthur said. "There were energency shelters open. The ni ght before she had
stayed in the basenent of a church, along with many other people. Wy did she

| eave? | don't know, but no one forced her, at |east no one we've been able to
find so far. Her grandnother has an apartnent in Northeast. Shouldn't sone of
the responsibility rest with the nother? Shoul dn't she have done nore to protect
her little fam|ly?"

It would be Arthur's only chance to cast blanme upon a dead nother. In a year or
so, ny jury box would be filled with people who | ooked different fromne, and
neither Arthur nor any lawyer in his right mind would inply that Lontae Burton
was even partially to blame for killing her own children

"Way was she in the street to begin with?" DeOrio asked sharply, and | al nost
sm | ed.

Arthur was unfazed. "For purposes of this nmeeting, Your Honor, we are willing to
concede that the eviction was wongful."
"Thank you."

"You're welconme. Qur point is that sone of the responsibility should rest with

t he not her."

" How nuch?"

"At least fifty percent."

"That's too high."

"We think not, Your Honor. We may have put her in the street, but she was there
for nmore than a week before the tragedy."

"M. Geen?"

Mordecai stood, shaking his head as if Arthur were a first-year |aw student
grappling with elenentary theories. "These are not people with i medi ate access
to housing, M. Jacobs. That's why they're called honel ess. You admt you put
themin the street, and that's where they died. | would love to discuss it with
ajury."

Arthur's shoul ders slunped. Rafter, Ml anud, and Barry listened to every word,
their faces stricken with the notion of Mrdecai Green |oose in a courtroomwth
a jury of his peers.

"Liability is clear, M. Jacobs," DeOio said. "You can argue the nother's
negligence to the jury if you want, though | wouldn't advise it." Mrdecai and
Arthur sat down.

If at trial we proved the defendants liable, the jury would then consider the

i ssue of dammges. It was next on the agenda. Rafter went through the notions of
subnitting the same report on current trends in jury awards. He tal ked about how
nuch dead children were worth under our tort system But he quickly becane

t edi ous when di scussing Lontae's enploynent history and the estinmated | oss of
her future earnings. tie arrived at the sane amount, $770,000, that they had

of fered the day before, and presented that for the record.

"That's not your final offer, is it, M. Rafter?" DeOrio asked. His tone was
chal | engi ng; he certainly hoped that was not their final offer.

"No sir," Rafter said.

"M. Geen."

Mordecai stood again. "W reject their offer, Your Honor. The trends nean
nothing to me. The only trend | care about is how much | can convince a jury to
award, and, with all due respect to M. Rafter, it'll be a helluva |ot nore than
what they're offering." No one in the courtroom doubted him

He disputed their viewthat a dead child was worth only fifty thousand dol |l ars.
He inplied rather strongly that such a low estimation was the result of a

prej udi ce agai nst honel ess street children who happened to be black. Gantry was
the only one at the defense table not squirnming. "You have a son at St. Al ban's,
M. Rafter. Wuld you take fifty thousand for hinP"
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Rafter's nose was three inches away fromhis | egal pad.

"I can convince a jury in this courtroomthat these little children were worth
at least a mllion dollars each, sane as any child in the prep schools of
Virginia and Maryl and. "

It was a nasty shot, one they took in the groin. There was no doubt where their
ki ds went to school

Rafter's summary nade no provision for the pain and suffering of the victins.
The rational e was unspoken, but nonethel ess obvi ous. They had di ed peacefully,
breat hing odorless gas until they floated away. There were no burns, breaks,

bl ood.

Rafter paid dearly for his om ssion. Mrdecai |aunched into a detail ed account
of the |last hours of Lontae and her children; the search for food and warnth,
the snow and bitter cold, the fear of freezing to death, the desperate efforts
to stay together, the horror of being stuck in a snowstorm in a rattletrap car,
not or runni ng, watching the fuel gauge.

It was a spell binding perfornance, given off the cuff with the skill of a gifted
storyteller. As the lone juror, | would have handed hi ma bl ank check.

"Don't tell ne about pain and suffering," he snarled at Drake & Sweeney. "You
don't know the neaning of it."

He tal ked about Lontae as if he'd known her for years. A kid born without a
chance, who nade all the predictable mstakes. But, nore inportant, a nother who
| oved her children and was trying desperately to clinb out of poverty. She had
confronted her past and her addictions, and was fighting for sobriety when the
def endant s ki cked her back into the streets.

Hi s voice ebbed and flowed, rising with indignation, falling with shanme and
guilt. Not a syllable was m ssed, no wasted words. He was giving them an
extraordi nary dose of what the jury would hear.

Arthur had control of the checkbook, and it nust've been burning a hole in his
pocket .

Mordecai saved his best for last. He lectured on the purpose of punitive
damages--to puni sh wongdoers, to nmake exanples out of themso they would sin no
nore. He hammered at the evils comiitted by the defendants, rich people with no
regard for those less fortunate. "They're just a bunch of squatters," his voice
booned. "Let's throw them out!"

Greed had nade themignore the |aw. A proper eviction would have taken at | east
thirty nore days. It would have killed the deal with the Postal Service. Thirty
days and the heavy snows woul d' ve been gone; the streets would ve been a little
safer.

It was the perfect case for the |l evying of punitive danmages, and there was
little doubt in his mnd ajury would agree with him | certainly did, and at
that nonent neither Arthur nor Rafter nor any other |awyer sitting over there
want ed any part of Mdrdecai G een.

"W'll settle for five mllion," he said as he canme to an end. "Not a penny

| ess.”

There was a pause when he finished. DeOri o nade sone notes, then returned to the
agenda. The natter of the file was next. "Do you have it?" he asked ne.

"Yes sir."

"Are you willing to hand it over?"

"Yes."

Mordecai opened his battered briefcase and renoved the file. He handed it to the
clerk, who passed it up to H's Honor. W watched for ten long mnutes as DeOrio
flipped through every page.

| caught a few stares from Rafter, but who cared. He and the rest were anxious
to get their hands on it.

When t he Judge was finished, he said; "The file has been returned, M. Jacobs.

There is a crinmnal natter pending down the hall. |1've spoken to Judge Kisner
about it. Wat do you wish to do?"

"Your Honor, if we can settle all other issues, we will not push for an

i ndi ctnent."”

"I assume this is agreeable with you, M. Brock?" DeOrio said. Danmed right it
was agreeable with ne. "Yes sir."
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"Moving right along. The next itemis the matter of the ethics conplaint filed
by Drake & Sweeney agai nst M chael Brock. M. Jacobs, would you care to address
t hi s?"

"Certainly, Your Honor." Arthur sprang to his feet, and delivered a condemati on
of nmy ethical shortcom ngs. He was not unduly harsh, or |ong-w nded. He seened
to get no pleasure fromit. Arthur was a | awer's | awer, an old-timer who
preached ethics and certainly practiced them He and the firm would never
forgive ne for ny screwup, but | had been, after all, one of them Just as
Braden Chance's actions had been a reflection on the entire firm so had ny
failure to maintain certain standards.

He ended by asserting that | nust not escape punishnent for taking the file. It
was an egregi ous breach of duty owed to the client, R verGaks. | was not a
crimnal, and they had no difficulty in forgetting the grand | arceny charge. But
| was a |l awer, and a dammed good one, he admitted, and as such | should be held
responsi bl e.

They woul d not, under any circunstances, withdraw the ethics conplaint.

Hi s argunents were well reasoned, well pled, and he convinced ne. The fol ks from
Ri ver Caks seened especially hard-nosed.

"M. Brock," DeOrio said. "Do you have any response?"

| had not prepared any remarks, but | wasn't afraid to stand and say what |

felt. | looked Arthur squarely in the eyes, and said, "M. Jacobs, | have al ways
had great respect for you, and | still do. | have nothing to say in ny defense.

| was wong in taking the file, and |'ve wished a thousand tines | had not done
it. I was looking for information which | knew was bei ng conceal ed, but that is

no excuse. | apol ogize to you, the rest of the firm and to your client,

Ri ver Caks. "

| sat down and couldn't | ook at them WMrdecai told ne later that ny hunmility
thawed the room by ten degrees.

DeOrio then did a very wise thing. He proceeded to the next item which was the
litigation yet to be conmenced. W planned to file suit on behal f of Marquis
Deese and Kelvin Lam and eventually for every other evictee we could find.
DeVon Hardy and Lontae were gone, so there were fifteen potential plaintiffs out
there. This had been proni sed by Mirdecai, and he had informed the Judge.

"If you're conceding liability, M. Jacobs," H s Honor said, "then you have to
tal k about danmages. How nuch will you offer to settle these other fifteen
cases?"

Arthur whispered to Rafter and Mal anud, then said, "Well, Your Honor, we figure
these peopl e have been without their hones for about a nmonth now. If we gave
them five thousand each, they could find a new place, probably sonething nuch
better."

"That's low," DeOGrio said. "M. Geen."

"Much too |ow," Mrdecai agreed. "Again, | evaluate cases based on what juries
nm ght do. Sane defendants, same wongful conduct, sanme jury pool. | can get
fifty thousand per case easy."

"What will you take?" the Judge asked.

"Twenty-five thousand."

"I think you should pay it," DeOio said to Arthur. "It's not unreasonable."
"Twenty-five thousand to each of the fifteen?" Arthur asked, his unflappable
demeanor cracking under the assault fromtwo sides of the courtroom

"That's right."

A fierce huddl e ensued in which each of the four Drake & Sweeney | awyers had his
say. It was telling that they did not consult the attorneys for the other two
def endants. It was obvious the firmwould foot the bill for the settlenent.
Gantry seened conpletely indifferent; his noney was not at stake. RiverQaks had
probably threatened a suit of its own against the lawers if the case wasn't
settl ed.

"W will pay twenty-five," Arthur announced quietly, and $375,000 |eft the
coffers of Drake & Sweeney.

The wi sdomwas in the breaking of the ice. DeOrio knew he could force themto
settle the smaller clains. Once the noney started flowing, it wouldn't stop
until we were finished.
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For the prior year, after paying ny salary and benefits, and setting aside one
third of ny billings for the overhead, approximtely four hundred thousand
dollars went into the pot of gold the partners divided. And | was just one of

ei ght hundr ed.

"Gentlemen, we are down to two issues. The first is noney--how nuch will it take
to settle this lawsuit? The second is the matter of M. Brock's disciplinary
problens. It appears as though one hinges on the other. It's at this point in
these neetings that | like to talk privately with each side. |I'll start with the
plaintiff. M. Geen and M. Brock, would you step into nmy chanbers?"

The clerk escorted us into the hallway behind the bench, then down to a spl endid
oak- panel ed office where H s Honor was disrobing and ordering tea froma
secretary. He offered sone to us, but we declined. The clerk closed the door,

| eaving us alone with DeOrio.

"We're making progress," he said. "lI've got to tell you, M. Brock, the ethics
conmplaint is a problem Do you realize how serious it is?"
"I think so."

He cracked his knuckles and began pacing around the room "W had a | awyer here
in the District, nust have been seven, eight years ago, who pulled a simlar
stunt. Wal ked out of a firmwith a bunch of discovery materials that
nmysteriously ended up in a different firm which just so happened to offer the
guy a nice job. Can't renenber the nane."

“Makovek. Brad Makovek," | said.

"Ri ght. Wat happened to hi n"

"Suspended for two years."

"Which is what they want from you."

"No way, Judge," Mordecai said. "No way in hell we're agreeing to a two-year
suspensi on. "

"How much will you agree to?"

"Six months nax. And it's not negotiable. Look, Judge, these guys are scared to
death, you know that. They're scared and we're not. Wiy should we settle
anything? |'d rather have a jury."

"There's not going to be a jury." The Judge stepped close to ne and studied ny

eyes. "You'll agree to a six-nonth suspension?" he asked.

"Yes," | said. "But they have to pay the noney."

"How much noney?" he asked Mordecai.

"Five mllion. | could get nore froma jury."

DeOrio wal ked to his wi ndow, deep in thought, scratching his chin. "I can see
five mllion froma jury," he said w thout turning around.

"I can see twenty," Mrdecai said.

"Who' I | get the noney?" the Judge asked.

“"I't'Il be a nightmare," Mrdecai admtted.

"How much in attorneys' fees?"

"Twenty percent. Half of which goes to a trust in New York."

The Judge snapped around and began paci ng agai n, hands cl enched behi nd his head.
"Six months is light," he said.

"That's all we're giving," Mrdecai retorted.

"All right. Let ne talk to the other side."

* * %

Qur private session with DeOio lasted less than fifteen mnutes. For the bad
guys, it took an hour. O course, they were the ones forking over the noney.
We drank colas on a bench in the bustling | obby of the building, saying nothing
as we watched a mllion |lawers scurry about, chasing clients and justi ce.

We wal ked the halls and | ooked at the scared people about to be haul ed before
the bench for a variety of offenses. Mirrdecai spoke to a couple of |awers he
knew. | recognized no one. Big-firmlawers did not spend tinme in Superior
Court.

The clerk found us and |l ed us back to the courtroom where all players were in
pl ace. Things were tense. DeOrio was agitated. Arthur and conpany | ooked
exhausted. W took our seats and waited for the Judge.

"M. Geen," he began, "I have net with the |awers for the defendants. Here's
their best offer: the sumof three mllion dollars, and a one-year suspension
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for M. Brock."

Mordecai had barely settled into his seat, when he bounced forward. "Then we're
wasting our tinme," he said and grabbed his briefcase. | junped up to follow him
"Pl ease excuse us, Your Honor," he said. "But we have better things to do." W
started for the aisle between the pews.

"You're excused," the Judge said, very frustrated.

We |eft the courtroomin a rush.

Thirty-ei ght

I was unl ocking the car when the cell phone rattled in ny pocket. It was Judge
DeOrio. Mordecai |aughed when | said, "Yes, Judge, we'll be there in five
mnutes." W took ten, stopping in the rest roons on the ground floor, walking
slowy, using the stairs, giving DeOio as nmuch tine as possible to further
punmel the defendants.

The first thing | noticed when we entered the courtroomwas that Jack Bolling,
one of the three attorneys for RiverQaks, had renoved his jacket, rolled up his
sl eeves, and was wal ki ng away fromthe Drake & Sweeney | awers. | doubted if he
had physically slapped them around, but he | ooked willing and abl e.

The huge verdi ct Mrdecai dreanmed about woul d be | odged agai nst all three

def endants. Evidently RiverQGaks had been sufficiently frightened by the

settl enment conference. Threats had been nade, and perhaps the conpany had
decided to chip in with some cash of its own. W would never know.

| avoided the jury box and sat next to Mordecai. WI ma Phelan had |eft.

"We're getting close," the Judge said.

"And we're thinking of wthdrawi ng our offer," Mrdecai announced with one of
his nore violent barks. W had not discussed such a thing, and neither the other
| awyers nor Hi s Honor had contenplated it. Their heads jerked as they | ooked at
each ot her.

"Settle down," DeOrio said

"I"'mvery serious, Judge. The nore | sit here in this courtroom the nore
convinced | amthat this travesty needs to be revealed to a jury. As for M.
Brock, his old firmcan push all it wants on the crimnal charges, but it's no
big deal. They have their file back. He has no crimnal record. God knows our
systemis overl oaded with drug deal ers and nurderers; prosecuting himwill

becone a joke. He will not go to jail. And the bar conplaint--let it run its
course. I'll file one against Braden Chance and nmaybe sonme of the other |awers
involved in this ness, and we'll have us an ol d-fashioned spitting contest." He

poi nted at Arthur and said, "You run to the newspaper, we run to the newspaper."
The 14th Street Legal dinic couldn't care | ess what was printed about it. If
Gantry cared, he wouldn't showit. RiverQaks could continue to nake noney in
spite of bad press. But Drake & Sweeney had only its reputation to narket.
Mordecai's tirade canme from nowhere, and they were conpletely astonished by it.
"Are you finished?" DeOrio asked.

"l guess."

"Good. The offer is up to four nmillion."

"If they can pay four mllion, then they can certainly pay five." Mordecai

poi nted agai n, back to Drake & Sweeney. "This defendant had gross billings | ast
year of al nost seven hundred million dollars." He paused as the nunbers echoed
around the courtroom "Seven hundred mllion dollars, |ast year alone." Then he
poi nted at RiverQaks. "And this defendant owns real estate worth three hundred
and fifty nmillion dollars. Gve nme a jury."

When it appeared that he was silent, DeOrio again asked, "Are you fini shed?"

"No sir," he said, and in an instant becanme renarkably calm "W'Ill take two
mllion up front, a mllion for our fees, a mllion for the heirs. The bal ance
of three mllion can be spread over the next ten years--three hundred thousand a

year, plus a reasonable interest rate. Surely these defendants can spare three
hundred thousand bucks a year. They nay be forced to raise rents and hourly
rates, but they certainly know how to do that." A structured settlement with an
ext ended payout nade sense. Because of the instability of the heirs, and the
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fact that nost of themwere still unknown, the noney would be carefully guarded
by the court. Mrdecai's |atest onslaught was nothing short of brilliant. There
was a noticeable relaxing in the Drake & Sweeney group. He had given them a way
out. Jack Bolling huddled with them Gantry's |awers watched and |istened, but
were al nbost as bored as their client.

"We can do that," Arthur announced. "But we keep our position regarding M.
Brock. It's a one-year suspension, or there's no settlenent.”

| suddenly hated Arthur, again. | was their last pawn, and to save what little
face they had left, they wanted all the bl ood they coul d squeeze.

But poor Arthur was not negotiating froma position of power. He was desperate,
and | ooked it.

"What difference does it nmke?!" Mrdecai yelled at him "He's agreed to suffer
the indignity of surrendering his license. What does an extra six nonths give
you? This is absurd?

The two corporate boys from Ri verGaks had had enough. Naturally afraid of
courtroons, their fear had reached new heights after three hours of Mordecai
There was no way on earth they would endure two weeks of trial. They shook their
heads in frustration and whi spered intensely to one anot her.

Even Tillman Gantry was tired of Arthur's nitpicking. Wth the settlenment so

cl ose, finish the damed t hing!

Seconds earlier, Mirdecai had yelled, "What difference does it nake?" And he was
right. It really nade no difference, especially for a street |awer |ike nme, one
whose job and salary and status would remain wonderfully unaffected by a

t enporary suspensi on

| stood, and very politely said, "Your Honor, let's split the difference. W

of fered six nonths; they want twelve. I'Il agree to nine." | |ooked at Barry
Nuzzo when | said this, and he actually snmiled at ne.

If Arthur had opened his nmouth at that point, he woul d' ve been nugged. Everyone
rel axed, including DeOrio. "Then we have a deal," he said, not waiting for a
confirmati on fromthe defendants.

Hi s wonderfully efficient |aw clerk pecked away at a word processor in front of
the bench, and within mnutes she produced a one-page Settlenent Menorandum We
qui ckly signed it, and left.

* % %

There was no chanpagne at the office. Sofia was doi ng what she al ways did.
Abraham was attendi ng a honel ess conference in New York.

If any law office in America could absorb five hundred thousand dollars in fees
wi thout showing it, it was the 14th Street Legal dinic. Mrdecai wanted new
comput ers and phones, and probably a new heating system The bul k of the noney
woul d be buried in the bank, drawing interest and waiting for the lean tines. It
was a ni ce cushion, one that woul d guarantee our neager salaries for a few

years.
If he was frustrated by the reality of sending the other five hundred thousand
to the Cohen Trust, he concealed it well. Mrdecai was not one to worry about

the things he couldn't change. H's desk was covered with the battles he could

W n.

It would take at |east nine nonths of hard | abor to sort out the Burton
settlenment, and that was where | would spend rmuch of ny tine. Heirs had to be
determ ned, then found, then dealt with when they realized there was noney to be
had. It would get conplicated. For exanple, the bodies of Kito Spires and those
of Temeko, Alonzo, and Dante nmight have to be exhuned for DNA tests, to
establish paternity. If he was in fact the father, then he would inherit from
the children, who died first. Since he was now dead, his estate woul d be opened,
and his heirs | ocated.

Lontae's nother and brothers posed intimdating problenms. They still had
contacts on the streets. They would be paroled in a few years, and they would
come after their share of the noney with a vengeance.

There were two other projects of particular interest to Mdrdecai. The first was
a pro bono programthe clinic had once organi zed, then allowed to slip away as
federal nonies evaporated. At its peak, the programhad a hundred | awers

vol unteering a few hours a week to help the honel ess. He asked ne to consi der
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reviving it. | liked the idea; we could reach nore people, nake nore contacts
within the established bar, and broaden our base for raising funds.

That was the second project. Sofia and Abraham were incapable of effectively
aski ng people for noney. Mordecai could tal k people out of their shirts, but he
hated to beg. | was the bright young Waspy star who could nmix and ningle with
all the right professionals and convince themto give annually.

"Wth a good plan, you could raise two hundred thousand bucks a year," he said.
"And what would we do with it?"

"Hire a couple of secretaries, a couple of paral egals, nmaybe another |awer." As
we sat in the front after Sofia left, watching it grow dark outside, Mordeca
began dream ng. He | onged for the days when there were seven | awyers bunpi ng
into each other at the clinic. Every day was chaos, but the little street firm
was a force. It hel ped thousands of honel ess people. Politicians and bureaucrats
listened to the clinic. It was a |loud voice that was usually heard.

"We've been declining for five years," he said. "And our people are suffering.
This is our golden nonent to turn it around.”

And the chal l enge belonged to ne. | was the new bl ood, the new tal ent who woul d
reinvigorate the clinic and take it to the next level. | would brighten up the
pl ace with dozens of new volunteers. | would build a fund-raising nachine so
that we could | awer on the sane field as anyone. W woul d expand, even knock
the boards off the windows upstairs and fill the place with tal ented advocates.
The rights of the honel ess would be protected, as long as they could find us.
And their voices would be heard through ours.

Thirty-ni ne
Early Friday | was sitting at my desk, happily going about ny business as a
| awyer/soci al worker, when Drake & Sweeney, in the person of Arthur Jacobs,

suddenly appeared at ny door. | greeted himpleasantly, and cautiously, and he
sat in one of the naroon chairs. He didn't want coffee. He just wanted to talk.
Arthur was troubled. | was nesnerized as | listened to the old man.

The | ast few weeks had been the nost difficult of his professional career--al
fifty-six years of it. The settlenment had given himlittle confort. The firm was
back on track after the slight bunmp in the road, but Arthur was finding sleep
difficult. One of his partners had comritted a terrible wong, and as a result

i nnocent people had died. Drake & Sweeney would be forever at fault for the
deat hs of Lontae and her four children, regardl ess of how rmuch noney it paid
into the settlenent. And Arthur doubted if he would ever get over it.

| was too surprised to say much, so | just listened. | wi shed Modrdecai could
hear him

Arthur was suffering, and before long | felt sorry for him He was eighty, had
been contenplating retirenent for a couple of years, but wasn't sure what to do
now. He was tired of chasing noney.

"I don't have a lot of years left," he admitted. | suspected Arthur would attend
nmy funeral.

He was fascinated by our legal clinic, and | told himthe story of howl'd
stunbled into it. How long had it been there? he asked. How nmany peopl e worked
there? What was the source of funding? How did we operate it?

He gave ne the opening, and | slipped in. Because | couldn't practice |aw for
the next nine nonths, the clinic had decided that | should inplenent a new pro
bono vol unteer programusing attorneys fromthe big firns in town. Since his
firm happened to be the largest, | was thinking of starting there. The

vol unteers would work only a few hours a week, under ny supervision, and we
coul d reach thousands of honel ess peopl e.

Arthur was aware of such prograns; vaguely aware. He hadn't perforned free work
in twenty years, he adnitted sadly. It was normally for the younger associ ates.
How wel | | remenbered.

But he liked the idea. In fact, the |onger we discussed it, the larger the
program grew. After a few mnutes, he was tal king openly of requiring all four
hundred of his D.C. lawers to spend a few hours a week hel ping the poor. It
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seened only fitting. "Can you handl e four hundred | awers?" he asked. "O
course," | said, without any idea as to how to even begin such a task. But ny
mnd was racing. "lI'll need sone help, though," | said.

"What ki nd of hel p?" he asked.

"What if Drake & Sweeney had a full-time pro bono coordinator within the firn®
This person would work closely with nme on all aspects of honel ess | aw. Frankly,

with four hundred volunteers, we'll need soneone on your end."

He pondered this. Everything was new, and everything was soundi ng good. | plowed
ahead.

"And | know just the right person,” | said. "He doesn't have to be a | awer. A

good paral egal can do it."

"Who?" he asked.

"Does the nane Hector Palma ring a bell?"

"Vaguel y. "

"He's in the Chicago office, but he's fromD.C. He worked under Braden Chance,
and got pinched."

Arthur's eyes narrowed as he struggled to renmenber. | wasn't sure how nmuch he
knew, but | doubted if he would be dishonest. He seenmed to be thoroughly

enj oyi ng his soul -cl eansi ng. "Pi nched?" he asked.

"Yeah, pinched. He lived in Bethesda until three weeks ago when he suddenly
noved in the nmddle of the night. A quickie transfer to Chicago. He knew
everyt hi ng about the evictions, and | suspect Chance wanted to hide him" | was
careful. | was not about to break my confidential agreement with Hector

| didn't have to. Arthur, as usual, was readi ng between |ines.

"He's fromD. C. ?"

"Yes, and so is his wife. They have four kids. I'msure he'd love to return.”
"Does he have an interest in hel ping the honel ess?" he asked.

"Way don't you ask hinP" | said.

“I'1l do that. It's an excellent idea."

If Arthur wanted Hector Palma back in D.C. to harness the firms newy acquired
passion for honeless law, it would be done within a week.

The program t ook shape before our eyes. Every Drake & Sweeney | awyer woul d be
required to handl e one case each week. The younger associates would do the

i ntake, under ny supervision, and once the cases arrived at the firmthey woul d
be assigned by Hector to the other |awers. Sone cases would take fifteen
mnutes, | explained to Arthur, others would take several hours a nonth. No
probl em he said.

| alnost felt sorry for the politicians and bureaucrats and of fice workers at
the thought of four hundred Drake & Sweeney | awyers suddenly seized with a
fervor to protect the rights of street people.

Arthur stayed al nost two hours, and apol ogi zed when he realized he had taken so
nmuch of ny time. But he was much happier when he left. He was going straight to

his office with a new purpose, a man on a mssion. | walked himto his car, then
ran to tell Mordecai
* % %

Megan's uncl e owned a house on the Del aware shore, near Fenwi ck Island on the
Maryl and |ine. She described it as a quaint old house, two stories with a |arge
porch that al nost touched the ocean, three bedroons, a perfect spot for a
weekend getaway. It was the niddle of March, still cold, and we could sit by the
fire and read books.

She slightly stressed the part about three bedroons, so there would be plenty of
space for each of us to have privacy, without matters getting conplicated. She
knew | was linping anay fromny first marriage, and after two weeks of cautious
flirting we had both come to realize that things woul d proceed slowy. But there
was anot her reason for mentioning the three bedroons.

We | eft Washington Friday afternoon. | drove. Megan navi gated. And Ruby ni bbl ed
on oatneal cookies in the backseat, wld-eyed at the prospect of spending a few
days outside the city, off the streets, on the beach, clean and sober

She had been cl ean Thursday night. Three nights with us in Del aware woul d nmake
four. Monday afternoon we woul d check her into Easterwood, a small wonen's detox
center off East Capitol. Mrdecai had | eaned heavily on sonmeone there, and Ruby
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woul d have a small roomwith a warm bed for at |east ninety days.

Before we left the city, she had showered at Naom's and changed into new

cl ot hes. Megan had searched every inch of her clothing and bag | ooking for
drugs. She found nothing. It was an invasion of privacy, but with addicts the
rules are different.

We found the house at dusk. Megan used it once or twice a year. The key was
under the front doornmat.

| was assigned the downstairs bedroom which Ruby thought odd. The other two
bedroons were upstairs, and Megan wanted to be near Ruby during the night.

* * %

It rained Saturday, a cold, blow ng shower that canme fromthe sea. | was al one
on the front porch, rocking gently in a swing under a thick blanket, lost in a
dreamworld, listening to the waves break bel ow. The door closed, the screen
sl anmed behind it, and Megan wal ked to the swing. She lifted the bl anket and
tucked herself next to me. | held her firnmy; if not, she would ve fallen onto
t he porch.

She was easy to hol d.

"Where's our client?" | asked.

"Watching TV."

A strong gust threw mst in our faces, and we squeezed tighter. The chains
hol di ng the swi ng squeaked | ouder, then faded as we becane alnost still. W

wat ched the clouds swirl above the water. Tinme was of no inportance. "Wat are
you t hi nki ng?" she asked softly. Everything and nothing. Away fromthe city, |
could | ook back for the first tinme and try to nake sense of it all. Thirty-two
days earlier | had been married to soneone else, living in a different
apartment, working in a different firm a conplete stranger to the woman | was
now hol ding. How could |ife change so drastically in a nonth?

| didn't dare think of the future; the past was still happeni ng.
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